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Аннотация
The people of Shiloh, Virginia thought it was just a story. A legend to keep children from misbehaving. A challenge to prove you have courage. 
What they didn't know was that it was real. 
All of it was real.
When Starlette McKinley moved from the sparkling lights of LA to the sleepy town of Shiloh, she didn't know that she would be the catalyst. She didn't know that the rage and energy pulsing through her would be the key to unleashing an unsurmountable power that would either be the saving of mankind, or its destruction.
The blood will run, and the prophecy will be revealed. But will she be able to overcome the insurmountable odds? Or will she succumb to the energy within, welcoming the darkness that has become her only friend.


The Prophecy
Divinity Stone 1
by
Desiree DeOrto

For my children: know that no matter what life throws at you that you can still accomplish everything you've ever dreamed of.
AND
For all the dreamers, believers and non-deceivers.
I salute you.


Chapter One
June 26th, 1691
[image: ]

Sarah's hands trembled as she read the stones once again. Yes, all the stones spoke to her of a child, her child that would soon come into the world. She didn't need a midwife to tell her that her cycle was late, or that she would soon bear the swelling of a child that would flourish within her womb. The stones confirmed what the fates had written, what the prophecy foretold, and what her soul screamed into the darkness.
She sat there silently, cross legged before the rough stone table. A mix between overwhelming despair and joy swept through her in a violent vortex. Pulling her emotions from one edge of the spectrum to the other. Tears filled her large violet eyes, trailing down her lily white cheeks. The grain of the dirt floor started cutting into her palms, the pain bringing her slowly out of her reveries.
With a soul felt sigh, she stood, brushing the dirt form her white sacred robes. She brushed the tears from her eyes and looked longingly once more at the stones, almost taunting herself with the bald truth. It has begun, she thought as she turned away from the table. She left the dwelling without a backward glance, taking the first steps that would lead to the end of her life and the beginning of another. Just as the prophecy foretold.
Rain fell in pounding waves. The cold drops causing mist to rise when they hit upon the warm earth. The fog danced in the night, resembling ghostly forms that seemed to sway beneath the blood red moon. The graveyard was washed in flickering shadows. The red glow of a fire pulsed at its center like a beating heart, creating a symphonic display of light and dark. She silently moved amongst the headstones toward the light. The shadows seemed to dance around the fire, like heathen beings praying to a god of old, pulsing along with the flames. Creating a web of power all their own that radiated along the mist shrouded earth, causing the swirling gray to move erratically.
A shiver crept down Sarah's spine as she stopped beside an angelic monolith. The angel gazed down at her, seeming to reach out toward her. Sarah wondered if he knew what was about to happen, and was seeking some way in which to comfort her, assist her. She slowly removed the hood from her raven black hair. Her violet eyes widened in disbelief as she watched the scene in front of her.
Black cloaked figures stood in a circle around the fire, seeming to draw the shadows to them. Twisted animal masks shrouded their faces, creating a grotesque feeling of evil. She drew her cloak tightly around her, trying to keep out the chill that seemed to permeate everything.
A lone form stood out from the circle. He was the only unmasked figure. Her heart wrenched as recognition hit her. Merlo, her heart cried as despair hit it, causing it to fracture under the weight of his betrayal. His hands were outstretched before the blaze. Head thrown back with eyes closed he faced the blood moon riding high in the sky. Power seeped from him, coming off in dark waves. The followers seemed to sway along with the power emanating from him, enveloping him.
Sarah drew in a deep, fortifying breath, and gently laid her hand upon her stretched abdomen, taunt with The Prophecy's child. The babe moved quickly against the pressure, creating a comforting, fluttering sensation. The love she felt for her child filled her, giving her strength. She didn't know how far they were into the ritual. By the amount of power radiating off of Merlo she knew she had to act now, before all hope would be lost forever.
With one last look of longing at the man she once loved, and one silent prayer for her unborn child, she stepped away from the shadow of the monolith. With her head held high, she walked into the circle.
The dark magic they were weaving seemed to pulse toward her, causing a fierce chill to pierce through her body. She silently stood watching the mob before her, ensnared in its power. Solely focusing on the evil they were creating. She stepped forward and couldn�t help but wince as a small twig snapped under her foot. The mob of followers stopped their chanting. Shocked, they turned their startled eyes toward Sarah. Some backed away in fear, others looked to Merlo for guidance. His hands dropped to his sides as he slowly lowered his head to look at her from across the fire. His molten silver gaze glowing with madness, with power.
�So, my love, you have arrived at last.�
Shocked that he knew she would come, she stared at him, her eyes beseeching. �Please, Merlo. What you are doing is madness.�
�Madness?� he chuckled, �Oh Sarah, you were always such a fool. Power is not madness. Power is everything.� He whispered harshly, face tilted in dark rapture. �With you here, it shall be far easier to overthrow the coven and their idiotic ideals than it would be trying to take them by force.�
She shook her head in denial, the fractured parts of her heart shattering while a lone tear slowly fell from her large eyes. �I cannot let you do that.�
�Oh, but my love, you do not have a choice.�
�There is always a choice Merlo, and I have already made mine.� With an outer calm that did not reflect her inner turmoil, Sarah gestured to her fellow coven members whom were hidden deep within the shadows of the graveyard and surrounding wood line. As they revealed themselves, Merlo's followers shuffled closer to him while looking around frantically. Their wide eyes and jerky movements lent a sense of hunger to their already grotesque masks. Like a pack of rabid wolves, waiting for the call of their alpha.
The fevered glint in Merlo's eyes seemed to deepen. He silently laughed as one would toward the audacity of a child. �You really believe that your meager group of witches and wizards will be able to stop me?� Merlo's blatant confidence instilled itself among his followers. Where previously they looked ready to run at the slightest threat, they now stood proud around the fire. Almost daring any to come nearer.
�They may not be enough to stop you, but I am. They are more than capable of restraining your petty group of followers.� She stared steadily into Merlo's eyes as she slowly withdrew the Divinity Stone from within the folds of her cloak. The firelight seemed to live within the hard facets of the stone. Burning with a power more forceful than that which Merlo had called forth. The Divinity Stone lay amid a pentacle that was wrapped lovingly in the arms of a crescent moon. The silver glinted in the light, causing the crescent moon design to shine harshly.
Weariness started to dull the molten silver of his eyes. �What trinket have you brought with you, my love?'
�You know what I hold, and you know I have the power to wield it. Please, if you had ever loved me, then stop this madness and come with me.�
�Come with you?� he said, anger brimming below the surface, causing the waves of power to pulse sporadically, feeding off the emotion like a parasite. �You mean surrender to you and have all of my powers removed? I think not.� He scoffed.
�You reap what you sow, Merlo. It is either surrender to me now or have your power forever be trapped within the Divinity Stone. Choose wisely.� At her words, the coven members started to move forward. They slowly surrounded the group around the fire, causing them to cluster. Tension rolled off of everyone in waves, flavoring the air with a bitter taste. The two groups pulsed toward each other, both calling forth their magic. Preparing for battle.
Merlo stepped back from Sarah, smirking with superiority and blind confidence. �I pick the third choice, my love.� At her raised eyebrow, he smiled menacingly, like a predator savoring the hunt. �For you to die.�
Sarah bit her lip against the pain those words caused her, feeling her soul shudder, and her body turn cold. �So be it.� Her violet eyes hardened like amethysts. She threw back her cloak from her body, and started calling into her the power of the Divinity Stone, along with her own reservoir of sacred power.
Merlo's eyes widened as he took in her form, swollen with child. �This cannot be.� He whispered in horror. �What have you done?�
His bellow of rage did not distract her from the spell she was weaving, even though one side of her mouth lifted up in a sardonic smile. The sounds of battle seemed far away to her, the smell of power emanating from both sides tinted the air. The long shadows of combatants locked in combat seemed to create a ballet among the ground and headstones. Still, Sarah weaved her spell, giving her life essence, knowing that she would die.
Rushing forward, Merlo looked on in shock as he hit an invisible barrier. Cursing, he sent volley after volley of spells toward her, trying to break through the barrier. Yet still, her power stayed strong and absorbed the magic he kept throwing at her, twisting it and morphing it into her own use.
The stone pulsated within her hands, causing Sarah's cloak and raven black hair to be moved by its power. The crimson stone starting the glow with its own light as it absorbed both her magic and Merlo's. Slowly, it started rising from her small soft hands, growing brighter with each pull of magic. The spell finally had enough strength to find its mark, and connected the stone to Merlo's life essence.
Merlo fell to his knees amongst the fog shrouded graveyard floor as agony enveloped him. Eyes wild, he looked at Sarah, freezing when he not only saw his life force flowing into the stone, but that of Sarah's too. Becoming weaker, Merlo started to crawl toward her, desperately trying to reach her. The madness started to dull from his eyes, fading the molten silver to a soft gray. A silent tear fell as the power that was turning him, driving him to the brink of madness, seeped from his body. He began to realize what he had done. Self-loathing spread throughout him as visions of everything he had done came back to him. Mocking him, torturing him. And Sarah, his Sarah had to take the blunt of it all. As he watched her body sway weakly within the pull of the Divinity Stone's power, a self-hatred, darker than any magic, filled him.
�Sarah�your life is draining into the Stone too�please, just stop��
With the power of the magic being the only thing holding her up, she couldn't lift her head to look at him. Barely above a whisper, she said, �I'm sorry it had to come to this, but you had to be stopped. If it takes my life to release you from the prison the power holds you in, then so be it.�
She fell to her knees as the final bursts of power was pulled within the stone. The barrier started to fade, then finally shattered as its power was pulled into the stone too. Merlo dragged himself the final inches toward her, and with shaking hands grabbed onto the edge of her cloak. Trying to pull the final centimeters toward her to where he could hold her for the very last time.
Panting from exertion and with cold sweat dripping from his face, he looked up at her, pain and regret shining in his eyes. �When the last of me is swept into the stone, the power will once again consume my soul, and it will all be for naught.�
Tears flowed from her eyes as she weakly shook her head in denial. �You may be consumed again, but it won't be for naught. You will be trapped for all eternity, and only those whose blood flows the magic of both our houses shall have the power to release you. None other than your daughter, and her daughters shall carry within them the strength to not only release you, but to destroy you as well. This is my promise to you, Merlo, my one love.�
She watched as the light faded from his eyes, his hand that was reaching gently toward her falling to the hard earth. The stone blasted one last time with crimson fire, then abruptly fell into her cold outstretched hands. With the last of the power faded, she fell onto the earth, lying beside Merlo, breathing raggedly.
The sounds of battle seemed to devour her then as she heard the cries of her own people and those of Merlo's. As they noticed their leaders' demise, the followers retreated into the depths of the forest. The coven swiftly followed, seeking to end all evil that day, but Sarah knew that evil would escape and grow stronger over time. Where there was good, evil always followed.
She moved onto her side, curling into herself as her body shuddered with the beginning pains of labor. Gasping, she clenched her eyes shut as the pain increased, tearing through her abdomen. She breathed in relief as her water broke, feeling the ease of pressure within her only to have her eyes widen as she caught sight of the blood. Her blood. There was too much, too soon.
�No.� She whispered in horror as she felt deep within her soul that something was wrong. Terribly, utterly wrong.
�My Goddess,� she whispered, her eyes searching frantically for someone, anyone, that might be able to help. �Please, take mercy on my child.� She prayed, her heart and soul searching for an answer.
Her eyes widened as she heard a twig snapping in the woods. Trying to calm her breathing, she bit her lip to hold back a painful moan. Snapping her head to the left, her eyes narrowed as she focused on the wood line. Frantically searching for whomever was approaching. Seeing movement within the shadows, she focused on the shifting darkness, gasping when she caught sight of glowing amber eyes.
Curiously, they stared deep into her. Sarah felt as if her soul was being laid bare by those hauntingly beautiful eyes.
�Shifter,� she called out softly between contractions. �Please, come forward.� Cold sweat and blood soaked through her simple gown, creating a grotesque film across her weakening body.
She felt the waves of energy caress her as he shifted from his animal form into that of a man. �Quickly,��she urged. Another fierce wave of agony crashed into her, the contracting muscles causing more blood to pour from her. She knew there wasn�t much time left as she gazed into the hauntingly beautiful eyes of the man before her. The creature who was her child�s only hope.
He knelt beside her, his dark hair falling forward, creating shadows across his face. His amber eyes were the only thing discernible.
�What service have you need of me?� he asked quietly, his voice was gruff yet somehow gentle.
Her breath caught as the pain hit her again. She reached out and clasped his supremely large, hot hand with her cold, bloody one. Weakly she gripped him as the pain ravaged her withering body.
She relaxed her grip as the pain lessened. �Please,��she said softly, weak from the pain and blood loss. �I know I have no right to ask this from one of your kind, and I do not have time to explain, for death is approaching quickly. You came because you heard the call of the Goddess. Trust in her that what I say is important. Within me lies a child of The Prophecy, but I cannot deliver her naturally into this world. Something is wrong. You need to cut her from my womb. There is a cottage deep within the forest, deliver the babe to the couple residing there. They will care for and love her, but I will need you, and that of your line, to guard the burial site of Merlo. Then when the time comes, to protect the descendent while she finishes what I was too weak to do.� She barely paused for breath as her words tumbled from her lips. The shifters eyes glowed brighter as the truth of her words beat against his soul. Marking him, changing him. He felt the will of the Goddess press down on him, urging him to make the oath and accept his fate.
He breathed deeply, trying to calm the animal within. He clenched his eyes shut against the urge to run, to stay free. The animal within him rebelled at the thought of a cage, any cage. The man in him knew it was his calling, his fate. He felt the caress of the Goddess. Tangible, soothing. He opened his eyes and became caught in Sarah's penetrating gaze. �I give you my oath.� Sarah closed her eyes in relief. A soft whisper of thanks formed on her tongue only to have it changed into an agonizing scream as the most intense pain hit her.
She frantically gripped his arm, surprising them both with her strength. �Now! You must do it now before we run out of time!� she bit out between clenched teeth, holding in another scream as she felt her body starting to rip from the pressure. She wouldn�t be able to hold out for much longer. She pulled her sacred dagger from the folds of her blood stained cloak. She handed it to him, silently begging for him to end her pain.
He nodded as he grasped the hilt, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze.
She tensed as she heard him cut through the fabric of her gown, exposing her clenching abdomen to the warming air. Morning was fast approaching, turning the midnight blue sky to gray streaked with the softest of pinks and yellows.
�Remember your oath, shifter.� Even though she said it softly, on the merest whisper of breath, he still heard the steal beneath her gentle tone.
�My name is Maximus.�
�Maximus.� She echoed, looking deeply into his eyes. �The Goddess will bless you and your descendant�s.�
With her last blessing as High Priestess, he plunged the dagger into her abdomen, cutting open her womb. As the sun rose over the top of the trees, he held the babe in his hand, letting her wail the first of many tears to be shed over the loss of Sarah, High Priestess, and beloved of the Goddess.

Chapter Two
Present Day
[image: ]

�I can't believe you shanghaied us to here.� I twisted my auburn hair nervously around my hand while glaring out the window. I didn't want to look at my parents. I didn't want to see the 'look' they'd share. The one that said they were getting tired of hearing me complain. Yes, I was complaining. Majorly. But this was a big change. With everything else that had been going on in my life lately, you'd think I'd deserved the right to bitch a little bit.
Streaming sunlight illuminated the red tint in my dark tresses with strands of gold gleaming sporadically throughout. Trees flew past the window, causing a dizzying display of browns and greens. Even though the passing scenery was beautiful, it didn�t compete with my overwhelming depression and fear. Not to mention the confusion. It's pretty bad when you don't even know who you are anymore.
�Seriously mom, we could be headed straight into a den of inbred serial killers. Haven't you seen Wrong Turn? There could be �cannibalistic mountain men� lurking everywhere!�
I switched my gaze from the passing scenery to my mother�s reflection in the rear view mirror. Eleanor, my mother, was the epitome of perfection, both physically and person-ably. Her long strawberry blonde hair was cut to frame her fairy like face, enhancing her slightly angled violet eyes. They were captivating and so clear they made my own violet-gray eyes appear murky, dull. Her eyes were sparkling with irritation. I knew mine fared no better.
�Star, we've been over this a million times. There are no mutant freaks, 'cannibalistic mountain men', or deranged serial killers here. I wish you'd quit watching so many scary movies.�
�Hey, I did my research. Ten horror movies are based in Virginia.� I slouched in my seat, feeling petulant.
�Let me guess, Google?� she looked over to my dad for help. My dad, Paul, wasn't very good with the whole parenting thing. He was always too much fun to ever be serious. Even now, when I felt like my world was going to implode and I'd be left in a million pieces, he still wasn't serious. He looked up through the windshield, searching the sky like he was seeking divine intervention. I hoped that if he received any that he'd send some my way. I could totally use it.
�I like being informed. Besides, they have to be based off of some semblance of the truth. People don't just get ideas out of thin air. There are way too many similarities between movies and books to argue otherwise.�
�They're movies Star, not reality. There's as much of a chance of you being eaten or murdered in California as there is here.� Dad added in, trying to be helpful. He failed miserably.
I straightened at his comment. His baby blue eyes sparkled with mirth. I didn't find it funny at all. �Gee, thanks Dad. I feel so much better about my chances of survival.� I may love horror movies, but I'm actually a big chicken when it comes to anything even remotely scary.
�Glad to help keep you informed.� He said, grinning.
�You're not helping.� Mom whispered loudly at him with an elegant eye roll. That was one thing about my mother. No matter what she did, it always looked elegant. She could stand in the streets wearing a clown costume while doing the chicken dance and people would applaud her and say how graceful she was. I didn�t inherit that ability. Compared to her, I was as graceful as a lopsided elephant.
�Well it's the truth. We could have moved to Florida and faced flesh eating bath salt zombies instead. But, hey, I'd rather face the possibility of �cannibalistic mountain men� over zombies any day. There's more of a survival rate that way.� He shrugged and turned his full attention back to the twisting road ahead of us.
I couldn�t believe we were actually on our way to Shiloh, a no name town smack dab on the edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia. Three days ago, we were in L.A., surrounded by the familiar comfort of concrete and an overwhelming population. Now, we were surrounded by nature. I shuddered at the thought of all the different creepy crawlies I�d end up encountering.
I didn�t mind insects. I could look at them with no problem, even point out different types. But there was a big difference between looking at them from a safe distance to actually encountering them. I paled as I pictured waking up to a spider staring at me. I wasn�t much for physical fitness, but if a bug got near me I�d sprint faster than an Olympic gold medalist. Insects were just one of the things that marred living in the country.
�Mom, can we please just��
�Star, we've been over this a million times. You know why we're moving here. I just wish you'd accept it and make the best of it.�
I could feel my anger building up. I bit my lip, attempting to keep the bitterness in. Getting into a fight wouldn't help my situation any, and we've been getting into to many lately. I hated it. I hated the fighting. I hated hurting my parents. I hated feeling so out of control.
Mom did one of those heavy sigh things that only mothers know how to do. Like their kid is the equivalent of the weight of the world on their shoulders. �Look, I know that this move is hard on you. You're seventeen, emotional, and being thrown into a new environment that you're not familiar with. But you have to understand that this is a good thing for our family, especially with everything that's been going on these past couple of months.�
�Mom, please don't start this again�� I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to stave off a headache. I knew all of their reasons. I had them memorized by now. I just couldn't understand how they didn't see that moving me across the country wasn't going to fix my problems. If it was that easy, I'd happily move across the world to do it.
�We're just worried about you, pumpkin. It seems like bad luck has been following you around lately and figured we could all use a change of scenery after this last incident.� The �incident�, as my parent�s referred to it, flashed to the forefront of my mind. I cringed in remembrance. The smell of burning flesh still haunted me. I could hear the echoing screams of agony in my head. I didn't think the nightmares would ever go away, and I didn't know if I wanted them too. I felt guilty. Supremely guilty. But I couldn't have had anything to do with what happened. I couldn't have been the one to do it. Even to contemplate it was ten types of crazy. I just didn't want to go there, although I thought I might be half way there already.
�I know. You both think this is for the best, that I need a chance to get away from all the gossip, to start over. But this is my life. I know you don't believe me, but I had nothing to do with what happened to Rebecca.� Even to myself it sounded like a lie.
She sighed and rested her head back against her seat. I could almost feel the weariness coming off of her. �We've already said that we believe you didn't have anything to do with it. But we're not worried about our own opinions. For God's sake Starlette, LAPD almost arrested you! I don't know why you had to go and say you wished Rebecca would catch on fire, because she did. Though no one knows exactly how that happened��
�I didn�t say that exactly. I only said��
�Regardless of how you worded it, the 'threat' was enough for them to make you a person of interest. We will not have you living with that over your head.� Too late for that. �We will not have people staring at you like you're some kind of deranged pyromaniac!� They already do. �So you just better get used to Shiloh, because this is our home now!�
With every word, her voice got louder until she was almost screeching. She was breathing heavily by the time she turned to look at me. I knew my eyes were huge. Mom never yells. Never. �Geez Mom, that one was a long time coming.� And it was. Mom had been so calm about everything that I was beginning to feel like I was adopted. My own emotions had become so out of control that I was relieved to discover that my perfect mother could snap too. Even if it did hurt to know that it was because of me.
�Star, one of these days, humor and sarcasm won�t be enough to solve every situation, even if temporarily.�
I relaxed against my seat and tuned my gaze back to the window. �I know mom��I know.�
�Then why do you keep fighting us on this?� she looked at me pleadingly, begging to understand.
I debated on whether or not to speak. I was tentative about saying anything that would give away what was really going through my mind. It would just take one slip for my parents to think that I was losing it. �I just want to have a say in something. Everything's changing so fast that I feel like I've been left behind. Like my life is spinning out of control and I don't have a say in the matter. I just want to have some control.�
Her eyes began to water. I didn't think I could deal with her crying. �Pumpkin, I know��
�No mom, you don't,��I hissed, feeling my volatile emotions shift within me, my anger swiftly pushing to the front. �You don�t know how I feel, you don't know what it's like, and you don't understand what I'm going through. Just give it a rest already and quit treating me like I'm a child with a booboo you need to kiss!� I almost slapped my hand over my own mouth. I paled then immediately flushed with regret over my outburst and the wounded puppy look my mother now wore. The guilt intensified, taking over where the flare of anger resided. I may be sarcastic, but I had never been outright rude or mean to my mother.
My head slammed into the window as Dad turned too fast in his seat, jerking the steering wheel in the process. �Shit!� he turned back to the road, barely missed driving off the cliff, and straight down the sheer drop off of the mountains. He slammed his fist against the steering wheel and shot daggers at me through the rear view mirror. I shrank back from how angry he looked. This was new to me. My dad had never been outright angry with me. �Starlette, I don't care how 'emotional' you are right now! You do not talk to your mother that way!�
�Dad, I don't even know where it came from!� God my head hurt and yelling wasn't helping anything. Neither was the anger that was back in full force. I swallowed, trying to push it down.
�Paul, she didn't mean��
�Mom! I don't need a savior! Would you just stay��
�Starlette! Do not talk to your mother��
�Enough! I've had enough of both of you! Paul, you need to quit switching from being a friend to a parental figure, it doesn't work that way. Starlette, you need to mind your father and watch your attitude. I really don't care for either of your attitudes at the moment, so both of you just need to shut the hell up!� My father and I were both shocked into silence.
I knew Mom was stressed, but I didn't know she was that stressed. It's a good thing to get your frustrations out, and I was happy to see that I wasn't the only one that snapped in my family. Although I'd bet my entire savings that Mom wasn't surprised at all that she snapped. Me? I'm always surprised.
A heavy silence descended upon the car, so I turned my gaze to the town coming up. We finally made it through the mountains without driving off a cliff and dying in a fiery explosion. I was extremely happy about that.
The buildings were made of authentic brownstone with brightly painted awnings and shutters, creating differences between the stores that lined both sides of the street. I could see what looked like apartments above the main floors. I wondered who would ever live above a store, but then reminded myself that this was Shiloh. There were probably inbred families living there, all happily squished together.
A break between buildings sent sunlight streaming straight into my eyes. When I felt like my pupils weren't going to shrivel up and cause permanent blindness, I caught sight of a brightly painted sign, The Nook. What made the sign stand out amongst all the quaint brownstone wasn't the rendition of Pop Art sign, with brightly used colors proudly stating The Nook, but also the hordes of people meandering in and out of the store. I couldn't see much with the sunlight reflecting off of the stores windows. I swear the whole side of it was made of glass. I started to feel like a vampire caught in the sun. Maybe I should start hissing.
I looked forward again, figuring that staring at the vehicles we slowly passed would be a hell of a lot better than becoming blinded by trying to figure out what the store was. With my luck, it was probably a porn shop. It would figure that the only thing that attracted my attention would be a peep show. That's how awesome my life had become.
�Dad, why have I seen at least thirteen different states license plates?�
I could almost feel him rolling his eyes. �The Blue Ridge Mountains are a big tourist attraction for nature lovers. There's hiking galore up here, along with nature trails, bird watching, and camping. People come from all over to spend their summers out here getting rusticated.�
I blinked slowly at him, trying to imagine people actually paying to get �rusticated�. I couldn't fathom it. Really, I couldn't. Sure I understood that some people loved to go hiking and enjoyed being in nature, but I never understood those types of people. Yes, nature was pretty, but I just wasn't the type that would enjoy becoming 'rusticated'. I shook my head and turned my gaze away.
�You could at least try to take an interest in what Shiloh has to offer.� He stated bitterly.
�Like that will ever happen.� I whispered under her breath.
�What?� he asked with a raised eyebrow.
�What?� My innocent, deer in headlights look was totally lost on him. I needed to work on that if I was ever going to be as good as my mother.
�You said something.�
�When?�
�Just a second ago.�
�Oh, What?�
�You said something��just a second ago, what was it.� Traces of anger starting to flush his neck.
�What.�
�God damn it, Star! What did you say a second ago!?� he slammed the steering wheel which caused the car to jerk again. I placed my palm against the window, not wanting a repeat of my head embracing the glass. I really wish he would quit doing that.
�What!� I nearly shouted now, trying hard to hold back a grin. My mother, on the other hand, couldn't quite hold back her laughter.
�What?� he asked her harshly.
�Exactly!� I threw my arms up in my excitement. Mom's laughter rang throughout the car, making me feel warm and fuzzy. She had that ability. With just one smile she could brighten my day. When she laughed, it's like being embraced by a giant, fluffy unicorn. Dad rolled his eyes at us and turned to concentrate broodily on driving. Mom turned in her seat and gave me a wink, her violet eyes alight with laughter. I smirked in return, then turned back to the view, feeling better than I had in ages.
I could feel a frown forming as I tried to remember the last time I was truly happy. Sure, I was amused often, and occasionally I got those warm happy feelings. But I couldn't remember the last time that happiness actually stayed, or wasn't underlined with fear. I know that as you get older happiness isn't as easy to come by, but I'm seventeen, not thirty-five. You'd think it would be a couple of years until my happiness started to dissipate.
It seemed like everything started to fade after my sixteenth birthday. Like I woke up and found a darkness in me, a side I never knew existed. All of a sudden I was just getting pissed off for no reason. Sometimes I could control it, but more and more it seems like it�s beginning to control me, which scares the hell out of me. That's why I call it my darkness. It's all-consuming, bleak. It feels like it's spreading inside of me. Like an obsidian poison working through my system. Devouring who I am. Who I was. That's what scares me the most. I'm forgetting who I am and becoming something, but I don't know what that something is.
Dad's grumble snapped me out of my bleak thoughts. �We�re almost out of town.�
�Oh, man! Don�t tell me I blinked and I missed it!� I couldn�t help but bait him. I picked my iPod back up as dad started to argue with himself. He always argued with himself. I don't think he ever won the arguments either. It eased my mind to see that even through all this madness and self-doubt that Dad was still mainly the same. I would hate it if the darkness in me began to change my family. I couldn't help but fear that in time, everything would change.
I smirked as his arguing intensified. �Let me know who wins.� I half yelled, turning up the volume of the music before he could respond.

Chapter Three
[image: ]

It took thirty minutes to get from town to the driveway. I knew for a fact it took thirty minutes because the timer on my phone was blinking at me with those horrifying numbers. However good I may have felt thirty minutes ago faded with each passing second it took us to travel to our new 'home'. My parents, of course, weren't horrified about that fact at all. No, they were too busy chatting about the merits of living in the country. A chill raced down my spine as I looked at the surrounding woods.
I couldn't help the sigh of relief as the car finally pulled to a stop. I was beyond sore at this point. We were on the road for days on end, with very few stops along the way. My muscles were stiff from being in such a cramped position for so long. Sure, our car was nice whenever we went to town or on small trips, but I doubted a cloud would feel good after a couple of days on the road. I was lucky I wasn't surrounded by our belongings during the trip. I would have started a rebellion if I had been.
I stretched, trying to work out as many muscle cramps as I could while watching the moving company we hired work their way through the trucks.
I braced myself. I didn't know what type of house we'd be moving into and was afraid that it would be some type of log home or ancient farm house. When my parents bought it they refused to show me a picture or to even describe it. They said they wanted me to be surprised. I hated surprises. I turned toward the house and felt my breath leave me in a giant whoosh.
It was beautiful. A cobblestone path led up to the large front door with decorative shrubs on either side. Large multi paned window reflected the late evening rays back at me, causing my eyes to water slightly. The two story house was made of a soft rose colored brick. The color should have made it look extremely feminine, but the sharp angles of the roof cast stateliness to its appeal. Almost masculine in its sharpness, balancing out the feminine details.
A glimmer at the corner of the house caught my attention. I leaned toward it and could just make out a large lake in the distance. I turned my gaze back to our new house and silently compared it to the house we had back in LA. While I loved our old house, this definitely upped the ante on awesome houses. I couldn't believe it. I looked back at my parents, almost expecting to see them holding in their laughter over the worst joke of all time. I swear I'd kill them if they had played me for a fool.
�Are you serious!?� My tone came out sharper than I intended. By their instant frowns, I knew they took it the wrong way. They looked slightly hurt, and I hated myself for that. That they would become so used to me being spiteful that they'd take everything the wrong way.
�Pumpkin, we thought you would like it.�
�Like it?� I didn't like it, I loved it.
�Yes.� Mom jumped in, fluttering her hands as if unsure how to proceed. �We thought that with everything you've been going through that you'd want a space of your own. It's not two storied, you see. There's a fully finished walk out basement, and we thought��
�I have my own floor?�
�Look, Star. We know this isn't LA, but we're trying to�� The rest of my Dad's sentence was lost as I threw myself at them. I could feel them stiffen before they relaxed into my exuberant hug. I knew they had become so used to minimal displays of affection from me, but it still hurt that they didn't automatically embrace me.
�So�you like it?�
�Like it!? Are you serious? I love it!� I thought my happy dance was about to throw them into shock. I tried to tap down on my excitement, but it refused to be pushed aside. �I get my own floor, for crying out loud! This is awesome!� I was tempted to hug them again, but they shared a 'look', one that spelled trouble for me. I knew this was too good to be true. �Wait, what's the catch?�
Warring emotions playing across their faces. I crossed my arms and stared them down, impatiently tapping my toe against the pavement. I was about to lay into them when mom cut in with one of her placating smiles.
�We'll talk about it later, okay? Why don't we all go inside and check out the house first. She ushered us quickly inside, side stepping around movers at the carried our furniture and boxes through the house.
I was about to dig in my heels and get them to hash everything out that instant, but instead I ended up staring wide-eyed at the interior of the home. I turned in a slow circle in the middle of the entryway, trying to take in as many details as I could.
The entryway was open and airy, with a staircase ahead leading to the upper floor, and doorways on either side leading to the living room and dining room. The kitchen lay straight ahead. The rubber soles of my shoes squeaked on the tile floor as I turned. To my left, an arched doorway led into a large living room with floor to ceiling windows. The cathedral ceiling went all the way up to the roof of the house, showing deep cherry wood rafters. Sunlight filtered through the wall of windows, letting soft rose light dance upon the pale cream walls. Bedroom doors were open on the second floor, where railing along the upper hallway created a loft like feel, showcasing the living room.
I turned to my right, and saw that the dining room had the same open, airy feel as the rest of the house. Walking farther, I stepped into the kitchen and stopped dead in my tracks. The granite counter tops gleamed from the mullioned windows flanking the back of the house. Stainless steel appliances stood like sentries. A granite isle stood in the middle of the tiled floor with a pot and pan rack hanging overhead. I moved toward the windows.
A large deck stretched out across the back of the house. Beyond it, my eyes rested on the lake, causing a breathless sigh to leave my body. It was beautiful. Dark green grass gently sloped to the gray water. The fading sunlight danced across it, creating a ballet of light and darkness with the mountains rising majestically in the distance.
I opened the sliding glass doors and stepped out onto the deck. Gazing around the yard I noticed that about a half an acre out on either side of the house started the wood line. The woods were sparse in the beginning, creating lovely shaded areas that quickly gave way to the forest. It would be a beautiful place to die if mutant mountain men roamed the area, that's for sure.
I turned at the sound of my parents calling to me. �Come check out your new room,��Mom said with a knowing grin. With one last look at the lake, I turned to follow after them.
�You have got to be shitting me.� I just couldn't believe my eyes. The basement was fully finished with its own bathroom, large bedroom, living area and bar/kitchenette. The previous owners obviously never took the time to decorate it because it was completely barren of color.
The bedroom could be shut off from the rest of the area by large French doors. The living room was carpeted and sunk down into the middle of the tiled floor, forming an almost secluded space. I'd never have to worry about my parents yelling at me for staying up late again. They'd never know. I almost felt evil with my all-night movie intentions.
�This is mine? ALL mine?� My eyes felt like they were going to bulge right out of my head as I stared at my parents. Smiling, they nodded their heads in assent. I quickly looked around again then ran to the door leading to the backyard.
A cobblestone area was set right outside, perfect for a quiet evening to sit and take in the beauty of the surrounding area. A garden lay to the right of the porch, hidden from prying eyes by the first floor deck. Since the basement was built into the side of the sloping hills, the entire back side of the bottom level was nothing but glass to make up for the lack of light. For a moment, I couldn't breathe as I took it all in.
I looked at my parents with a huge smile on my face. They did this for me, to make me happy and try to replace the blackness that seemed to be surrounding my life. I still couldn't stop the edge of unease that seemed to constantly hover around me, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
My parents left me alone to start unpacking my items. Listening to my iPod, I started organizing my belongings and making a list for all the new furniture I would need to fill the rooms. This was the first time I had space to myself, enough room to breathe.
I screamed when I felt a hand grab my shoulder. Falling onto my butt, I quickly turned around. My dad stood above me, almost doubled over with laughter. Yanking out my earphones, I sent a glare his way.
�Sweet baby Jesus! What were you trying to do? Give me a heart attack?�
�Hey, I tried calling your name. It's not my fault you were blaring music.�
�What did you need?� I rested my arms on my raised knees, maintaining my glare.
�Time for you to come upstairs. We ordered some pizza and still have some things to talk about.�
�Trying to butter me up with the thought of pizza, eh?�
�Couldn't hurt.� With a wink he headed up the stairs.
I followed him to the living room where Mom was busy digging through boxes. She looked up and gave Dad a questioning look. Glancing back at me, he gave a short nod in silent reply. Tension seeped into the atmosphere. I crossed my arms and prepared for whatever was to come.
�Come sit with me, sweetie.� She said, sitting herself on the couch and patting the spot next to her. I thought about declining, but figured that would take focus away from whatever discussion they were anxious about. I walked calmly toward her and sat down without even a remark, causing my parents eyebrows to raise in surprise.
�Spill it.� I said, looking straight into my mothers' eyes.
She looked at Dad first before she cast her wary eyes back to me. �Well, I know you're not going to like this, but please just hear us out.� I didn't take my gaze off of her even when I felt the couch shift from the weight of my father sitting down beside me.
She cleared her throat and started wringing her hands in her lap. I gazed at them momentarily then shifted my defenses based on that tell-tale sign. She wouldn't be wringing her hands unless she was worried about what my reaction would be.
�We know you don't want to talk about it, but these little 'incidents' have begun to increase and your attitude has started to swing almost dramatically. We want you to know that we love you, and that we're doing what we think is best for you�� Mom looked pleadingly at me while she put a reassuring hand on my knee. Dad cleared his throat, earning my attention. They planned a speech together. This wasn't good.
�You're going to start therapy on Monday,� Dad said in a rush.
�Therapy?� I raised an eyebrow.
�Yes, you know we'd never do anything to hurt you, we just want you to have someone to talk to.� Mom said in a placating voice.
I could feel my anger rising by the moment. The flecks darkness within me seemed to grow with my building temper. Feeding off it. Fueling it. �You want me to go to some quack, charging hundreds of dollars an hour just to talk?�
�Yes, we figured if you had the chance to talk about what's been happening��
�How am I supposed to talk about what's been happening when I don't know the cause of it!� I started to angrily pace in front of them, hoping to calm the darkness within me.
�All that's going to happen is I'm going to end up getting put on some stupid medicine that will keep me like a living zombie just like the last time! How can you guys even come to this conclusion when you know damn well I didn't have anything to do with what happened to Rebecca?�
�Well, if you become a zombie we could always have you cast in the next apocalypse movie,� Dad stated, trying to alleviate my anger.
�That's not funny! Why in the world would you think I'd willingly do this? Do you know what they do to people at mental hospitals? Haven't you seen Gothica?�
Mom put her head in her hands and began rubbing her temples. �Star, that's a movie!�
�I'm not stupid, I know it's a movie, but that could happen.� I threw my hands up and yanked my hair over my shoulder, twisting it roughly around my hand. Mom wasn't the only one with a nervous gesture.
�You're forgetting the fact that we're not putting you in a mental institution. We're just having you go to a therapist.�
�Ha! That's what they all say before the person is shipped off to some ward where a mad scientist starts experimenting on them!�
Dad nodded his head. �She has a point, that's how it always starts.�
�Paul! You're not helping!� Mom hissed.
He couldn't keep his grin hidden. �What?�
Shaking her head, she turned back to me. �Look, we don't want this to get any worse than what it already is. We want you to get help so we can nip this in the bud.�
I let loose an eye roll as I wrapped my arms protectively around myself. �Yeah, that's what I thought this whole move was about. You know, uprooting me from the only home I've ever known, removing me from my friends and the life I built. Yup, all about help, but I guess the intervention has just started!�
�Oh, come on Star! You know we didn't have a choice! Do you think we liked moving this far away?� Mom spat in exasperation. �For once would you stop thinking about yourself and think about others? Your father had to take a demotion in his job to move out here! I had to leave my publisher and transfer to one closer to here! You're not the only one who had to make sacrifices!� she threw her hands wide for emphasis.
I stayed silent. I knew what they had to give up to move here. Knew how stressed and worried they were about me. Because of me. I just couldn't stop the anger from rolling in.
An electric feeling started building underneath my skin, making the air around me almost palpable with static. The darkness seemed to be laughing, mocking my attempts to remain calm, to control myself. I was coming close to being beyond freaked out. The darkness always grew before one of my 'incidents', but the energy snapping under my skin was new. It was terrifying me. I didn't know what was wrong with me. Maybe I was going crazy.
�Why would you think I'd willingly agree to this? Even if you drag me to a therapist, you can't make me talk.�
Acting with an outer calm that mocked my own barely held control, Dad studied his nail beds. �Well, you'll need a car to get back and forth to work and school. If you talk during your sessions, we'll buy you a car.�
I sank graciously to the floor, feeling like they sucker punched me in the gut. My anger was thoroughly deflated, making the darkness and energy fade. I chewed on my lip thoughtfully while staring at my scuffed up tennis shoes, thinking about their offer. I didn't want to start my new life riding the school bus or having to beg my parents to take me places. I wanted my freedom, and they were offering it to me with one hell of a catch.
I didn't think I'd have an active social life in this Podunk town, but it would be nice to be able to escape for a while. The sound of the doorbell broke into my internal debate.
I sighed in relief at the disturbance and jumped up. �I'll get it!� I called out as I ran to the door. Skidding on the slick tile, I almost fell on my butt as my hand reached for the door handle. �Fuck!� I caught myself just in time to hear Mom�s chastisement.
�Starlette Elizabeth McKinley! Language!�
I rolled my eyes as I flung open the door, scaring the pizza delivery guy at the same time.
I drank in the sight of him. He was tall, easily towering over my petite 5'6'' frame. His shoulders were broad and I could see the muscles of his arms tense when he tightened his grip on the pizza delivery bag. My eyes trailed up from his thick chest, lingering on the open collar of his shirt for a moment, taking in the dark golden color of his skin. He had a strong chin, hinting at arrogance. His thick, dark brown hair shone with golden highlights in the porch light. My eyes locked on his warm amber gaze. Flecks of gold danced within them, making me to feel like I was falling. My eyes trailed down his slim, aristocratic nose, to rest on his full lips. His teeth shone white between his lips as they moved. Shit! He's talking!
�What?� I asked, feeling myself flush to the roots of my hair.
�Uh, is this the McKinley house?� He asked, frowning at me.
Way to go Star, first hot guy you meet and you end up staring like an idiot. �Yup.� Wow, I'm so eloquent too.
�Okay, that will be twenty-six seventy-five.�
�Huh?�
His smirk caused my attention to be drawn back to his lips. �Pizza.�
�Oh! Yeah, hold on.� I quickly headed back into the living room. Dad was already reaching for his wallet with a bemused smile on his face. I sighed and held my hand out to him. �Don't ask.�
�Oh, I don't have to. We overheard your lady-like tendency in action.�
�Perfect, now my utter embarrassment is fulfilled! I can die a happy woman, knowing my greatest dream is accomplished.�
Dad's smirk flared into a full out smile. �Oh, I'm sure you have the potential for something truly epic,� he said, placing the money in my awaiting hands. I glared at him then stalked off, tempted to give him the one finger salute.
I caught the pizza guy looking around at all the boxes scattered everywhere. I think it should be illegal to have a delivery guy look like that. I frowned at him. He quickly turned his attention to me, smiling slightly. A fluttering sensation erupted in my stomach, causing me to pause. So not good.
Still frowning, I handed him the money. �You can keep the change.� He grinned again, and I noticed he had a dimple on his left cheek. I wanted to lick it. Taken aback, I wondered where in the hell that thought came from. Sure I've been attracted to guys before, but I've never had any overly sexual thoughts about them. Being seventeen and a virgin was testament to that fact. The delivery guy was busy opening the carrying bag, giving me free reign to stare at him. Great, he's going to think I'm some type of creepy stalker on top of being an idiot. I shouldn't care. Crazy plus hot guy doesn't equal anything good. Bringing myself back to the present, I reached for the pizzas.
Pizza boxes safely in hand, I moved to close the door. �Well, have a good night.� I said with a small smile.
�Yeah, you too.� Smiling in return, he turned away. I took a moment to watch him go. The backside was even more pleasing than the front. I shook my head and moved forward, my eyes glued to his retreating form. I moved with the narrowing gap of the door, trying to keep him in sight for as long as possible.
I forgot that I had the pizza boxes in my hand and jerked back when I felt them bounce against the door frame. They lost their balance and started to fall. �Shit!��I jumped forward, trying to catch them only to find myself falling forward as I tripped over the lip of the door, face first into an upended pizza box.
I thought about staying where I was, smothered to death by mozzarella cheese as I heard the sound of footsteps approaching. I huffed out a breath and almost groaned as the expulsion of air caused a cheese bubble. I felt cheese and sauce slide down my nose as I lifted my face. I sat back and rubbed the soreness out of my knee. �Are you alright?� The pizza guy asked as he crouched down beside me.
�Oh, I'm perfect. Nothing says how great a pizza is better than falling face first into it.� I wiped the residue from my face, refusing to look up at him. I cast a glare over my shoulder toward the living room as I heard Dad's bellow of laughter.
I froze as his fingertips softly touched my face.
�You've got something right here.�
I could hear the suppressed laughter in his voice. I turned and saw him holding up a slice of pepperoni, laughter lighting up his amber eyes. �Thanks.� I was trying hard not to lash out like my anger was begging me too. I picked up the boxes and stood, turning to stomp angrily through the doorway.
�Hey, I'm��
�Have a good night!� I snarled, cutting him off by slamming the door in his face. If there was a God I prayed to never see him again. I leaned against the door, flushing with absolute embarrassment.
�Epic!� Dad yelled from the recesses of the living room. I rolled my eyes as I headed toward them with the face printed pizza.
I sat on the living room floor, watching as my parents ate their last slices of pizza. Mom daintily finished off her final bite, perfect white teeth flashing, then wiped the grease residue gently from her face with a napkin. At her look, Dad nodded his head quickly, shoved the last remnants of his slice into his mouth then wiped his hands on his pants.
I studied them, wondering how they fell in love when there was such a contrast between them. Mom was always so proper. Dad, on the other hand, had me wondering if he wasn't raised in the northern forests, surrounded by he-man lumberjacks who held daily snot rocket competitions.
Shaking my thoughts away, I put down my half eaten slice and leaned back against a box.
�So, as we were saying before, if you talk to the therapist, and I mean talk, then your mother and I will buy you a car. You'll be responsible for paying for the gas and insurance of course�'
�And it won't be anything new.�
�Unless your mother can 'talk' the salesman down.� He emphasized 'talk' in such a way that it made me wonder if Mom was secretly a prostitute or a master of torture. I hoped it was torture.
�But, it will be enough to give you the freedom that you've been wanting for the past year,� she continued. �It's a win-win situation Star, so please just think it over��
�I mean, you really wouldn't want to have us drop you off everywhere, would you? We'd be sure to make every exchange as embarrassing as possible for you��
�Your father doesn't mean that, we'd never do that to you. Well, he probably would, but I'd try my best to restrain him.� She finished with a shrug and a tight smile.
I was bemused. I wasn't even arguing, yet they were going on and on like they thought I would. They were right to assume as much, but they couldn't pick a better bribe than that of freedom. I held up my hand to stall their further arguments.
�You do realize that this is bribery, right? And with Dads threat it moves it up a notch to blackmail?� Mom cast her eyes downward while Dad turned a lovely shade of red.
�We don't like to look at it that way.� Mom said softly, still refusing to look at me.
�Of course you wouldn't. It's unseemly to be like normal parents and use guilt and coercion to get your bratty kid to straighten up.�
�Star, you're not a brat. You just have some issues.�
�Oh, issues. I see. Isn't that just a polite term for crazy?� I asked Dad with a raised brow.
Seeing the amused gleam in my eyes, Dad jumped right into the fun. �You know, you may be right.�
Mom paled visibly. �Of course that's not what I meant! I'd never��Star, you're not�� she trailed off and waved her hands helplessly, her mouth opening and closing but nothing was coming out.
I took mercy on her and motioned for her to stop. �Well, since you put it that way��Okay.�
�Seriously?� Dad asked.
�Yup. You used the one thing I couldn't turn down. Doesn't mean I'm happy about it.�
�You're not going to wail about it? Give us a lecture about the injustice of it all and how we're just determined to throw you into an asylum with all the other crazies? Are you sure you don't want to��oomph!� Dad rubbed his ribs while Mom sat with an innocent look on her face like she didn't just elbow him.
�This is great, pumpkin! You'll see that it won't be as bad as you're imagining.� Her obvious delight was bubbling over, causing a blinding smile to spread across her face.
�Yeah, yeah, yeah. You're happy, I'll be happy, it's the right thing to do. Now, let's get down to the good part. When do we go car shopping?�
�Well, we can go out tomorrow after we unpack some, then afterward you can check out the town, look for potential job opportunities.� Mom was beaming at me like I was the best thing since sliced bread.
�They�ll work.� I stood up and stretched. �I'll leave you guys to your bubble of happiness. Night.� Giving them a small wave, I headed toward my room
I sighed as I looked at my own oasis of solitude. Maybe they were right. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad.

Chapter Four
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I jerked awake as an insistent shrilling noise blared beside my head. I searched for my phone, my ears demanded that I shut it up. Or destroy it. Either one would do. I gave the offending piece of technology an icy glare when I finally found it. �Well, I'm awake now you piece of��
�Star, honey! It's time to wake up!� Mom's shout shook me out of my death stare. I yawned and stretched cat-like across my bed, feeling soothed by the morning rays warmly caressing my sleepy body. A smile spread across my face as I thought about our car shopping today, but my smile faded as I thought about job hunting. I wasn't a snob and didn't have any aversions to working. I just wasn't looking forward to working whatever type of job a small town like this had to offer. It definitely didn't rank high on my list of happy thoughts. With that little kernel of misery added to the million already residing in my mind, I braced myself for what lay ahead.
Mom was manning the stove when I walked in, which was never a good thing. I cringed as I smelled the first whiff of burnt bacon. I hoped there would at least something edible. Ah ha! Toast! Sauntering up to the island, I hopped up to sit on top of the granite. Grabbing a piece of toast, I frowned when I noticed the toast was almost completely black. I sighed, dropping the toast back onto the plate, staring in surprise when it made an audible bang.
�Oh, there you are honey. Go ahead and fix yourself a plate, I'm just finishing up the bacon.� She motioned with the spatula toward the array of burnt food.
�Mom, you love me, right?� I began swinging my legs back and forth while giving her my best pleading look.
Turning around, she leaned against the stove, disregarding the smoke rising behind her. �Of course I do. Why would you ask that Star?�
�Well, are you trying to poison me?�
�Of course not! What gave you that ridiculous idea?�
�It's simple really, you're cooking.�
�Hey now, I know I'm not the best cook, but it won't kill you to eat anything!�
I smirked as I lifted up the piece of toast and held it out toward her. �Seriously?� Dropping it to the floor the 'toast' shattered, wicked looking shards skating across the tile. I grinned at my mother's look of horror. She couldn't cook to save her life, but I always loved the fact that she tried so hard to create a home cooked meal. It was sweet, if dangerous.
�Valid point. Breakfast menu at McDonald's or breakfast at a local cafe? She turned off the burner and threw the pan dejectedly into the sink.
�McDonald's!� Dad yelled, startling both of us. I grinned as I turned to look at the doorway where my father was standing. �You were waiting for that this whole time, weren't you? No, don't you dare give me that look! I know what you're up to Mr.� I snorted as mom shook the spatula threateningly at him.
�Are spatulas considered a deadly weapon?� He asked me while eying mom with trepidation.
I hid my smile and turned toward mom. �Depends on the thrust and trajectory I suppose.�
�Well, I guess the food wasn't meant to kill us after all, just debilitate us long enough to where she could finish the job herself.� He moved quickly out of the way as the spatula hit right where his head was.
�I'll show you assault with a deadly weapon! Paul, get your butt back here!� I burst out laughing as mom untied her apron and chased after him.
�Now children, no fighting� I yelled after them. I stopped short and looked away in embarrassment as I witnessed Dad bending Mom over his arm and kissing her senseless. �Jesus H! Mom, Dad, do I need to have 'the talk' with you? Please keep the PDA down to a minimum!�
Laughing, they broke apart, both flushed and looking at one another with eyes shining with love.
�You can look now Star, we're not making kissy faces anymore, although I don't know why you're complaining when you tripped all over yourself because of the pizza guy. Literally.� Dad said as he helped Mom into her light jacket.
�Ugh! Seriously, can we just forget about that?�
�Um, no. We haven't seen that much grace from you in a while.�
I punched him in the arm as I stalked past them. �You're just jealous because you don't have my mad ninja skills. When a murderous talking pizza tries to kill you like in the movie House IV, you'll wish you had me around to destroy it. With my face!� I turned around and gestured to my face while walking backwards.
�Oh yes, I'll be sure to call the president about your cute weapon of mass destruction.� I swatted his hand away as he pinched my cheek.
I rolled my eyes as Mom waved us into the car. Climbing into the back seat, I gazed at the tree line. �You know, if the house wasn't so awesome there's no way in hell you could convince me to live near all these trees.�
�God Star, please tell me we're not back on the mutant mountain freaks thing again.� Mom said with a sigh.
�Just saying.� I cast a wide-eyed look her way. With a warning glare, Mom turned back around. Plugging my earphones in, I ignored my parents and twirled my hair around my fingers. Resigning myself to the long drive into town with thoughts of mutant mountain men and serial killers keeping me company.
�I still can't believe they have a McDonald�s here.� I said sipping my Mocha with a sigh of pleasure.
�Not an isolated wilderness as you first thought?� Mom said with a laugh.
I shrugged, returning to my thoughts and coffee. We quickly made our way to the only car dealership in Shiloh. I didn't know what to expect and doubted there would be anything I'd like. More than likely I'd be stuck with a supped up monster truck. Why couldn't we have gone to a larger city? Oh yeah, that's right. Because my parents were all about 'helping' me. Oh the joy.
Not wanting to see what the lot had to offer, I kept my eyes to the ground, lost in thoughts about serial killers chasing after me in giant trucks.
I freaked out when a hand grasped my shoulder. I quickly grabbed a hold of it and moved behind the offender, the momentum causing him to drop to his knees with his arm hooked behind his back at a painful angle. �What the hell!� he yelled. Seeing he was a car dealer and not a serial killer, I quickly dropped his hand and covered my mouth, moving away from him in total mortification.
�I'm so sorry!� I squeaked out from behind my hands as my parents rushed to his side to help him up. What a great day, I've already added assault onto my 'accomplished' list.
The man stood up and glared at me as he wiped the dirt from his knees. �What in the hell was that for?� His voice was thick with a southern twang.
�I'm so very sorry Mr.�� Mom quickly intercepted, trailing off as she looked at his name tag. �Mr. Billy Jo.� Her glare quickly cut off both my father's and my startled laughter. �My daughter was surprised that is all. We're from Los Angeles so she's had to learn how to protect herself.�
Billy Jo gave me a quick once over and nodded his assent of the apology. �All right. Well what can I do for y'all today?�
�We're looking for a dependable car for our daughter. Something that has good gas mileage but can handle itself in the Virginia weather.� She flashed a mega-watt smile his way.
By the way his eyes were slightly glaze as he looked at Mom I could tell he was stunned. I bet she could make a killing as a hypnotist. She could probably get him to bark like a dog. For the life of me I could never figure out how with just a smile and bat of her lashes, Mom got the complete attention of any male within the vicinity. I looked over at Dad to gauge his reaction, but he just gave me a small smirk and a wink.
�Dad, doesn't it bother you that mom's handling the whole car buying thing? Isn't that like against the male prerogative or something?� I asked him as we followed behind Mom and Billy Jo.
He watched as Mom worked Billy Jo over, a small smile on his face. �No, it really doesn't. Don't get me wrong, I'm all about the 'he man, she woman' thing sometimes, but just watch and learn. You're Mom's the best at convincing people her thoughts were their ideas all along.�
Stopping a short distance behind them, I watched in fascination as Mom smiled, looked at Billy Jo through under her eyelashes, and gave off the perfect impression of a helpless female. I could almost feel the testosterone level in Billy Jo building up. She had him wrapped around her little finger.
She laid her hand gently on Billy Jo's forearm. �Is this safe?�
He scratched his head while looking at the SUV in question. �Well ma'am, that there is a Chevy Equinox. It's got four wheel drive, which is good for when it gets snowy and the like. Plus, there's plenty of airbags and the brakes on it are top of the line.�
�That sounds wonderful. You must know a lot about cars.� I swore if his chest puffed up anymore it would pop. Manly pride was a killer. �Star, darling, why don't you come over here and look at this nice vehicle.� I was so focused on watching mom work Billy Jo over that I failed to pay attention to the car they were talking about. I headed over, dreading what she had picked out. It was perfect. Smooth lines swept along the length of it, giving it a feeling of beauty as well as dependability. The deep metallic black practically gleamed in the sunlight.
�Wow.� I couldn't help but stare. I walked forward and placed my hands gently on the driver side window, looking into the interior.
�Now, if ya want a different color, I'm sure we can order one for ya. Maybe a nice blue or silver. Something light that y�all girly types like.�
I paused, mentally calculating how much he must know about fashion and figured he was a complete idiot. My ensemble was anything but girly. I didn't even own anything girly. Today I wore tight black acid washed jeans, a hot pink tank top with an off the shoulder black half tee on top and my knee high boots. It was not girly. I rolled my eyes and composed my face into a serious mask. �I like black. It's dark, just like my soul.�
Mom stared at me in disbelief. I smirked and turned back to the vehicle. It wasn't my fault that hillbilly had no sense of humor. I ignored Mom's airy laugh as she tried to make up for my sarcasm.
�Now, how much does this beauty cost?�
�Well.... The base price for it is eighteen thousand...� Billy Jo started to say.
I looked over my shoulder at the sound of Mom's gasp. She was standing with her hand over her heart. Her wide eyes looking like weeping pools of amethyst.
�That's just the asking price!� he sputtered out quickly. �Since this isn't the latest edition, and we've been needin' to get it off the lot since the best sellers are trucks and the like. And since y�all are so nice and just moved here and everything, I can offer it to ya at��Twelve thousand!�
I was shocked, even with the best arguments, I didn't think they'd be able to get the price down below sixteen, but Mom went and dropped it by six grand just by looking like a wounded deer. I definitely needed to learn that. I shook my head, hoping to snap my mind out of its stupor.
�That's perfect! Paul, you can take it over from here.� She smiled in triumph as she walked over to me. My eyes moved between her and Billy Jo, amused at his stunned reaction.
�Mom, you're my hero.�
�I'll teach you the tricks of the trade later. Oh, and Billy Jo?� She called over her shoulder, cranking up the volume of her smile again, �Would you be a dear and get the keys for Starlette? She'll be walking around this lovely town while my husband and I fill out all the necessary paperwork. I don't want her to have to wait around for us when there are plenty of other activities that she could be enjoying.�
I watched as he jumped to do her bidding, quickly walking over to the key box, unlocked it and dug around for the SUV's keys and grabbed a temporary plate. He barely paid me a second glance as he handed them over, his attention once again focused on Mom as he was attaching the plate to the SUV. The sound of Dad clearing his throat jerked him back to the present. With a sheepish smile he began herding Dad into the office. Staring after them, I watched as Dad turned around and gave me a knowing wink.
�With a quick hug, Mom trailed after her husband and the smitten car dealer. �Be home by dinner!� she called over her shoulder. Staring after my parents, I couldn't quite comprehend the scene she was just privy too. I shook my head and smiled brightly as I turned toward my new car. I couldn't believe it was mine! I let out a happy sigh as I started it up, sending a happy beep of goodbye as I drove away. I was determined to keep the day as upbeat as possible.

Chapter Five
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Heading toward the historic downtown area, I breathed the new car smell deeply into my lungs. I couldn't erase the large, cheesy smile that continued to stay plastered on my face. Looking for a parking spot, I smoothly parallel parked in front of a hunting store. Jumping out of the car, I quickly hit the power locks, and made my way down the bricked sidewalk. Glancing over my shoulder to look at my car, I prayed no one would be stupid enough to either bump into it or scratch it. That's all I needed, having something happen to it on the day of purchase. Mom and Dad would love me for that.
With my head held high, I walked down the street, looking from shop to shop for something that would peak my interest. 'Hunting... fishing... general store... shoe repair... seriously, doesn't this town have something worthwhile?' At the end of the block, I noticed The Nook was still bustling with people. Curious, I dashed across the street and stepped inside the store. My eyes widened as I took in shelf after shelf of books.
The Nook was filled with natural light from the wall of windows. Against the left side was a little caf� selling different types of coffee concoctions as well as pastries. I took in a healthy sniff of the caffeine flavored air, still catching the musty scent of old and new books underneath the pleasing aroma from the little caf�.
Walking slowly around, I scoped out the book section. Little reading nooks were scattered throughout the store, offering a comfy place to relax and read. Must be where the name came from. Toward the back, a spiral staircase led up to the second floor. Before I could proceed further, a girl about my age stepped in front of me.
�Can I help you?� She asked, raising an eyebrow and crossing her arms across her chest while cocking her hip to the side. My anger started to slowly rise at her small act of hostility.
I looked her over. She was pretty, with chin length black hair that had sweeping bangs that covered one of her finely arched eyebrows. Hot pink strips ran throughout it, giving it a chic punk look. Her wide, slightly tilted, emerald green eyes were burning with resentment. Her face was all soft angles, giving her an elven air. While being at least four inches shorter than my own petite 5'6'' frame, I was slightly impressed that the girl could give off such a powerful presence.
She wore tight black pants with an equally tight black t-shirt tucked into them. A hot pink logo on her left breast pocket stated the stores name, along with the girls' name. Rosemary, what a bad choice in name for this chick. She should have been named something harder, like Bertha. �I was just looking around.�
�Well, if you're not going to buy anything, feel free to leave.� She stated simply, gesturing toward the door.
Startled, I placed my hands on my hips and leaned slightly toward her. �Dude, what is your problem?�
�I don't like your types just wondering around, disturbing the customers.�
�My type? What, do I have bank robber stamped across my forehead or something?�
�Try out of town spoiled rich girl, just looking for some trouble to mess with the local hillbilly�s.�
�Excuse me?� Yes, my family may have been better off than others, but we were nowhere near rich. The only reason they were even able to buy the house and the car was because of what we got when we sold the house in LA. I knew that until my mother finished her new book that money would be pretty tight.
She rolled her eyes and started walking toward the caf�. �You heard me, now leave.� I felt thoroughly dismissed which pissed me off.
I stalked after her, anger flushing my face. She was already behind the counter of the caf�, whipping up a latte, refusing to acknowledge that I had followed her. Or that I even existed. My anger started to bubble, causing the darkness to swell within me. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the darkness.
�Look, I don't know who you think you are, but I'm not some bored kid looking for trouble. I may be from out of town, but I'm not here on vacation. My family and I just moved here.�
�And the peasants rejoice.�
I clenched my fists and stared daggers at the counter top. The ever present darkness starting to expand, making the slight electric currents come alive. I bit my cheek, trying to keep my tongue in check. Rosemary may be a bitch, but I didn't want to make an enemy out of her, even though it was probably a moot point.
�I'm Star.� I tried to offer her an olive branch, to start over. I don't even know why I bothered. She'd probably set fire to anything I'd give her.
�Yes, I'm sure your parents tell you you're a star every day.� Poof, there it goes down in flames. I just love being right.
�No. My name is Star, as in Starlette McKinley.�
�McKinley you said?� Came a voice from a door off the back of the caf�.
Snapping her head up, Rosemary looked beyond me toward the door. �Dude! Just leave!� she hissed, making agitated shooing motions with her hands.
I crossed my arms and cocked my hip, mimicking Rosemary's earlier posture.
�You wouldn't happen to be related to Eleanor McKinley, would you?� The voice came again, echoing out of the room still hidden behind the door. A woman fluttered out, brightly colored gypsy skirt waving in the air behind her from the wind she created by moving so quickly.
I took a step back and stared at the woman who basically thrust herself toward me with an astounding amount of eagerness.
�Yeah, she's my mom.� I looked to Rosemary, confused. Rose smiled wickedly and shrugged her shoulders, obviously enjoying my discomfort.
With a girlish squeal, the woman jumped back from the counter, clasping her hands in delight. �Oh this is absolutely wonderful, my dear! You have no idea how much I admire your mother's work! She is absolutely fabulous and writes with such grace and passion.�
�Um, thank you?� I wondered if I should make a break for the door. Mom's fans always creep me out with their exuberance. Yes, my mom's awesome, but she's the writer, not me. They always seemed to forget that fact.
�Of course you know all about that, with being her daughter and all. It must be so wonderful to have someone like her for a mother.�
�Yeah, she's pretty��
�But you must not let all that fame go to your head. Children these days are so impressionable which makes it of the utmost of importance for discipline to be a part of their lives.� The woman moved her hands her hands erratically in her excitement. I stepped back, afraid I'd end up being smacked in the face.
I was quickly becoming lost in the transitions. �I don't��
�Now, being that you are at that impressionable age�� Pausing, she looked me over. �How old are you dear?�
�I'm seventeen, ma'am.� I was happy to get to say something.
�Oh, and so well mannered. Your mother did a wonderful job. Speaking of jobs, as you are at an impressionable age and in need of discipline I firmly suggest that you proceed to get a job. Nothing speaks of a well-developed woman more than a well-developed work ethic, I always say.�
�That's what I'm��
�So don't you worry dear, I'll personally help you on your path to womanhood. Lord knows your mother has a lot going on with her life, with being an author and all. No, don't you worry. You can start here on Monday��
�But mom!� Rosemary began.
Yay, the crazy woman's Rosemary's mother. Should have seen that one coming. �Really, that's not necessary��
Oblivious to the both of us, she patted me affectionately on the shoulder. �Rosemary will train you, my dear, and we can fill out those silly work forms Monday. Be here at eight am sharp! No one likes running behind schedule, and the early bird gets the frog and all that.�
�Worm.� Rosemary and I stated at the same time.
�What now?� Rosemary's mother asked, startled out of her speech.
�The early bird gets the worm.� We both stated at the same time again.
�Why are you ladies talking about worms and birds for? Nasty little things, both of them, what with one devouring its own feces and the other fluttering about. Defecating on peoples belongings. Not nice at all.� She started gesturing wildly again. This time both Rosemary and I stepped out of harm�s way. �Now, where was I?�
�You said��
�Oh yes! Monday! We'll have everything ready and you'll fit in nicely here, don't you think so Rosemary?�
�No, I certainly do not��
�Of course you do. Now I'm off to the office to do the daily paperwork. I swear I never knew owning a shop would take so much darn paperwork. I'm going to end up killing all the trees at this rate, just you watch.� Frowning, she started to move toward the door behind the counter, obviously that's where the tree killing went on at.
�But mom!�
I was becoming frantic now. �Ma�am, you really don�t have to��
�Mary Beth.�
�Excuse me?� I was hopelessly lost. I looked over at Rosemary but she was busy staring incredulously at her mother.
�My name is Mary Beth, dear. Now, I'll see you on Monday!� And with a cheery wave, she was gone, her colorful skirts almost getting caught in the door as she closed it behind her.
�Okay, what just happened?� I asked, turning still stunned eyes on Rosemary.
�Well, you just met the steamroller, aka my mom. And it looks like you just got yourself a job, little Star.� A sharp bite of resentment colored her tone. Turning on her heel, she stormed off toward the other side of the store.
Releasing a breath I didn't know I was holding, I turned to walk out the door. Glancing back toward where Rosemary went, I saw her standing by two hot guys around our age, gesturing to some books. I couldn't help myself. �See you Monday Rosie! Oh, and good luck with your rash!� I smiled wickedly when I saw the guys take a giant step back from her. I'd more than likely regret it come Monday, but for now I was happy.
*****
I didn�t want to go home yet. I relished the thought of being away from my parents, if only for a little while.
I tilted my head back while walking slowly down the street, looking at the wispy clouds, and letting the sunlight warm my face. I had to admit, it was beautiful here.
�Oomph!� I smacked into an incredibly hard, hot chest. Looking up through my lashes, I stared at the behemoth in front of me. He was absolutely gorgeous. Long black hair framed his face. Creating shadows along his high cheekbones, chiseled jawline, and strait aristocratic nose. His eyes were almost the color of obsidian. The small flecks of gold throughout his eyes were almost reflecting the light much like a cat�s at night.
His slightly winged black eyebrows were drawn down into a frown, causing black flames to dance in his eyes. He was easily over six feet tall, and from what she could feel of his body from mine being flush against it, he was also extremely fit.
His hands were wrapped around my upper arms. The heat of them seemed to burn through my t-shirt, and all the way into my skin, seeping into my blood. I had the strangest urge to reach up and wrap my arms around his neck, and lift myself up onto the tip of my toes to kiss his slightly full lips. In fact, they were moving on his hauntingly beautiful face��Shit! He's talking! What the hell is wrong with me?
�Um, what?� I mumbled into his shirt, but it came out sounding more like mmmwhaf?
�I said, would you mind removing your nose from my shirt!� he practically growled at me. I could feel the reverberations of his words against my lips. It definitely felt like a growl.
�I stepped back hastily, almost tripping over my own feet. Luckily his hands were still on my arms, otherwise I would have toppled over. I tried to run a hand through my hair, but his grip halted the motion. I looked into his eyes, then off over his shoulder, and not wanting to look at him directly for fear of being entranced again. �Sorry, I wasn't paying attention to where I was going.�
�Well, that much was obvious. Are you daft or something? I tried talking to you five times before you answered.�
I could have told him the truth. That I was too busy stopping myself from rubbing up against him like cat. But, I really didn't feel like having the word 'freak' branded onto my forehead. It didn't help that I was shocked at my own reaction. I quickly turned angry and sarcastic, hoping to cover up the blush that spread across my face.
�What is it with you people? I swear if I receive one more warm greeting, I may burst from all the happiness you guys keep throwing around.� I tried to cross my arms, pulling off a look of full blown indignation, but is hands were still resting on them.
�Dude, I don't know who you are or what type of personal bubbles Virginians have. Where I come from you keep your hands to yourself, unless you're invited to touch someone.� I watched as the left side of his mouth raise a little. Oh that boy better not be smirking at me. I was getting ready to lay into him, but was surprised when he backed off with his hands held up in surrender.
�Point taken. I apologize for keeping you from falling on your face��
�I was not falling��
�And from saving you from further embarrassment��
�Listen here, you little��
�So, you can apologize to me, thank me, and move on like a decent person.�
�Are you flipping serious? What in the hell do I have to apologize for?�
�For staying plastered to me and invading my personal bubble.� He quirked of his eyebrow. At me. He quirked his eyebrow at me. I was beyond anger at that point.
I moved around him without saying a word, while silently chanting to myself. I will not kick his ass. I will not kick his ass. He grabbed a hold of my arm, forcing me to stop. Wrong move, fucker.
Grabbing hold of his hand, I started to twist it, and place him in a submissive hold. Stunned, I stared up at him over my shoulder when he easily reversed the move. He locked my body against his with both of my arms crossed over my chest. My body lit up with excitement. My mind, on the other hand, was shocked into silence.
�Feisty, aren't we?� His breath bathed against my ear, causing a delicious shiver to race down my spine.
�Let go of me.� I felt my body run hot with pools of desire racing through me. I didn't understand why I was having that strong of a reaction to him.
�Not until you apologize and thank me.�
I rolled my eyes with a sigh. I just wanted this confrontation over with. I didn't think my body could handle any more changes. �Fine. I'm sorry, and thank you.�
He abruptly let me go and started walking down the street. �See, that wasn't so hard.�
Flipping him off, I turned and stomped back to the car.
�Oh, little tigress?� He called after me. I paused and sent a glare over my shoulder. His smile grew. �I look forward to the invitation.� Winking, he turned on his heel, and sauntered off.
I snapped back around and continued on to my car. Even the sight of it wasn't enough to break me out of my bad mood. I threw myself behind the wheel. �I can't believe this shit!� I slammed my hands against the steering wheel, shook my head and began the long drive home.

Chapter Six
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My anger was brimming the entire way home. I sat in the driveway trying to suppress the darkness, the rage. I'd been putting my parents through enough crap lately, and didn't want to add to it. Feeling the hopelessness of the situation, I headed inside, slamming the door in my wake. Maybe my parents would take heed of the international sigh for 'pissed off and leave me alone'. And maybe cats could actually be herded.
�Hey Sunshine, should I ask how the job hunting went?�
I stopped short and glared at my father. Maybe the glare would do it. �I got a job.�
�Ah, so that's what's gotten you into such a good mood. I usually wasn't that happy until a couple of weeks into the job, but it looks like you're absolutely thrilled.�
�Your witticism is always entertaining, Dad.� I turned with military precision before anything else came out. I was pushing it and I knew it. Slamming my bedroom door behind me, I quickly headed downstairs, fearing Dad would follow to 'talk'. I didn't want to 'talk'. That just led me to having diarrhea of the mouth and a bad attitude. Maybe I was going crazy.
I took my anger out on my belongings, tearing through the boxes, and methodically sorting the stuff out while blaring my iPod. Walking with a handful of CD's, I jumped when Dad jumped out in front of me. My hands flew, scattering the CD's everywhere.
�What the fuck!�
He tried to hide his grin as he looked at me with faux concern. �You okay pumpkin?�
I ripped out my ear buds. �Oh just perfect. Nothing like having the crap scared out of you to get your blood pumping. Healthy doses of adrenaline does a body good.�
�Well, come upstairs, your mother wants to talk to you.�
�I really don't feel like talking.�
�Thank you, Captain Obvious. I got that memo when you practically brought down the house with the reverberating slam of your door. But, regardless, your mother wants to talk to you.�
�What are you? Her messenger dog or something?�
He scratched his chin. �Well, I guess you could say that. It comes with being married I suppose. And if you don't come upstairs, I'll be in the doghouse. Pun intended.�
�Well I'll get you a nice doggy bone to make up for it, but I don't want to talk right now, so�� I flicked my wrist toward the door, mentally wiling him to go away.
�He looked around my room instead of marching off, like I was trying to mind control him to do., �You know, I suppose Eleanor could just come down here to talk to you. I know she has some ideas of how to decorate this place.�
�You wouldn't dare.� I frowned, trying to stare him down.
�Oh well, you know that she's probably going to want to do something for you now that you've gotten a job. It would be easy to place the idea of her decorating your area as a surprise.�
�Then I'll��
�And you can't quit, otherwise the car goes back.�
I looked around my haven. I imagined all the horrible things my mother could do. There would be pastel colors everywhere, frilly lacy concoctions, and boy band posters. The mental picture was enough to make me gag. �Alright Dr. Nefarious, you win this time.�
I almost smiled at the sound of his horrible imitation of an evil laugh.
* * *
Light filtered through the floor to ceiling windows, causing dust motes to dance like fairies in the soft rays. Mom was busy unwrapping the multitude of pictures, and trying to find the best place for them. There were family photos in silver frames among the fireplace mantle. The precise placement, thanks to my mother's OCD, left everything feeling slightly cold. Even though it should have given off a warm and inviting feel in the beautiful room.
�There you are, Star. Sit on the couch, and I'll join you when I'm finished.�
I did as I was told, sitting stiffly while waiting for her to finish. I tilted my head back and watched the flickering light. All the unpacking had taken the edge off my anger, but the darkness was still there. It was always there.
She wiped the dust off her hands and joined me on the couch. I knew what she was expecting, but I just didn't want to deal with anything. I had way too much to process already. �So, I hear you got a job!� she chirped, almost blinding me with her radiant smile.
I kept my focus on the exposed beams of the cathedral ceiling, thoroughly ignoring her. Please, just let me go back to my room.
�Oh, come on honey, it's not that bad.� I gave her a mental eye roll as she patted my knee and scooted closer. She was way too happy about all of this. �So, where are you going to work at?�
�The Nook.�
She tried to get into my line of sight, and I could feel her almost willing me to speak. �The Nook? What is that?�
�Bookstore.�
�Oh, well that�s wonderful! I know how much you love to read!�
�Whatever.�
�Star, that�s enough. Talk to me.�
�I thought I only had to talk to my therapist? That was the deal, right?� My temper flared at that reminder.
�Starlette Marie Elizabeth McKinley.�
I winced at the use of my full name and lowered my head. I looked at my mother from beneath my mass of hair. I let out a resigned sigh at the look on her face. �Fine. It's going to suck, okay? The daughter of the store absolutely freaking hates me, and I have no idea why. Well, telling her to take care of her rash in front of those guys probably didn't help anything��
�You did what? Why would you talk to Mary Beth's��
�It wasn't my fault! She was a major bi��
�Language!�
�Brat to me the entire time, and I just had enough. It wasn't that bad, more embarrassing than anything for her. Then, when I left, I literally ran into the most conceited jerk ever. So no, I'm not happy about anything, this is going to suck, and I do not want to talk about it.� I crossed my arms and glared at her. My eyes narrowed as I caught onto her using the store owner�s name. �Wait a minute, how do you know Mary Beth?�
My mother's doe-eyed expression may have worked on the opposite gender, but it didn't even touch my suspicion.
�What do you mean? Who's Mary Beth?�
�Oh come one Mom! You just said the store owner�s name! I'm not an idiot!�
She grimaced as I stared her down. Score one for me. �Well, I may have�� she cleared her throat, obviously uncomfortable. �I may have run into her before, and asked about whether or not she may be looking for a new employee.�
I stared at her. I couldn't help it. I knew getting the job seemed to easy, but I thought it was just because Mary Beth was insane. Sweet, but insane. All along it was my mother playing job hunting. �Are you serious?�
�I knew you wouldn't like any of the other places around here and, honestly, I didn't want you working at them. You'll fit in wonderfully there, Star. I just know it. And Rosemary is in your grade. I figured it would be easier for you to transition if you already had a friend.�
She looked exceedingly hopeful, expecting me to be grateful. Yes, I knew that The Nook would be the only feasible job for me here, but I wanted to get it by myself. Not to have my life planned out before me.
�So��tell me more about the conceited jerk.� My head snapped up at her sudden change in topic.
I felt myself blushing. I refused to meet my mother's eyes and began picking at my nails. �There's nothing to tell. He's a jerk, and I hope I never see him again.�
�What did he look like?�
�Ugh, Mom! This isn't 'let�s play matchmaker for Star'!�
�Oh come on. We haven't talked in forever without one of us yelling. Please just talk to me.�
�The reason we never talk anymore is because you refuse to believe me! You're wanting me to admit to something that I didn't do, and I don't know how it happened!� I stood up quickly, intent on fleeing the room.
�Your first session of therapy starts tomorrow.�
I stopped short, feeling like ice had been poured down my spine. �So soon?�
�You agreed to this. You don't have another option.�
�Story of my life.� I raced to my room before my mother could see the tears glistening in my eyes.

Chapter Seven
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The therapist office was suffocating in its over-achievement to appear soothing. The cool pastel green of the walls was supposed to make one feel soothed. Instead, they grated on my nerves, and caused a slight ache to appear behind my eyes. Hanging plants were placed in every available area that obtained sun, making me feel like I was in the middle of a green house.
I stared at the worn out gray carpet while absently chewing on my thumbnail, and my knee was bouncing from my nerves. I didn't see the receptionist approach until a pair of sparkling white orthopedic shoes came into view. I jumped back from the invasion of personal space.
She smiled kindly and told me that 'James' would see me now. I shrugged and gave the woman a small smile of thanks. Taking a steadying breath, I stood up and headed back to whatever was waiting for me.
From the bright, happy waiting area, the office itself was a major contrast in color choice. Dark cherry wood bookshelves lined the walls with doctorate degrees spread throughout. A heavy desk sat in the middle of the room, facing away from the solitary window on the back wall. Dark brown leather chairs were set facing the desk. I thought this room was far more soothing than the waiting area. I stood in the doorway, waiting for the therapist to take notice of me.
Pecking away at his keyboard, he was blissfully ignorant of my presence. I took a moment to study him while he worked. He wasn't bad looking for an older man. While being obviously in his mid to late forties, his skin held a healthy, sun-kissed glow. While he had laugh lines around his eyes and mouth, other lines weren't apparent, making him seem younger than he was. His hair was slightly long and shaggy with golden streaks throughout the warm brown tones.
I stared at him a moment, feeling like I've seen him before. When he finally looked up, my eyes widened in shock. I knew why he seemed so familiar. He was an older replica of the pizza guy. My eyes locked with the same gold flecked amber ones from the first night. I gave him an awkward smile and shuffled slowly into the room.
He smiled warmly and rose from behind the desk. His large, well-built frame causing a shadow to fall over me. I felt like David in front of Goliath. A friendly Goliath.
�Hello. You must be Starlette.� I lightly placed my hand in his offered one, nervous about the session, and freaked out over the thought of him being related to the pizza guy. That's all I needed at this moment.
�It's Star.� I looked behind him at the mounted clock, and started to slowly count down the minutes until the session was over.
�Ah, I see. Well, let�s get started, shall we?� Gesturing to the chairs he returned to his spot behind the desk.
I sat lightly on the edge of the farthest seat, my hands already starting to twist my hair. �So. You're my therapist.�
�Correct, but you can call me James. It's my understanding that your parents had to bribe you to come and talk to me. Under the agreement of you getting a car, you actually have to talk to me.� He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the desk, his steady gaze unnerving me in its intensity.
I felt flustered and started wrapping my hair around my hand faster, never holding his gaze for more than a fleeting second. �Yeah, that's it in a nutshell.�
�Well, then we shouldn't have any problems, should we?� He didn't wait for a reply as he leaned back in his chair, looking for all the world like this was just a normal day in the office. I wished I could seem so casual. �So, since you have to talk, what do you want to talk about?�
I stopped my fidgeting to stare at him. �Um, I don't know. I thought you'd just barrage me with a bunch of questions, and I'd have to answer them.�
He nodded and started to swivel slightly back and forth in his chair. �Well, that could work. However, all we'd get from it would be a bunch of cut and dry answers. That wouldn't really help anything, would it?�
�Aren't you the therapist? You're supposed to ask me how I'm feeling and all that crap. Maybe have me lie down on a couch, and tell you my childhood nightmares or something.� I was baffled. �I don't know how this is supposed to work. If you don't know either, then, obviously, this is a huge waste of time.� My anger started to build as I rose in agitation. He was a lunatic with a degree.
�Ha! So you don't know how this works, right?� He said, pouncing forward in his chair, like he just caught me in the act.
�Um, yeah, I don't.�
�And all you're basing your anxiety off of is what you've seen on T.V. or horror stories from people, right?�
I slowly sat back down again. I hoped he had a point for all of this confusion. �Yeah. I don't see where you're going with this.�
�It's quite simple really. Before you walked in this office, you had a grudge against it without even knowing what it would be like or what would happen here. You've judged me and these sessions negatively. Thus, creating a negative outlook on it.�
�Still I don't see what that has to do with anything.�
�It has to do with this; if you think negatively about everything that goes on here, then we won't get anywhere, and we'll just be wasting time. I'll get paid regardless. There's really not much of a downfall for me. But, I'm one of those damned people who actually like to help, so I would feel bad.�
�Yeah, that makes me feel so much better about you taking my parents money.� I rolled my eyes, and felt myself start to relax.
�Glad we've got your feelings about that out there. Anyways, now that you've admitted out loud that you don't know squat about all of this and that you're judging in a negative way. Also, we've come to discover that with you knowing how you're seeing it that we won't get anywhere until you let go of the prejudices.�
�We did?�
�Yes.�
�When?� I rested my elbows on my knees as I leaned forward. This was beyond confusing. I hated feeling like an idiot.
�Just now. See how you are fully seated in the chair and leaning toward me? It shows that you're relaxed and paying attention. The fact that you're slightly slumped shows that you're comfortable with me and listening to me at the moment. And, you don't have that scared 'deer in headlights' look in your eyes anymore.� His laugh washed over me, making me feel oddly safe, comfortable.
I contemplated what he said and realized that I was relaxed. The anger that always seemed to be just below the surface was slightly dissipated. �Huh, guess you're right.�
�Of course I am. I have diplomas and doctorates to prove that I'm right regardless.� His sarcasm had me smiling. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad.
�So, where do you want to begin?�
�At the beginning, of course.�
�Like, birth?�
�No. How did you get here? What started it all?�
Then again, I've been known to be wrong. I tensed as the anger started to rise. �I don't like talking about that.�
�You know, I've read all the documents from the incident and talked to your psychologist back in California as well as talked to Rebecca,��I flinched slightly at the sound of her name. �What I haven't done though, is judged you or condemned you because of those facts.�
�I do not like to talk about it. It doesn't matter what you say or don't say, people always judge. Including you.� My anger was rising swiftly. I began to feel the darkness spread, like the toxin my life had become.
�So you're afraid to talk about it because you don't want people to judge you.�
�No! I'm not afraid to talk about it and people already do judge me. I don't like to talk about it because I don't have any answers to give!� I threw my arms out angrily then slumped back in my seat.
�How can you not have any answers when you were there? Didn't you see what happened?�
�Look, I can tell you what happened. What she was doing, what I was doing. What she said and what I had said. I can even tell you what I was eating for crying out loud, but everything that I would tell you are already in the files that you've read through.� I gestured to the files that were stacked neatly on top of his desk.
�You're right, these files told me everything, except for the most important part. They won't tell me how your break in friendship with Rebecca started. They didn't tell me how you felt when everything happened, or even how you felt before and after everything happened.�
�How will that help anything?� I rubbed my hand slowly across my forehead, already weary of this discussion.
�You'd be surprised. So, how did you and Rebecca become friends?�
�Do I have to do this?� I looked at him hopefully, praying for some mercy. But by the determined look in his eyes I knew that there was no turning back. I wouldn't be able to get out of this. I took a deep breath and prepared myself for the onslaught of breaking open fresh wounds.
�Fine. Rebecca and I became friends in elementary school.�
�That young huh? What made you decide to be her friend?�
I smiled from the memory, it was one of the few good ones I had left. �It was the shirt she was wearing. If you've noticed, I have a tendency to dress in dark colors. Becca was the only girl besides me who wore a black shirt to school that first day, but instead of hers having a hot pink bunny on it, she had a neon blue bunny. We hated each other on sight. During that first day, we didn't talk to each other at all, just kept glaring at each other and making small little comments about whose shirt was better. At the end of the week, we finally had enough and fought it out. Ever since that fight, we were inseparable.� My smile fell as my mind started focusing on everything else that happened.
�So you were happy with her as your friend.�
�Yeah, she was like a sister to me. I loved her more than anything and trusted her completely.�
�When did your friendship start to fall apart?�
�Freshman year. She wanted us to keep being the same, experiencing the same things. I wasn't ready for a lot of what she wanted us to do.�
�What was it she wanted you guys to do?�
�I started to panic. I'd never told anyone the entire truth before. No one would have believed me and while I doubted James would I still didn't feel comfortable revealing everything after so many years of lying. Frantic, I looked around for an escape. Seeing the time I breathed a sigh of relief and stood up quickly. �Well, look at the time. Our sessions over. Same time next week?� I left before he could say anything. Mom had already drilled the time into me, so his assent wasn't needed. I was proud of myself. For once I started talking about Rebecca without the darkness taking over. Maybe this was a sign that things would get better.

Chapter Eight
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Bleary eyed, I felt around my nightstand, trying to find the evil alarm of doom. When I found the nefarious box I started slapping at it blindly, hoping to shut it up. I scooted closer to the nightstand and began hitting it with my fist. �Ugh� just shut up!� I grabbed the cord and yanked on it until it popped free of its outlet, filling the room with blissful silence. I threw the offensive clock to the ground then rolled onto my back and blinked at the ceiling.
As my eyes came slowly into focus I was tempted to bury myself under the comforter and go back to sleep, but I made the mistake of looking at the time on my cell phone. �Shit.� I jumped out of bed and tripped over the alarm clock. I sent a mental death threat its way as I rushed through my morning routine.
Mom was waiting by the door with my car keys and a to-go cup of coffee as I ran up the stairs. I mumbled a thanks as I grabbed the items and headed out to my first day of work.
I found a parking spot closer to The Nook and debated actually going in. Surely I could find a different job somewhere else. I contemplated where else I could work as I looked up and down the street. Hunting shop, hardware store, camping store... general store... shit, there's really nothing in this damn town. Sighing, I got out of the car and prepared myself for a day spent with Rosemary.
I walked in and was glad to see that it was busy. I glanced around and saw Mary Beth waving from behind the coffee counter. I raised my coffee cup up in greeting and pasted a smile onto my face.
�Good morning, dear! Sleep well?�
�Good morning, yes I�''
�Well, enough chit chat, we've got some things to do today. Come along, no more dillydallying.� Mary Beth fluttered off toward the 'office'. I sighed and began to follow. My coffee cup was ripped from my hand as I rounded the bar.
�What the hell!� I watched in horror as Rosemary dumped the contents out into the sink.
She smiled sweetly and turned back to the customers. �No food or drink brought in from the outside. House rule.�
�Fine, then can you make me a cup? I'm a zombie without any caffeine.�
�Oh, you poor thing. Sorry, too busy.�
�Star! Remember, timeliness is next to Godliness! Now quit making friends, there will be time for that later!� Mary Beth's stern reminder came from the open office door. I sent one last glare Rose's way and headed in.
The office was a chaotic mess. Files were strewn everywhere and boxes of inventory were stacked haphazardly along the walls. I looked around, searching for Mary Beth among the mass of disarray. �Mary Beth?�
�I'm here dear, just trying to get this� umph! Ah, here we are.� Rising from behind a pile of bags, she appeared with a uniform in hand. �I believe these will fit just fine.� She handed them over to me and started sorting through piles of paperwork on her desk. �Let�s see, where did I put those��
�Can I help?�
�No, no, you just go on to the bathroom and get changed into your uniform. There's a lot for you to learn today.�
�Um, where's the ba�''
�You're going to learn the basics today, nothing too hard mind you. Just our running procedures, book stocking, working the cashier, placement and the like.�
�That sounds fun, but where�''
�And of course you're going to have to fill out that blasted paperwork. Where on earth did I put them?�
�I don't know ma'am, but if you�''
�Mary Beth.�
�What?�
�I told you to call me Mary Beth, dearie. Please try to remember.�
�Sorry, but where is�''
�Well go on now, no use standing around. Won't learn anything that way.�
My head was swimming with Mary Beth's erratic conversation. Shaking my head, I gave up and went in search of the bathroom.
I was grateful that Mary Beth seemed to know what size I was. I braced myself and quickly walked back behind the counter and waited for Rosemary to notice me. She worked through the line of customers, offering soft smiles and quick jokes as she moved from one customer to the next. I hated to just stand around and was growing impatient. I was at my limit already. Whoever said patience was a virtue should be shot. I started to drum my fingers against the back counter while staring daggers into the back of Rose's head.
She glared at me but kept serving the customers. When the last of them left, I kept up the drumming.
�Would you just flipping stop!�
�Oh, I'm sorry. Am I bothering you?�
�Look, I don't care who you are, or who your mother is. You're not getting a free ride here, little Star. I don't have time to waste on you so why don't you just quit now and get it over with.�
�I don't know what your ridiculous problem with me is, and quite frankly, I don't care. You want to be a bitch? Fine, but just remember that I can be as big of a bitch. I'm not here for a handout, I'm here to work, and that's all. Either you can do your job and teach me, or I can find someone else who's more capable than you to do it.�
I glared down into Rose's emerald eyes, my anger rising along with the strange, almost electric, currents. The darkness was beckoning and I was tempted, oh so tempted to let it loose.
�You want to work? Fine. You'll work, little Star, and I'll be damned if you're still here by the end of the week.�
My face flushed with anger as she jabbed her finger sharply into my chest. I gritted my teeth, my temper on its edge. �Do. Not. Touch. Me.�
An evil smile flitted across her face. She poked me again. �Ooh, touchy are we?� I had had enough. My rage flared, sending all rational thought out of my head. I grabbed Rose's finger and flung the offending hand away from me. Getting right in Rose's face, I pushed her. �I told you not to fucking touch me!� At my shout, the remaining customers in the store stopped to stare at us.
The feeling of eyes boring into me fueled my rage even more. I felt the currents flare wildly off my body, starting to connect with objects around me. Slight movements from the counter caught my attention. I was shoved abruptly against the counter behind me, causing my attention to be pulled back to Rose.
She was standing toe to toe with me, her own anger seeping out through her eyes. Again, she pushed me. �You fucking BITCH!�
I snapped and pounced on Rosemary, effectively tackling her to the ground. The display products and merchandise on the front counter were thrown off in sync with my movement, almost like a storm blew in and threw them into the currents of rage radiating off of me.
We rolled along the floor, slapping and scratching at each other while shards of glass and Styrofoam rained down on us like a mock celebration.
Pain radiated through my scalp as Rosemary yanked my head back by my hair, creating a clean shot to my face. My head snapped back as the blow came, pain flicking across my jaw. I threw Rosemary off of me as, causing her to slam into the front counter. The force of the impact made the last remaining products to fall down onto her. Blood was steadily dripping from my mouth, fueling my rage.
I threw myself at her, starting to slap her repeatedly. With each blow, the darkness and waves of the electric currents flew out of me, causing small waves of destruction.
Books started to fly from their shelves, tables started to overturn and chairs were sent flying. Becoming fearful, the last remaining patrons fled from the scene, ducking and weaving, trying to avoid the flying objects.
I leaned back to get a better swing at Rosemary's face and didn't see her foot coming straight at me. Sliding sideways, Rosemary kicked the side of my face, officially dislodging me from sitting on her. I slammed into the ground and began rubbing the side of my face while glaring at Rose.
�Fucking short people!�
�Jealous much? Not my fault your flexibility sucks!�
We both stood up, warily watching each other while looking for an open area to attack. Okay, she's a leftie, so if I sweep in with a left uppercut, maybe I can decapitate the fuc�
�What the fuck is wrong with your eyes?� Her voice had turned odd, almost frightened. It sliced through my anger, leaving me feeling dizzy.
�Huh?�
�Your eyes, dumb ass. What's wrong with them? They're the wrong color.�
�What the hell are you talking about?� I felt shock course through my body.
She gestured toward the reflective surface of the display case. �See for yourself.�
�No, I'm not falling for that shit.�
�I'm being serious! Just look for fucks sake!� she took a couple steps back and raised her hands in surrender. ''I promise I won't finish kicking your ass until after you look.�
�Dude, you weren't kicking my ass! The only reason you got that shot in is because you're a damn midget!�
�Just shut up and look already! You're starting to creep me out! And I am NOT a midget!�
�Fine! I don't know what you're freaking out about but this shit is ridiculous!� I stomped over to the display and eyed Rose's proximity. Seeing my suspicion, she took another couple of steps back. Satisfied, I peered quickly into my reflection. I felt tendrils of ice work its way through my system as I stood there in shock. Those weren't my eyes.
�I told you it was creepy!� she moved closer, looking at my reflection.
Where normally my jewel toned violet eyes only had flecks of gray, they were now almost a liquid silver, burning in its intensity. Not a spot of violet could be seen. As the darkness abated, quickly replaced by fear, the gray started to recede. It slowly turning back to the normal, violet tone I was used to.
�What the hell is going on in here?�
We jumped back and looked guiltily at Mary Beth.
�What have you two done? If you think I'll allow any fighting on my clock you are sadly mistaken!�
�Mom! She started�''
�I did not! You're the one that's been a total bit�''
�I. Do. Not. Care. That is more than enough from both of you! Rosemary, lock the doors and turn over the closed sign. Starlette, you wait right here until she returns.� She crossed her arms angrily over her small frame.
I paced angrily back and forth. Yes, we shouldn't have fought, but I had more important things to worry about. Like my eyes changing a different color. I was beyond freaked and just wanted to go home, but I'd be damned if Rose put the blame solely on my doorstep. As Rosemary came back into sight, Mary Beth continued. �Both of you will spend the remainder of today cleaning. There will not be one item out of place or one speck of dust marring this store, do you understand me?� I looked over at Rose and could tell by her stunned eyes that she was just as shocked as I was over Mary Beth's sharp tone.
�At the end of the night, you will both report to me. Rosemary, you know where the cleaning supplies are, show Star. Both of you will work together, and if I hear so much as a peep from either of you, or one of those foul curse words again, so help me God there will be consequences. Severe consequences.�
She turned on her heel and stormed off, her multitude of flowing skirts snapping behind her. We both stared after her in stunned silence.
�Huh, momma's got backbone.�
�Oh shut up and let�s get to work. The faster we get this over with, the faster I can get away from you.� She stormed off toward the back room, leaving me behind to follow.
I was scrubbing down the counters while Rosemary was straightening up the tables and chairs that were thrown about.
�How, exactly, did all of this happen?� She asked without looking at me.
�I don't know.�
She stopped and sat down in one of the chairs, looking at me with a puzzled frown. �How do you not know? I mean, shit. This,� she gestured around the destruction of the store, �is flipping insane.�
I stopped and sighed, turning to lean against the counter. I folded my arms protectively against myself, refusing to meet Rose's gaze. �Okay, so when two people hate each other very much, they get a strong urge to beat the shit out of one another.�
She ran her hands threw her short hair while groaning in frustration. �Look, I'm being serious here! I've never seen anything like this happen, and quite frankly, I'm freaked out.�
I looked down at the floor and started to twist my hair around my hands. �I know. I'm just as freaked out as you, even if I've had more time to deal with this.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Things��look, this is going to sound insane, but I really don't know how to explain it. Things just seem to happen around me. My mother calls them my little 'incidents'. I don't know how, or why they happen. They just do. Okay?� I glared at Rose and went back to cleaning.
We headed to the office after finishing. I rapped lightly against the frame and we waited for Mary Beth to answer. We jumped back as she threw open the door, her glare stunning in its coldness. I had never felt so belittled before by a single look. All the snarky comments died on my tongue as I froze under that icy glare.
�Is all the cleaning done?�
�Yes ma'am.� We replied in unison.
�Good. Now, that's not the end of your punishment. Until the two of you can get along, you will both be on the same shifts. That will be rather easy to do with school starting in a couple of weeks. You will take breaks together, work on the same projects together, and from the time you enter until the time you leave you will remain glued to each other�s sides. Do you understand me?�
�Mom, this is ridiculous!�
�Seriously ma'am, this isn't going to work! We can't stand to be near each other!�
She held up her hand for silence and waited until we were done talking over each other. �It will work. I won't have any more fighting from you two. Until you guys can learn to get along, that's the way it's going to be. Now Starlette, you can go ahead and clock out and head home. Here's your schedule for the next two weeks. Rosemary, head upstairs. I may be your boss while you're on the clock, but I'm your mother when we get home, do you understand?�
�Jesus mom! This is like double jeopardy! You shouldn't be able to punish me twice! And what about Star? She just gets off so easily?� She was practically yelling at her mother. She started muttering to herself about the injustice of it all as she stormed off a small distance and began pacing.
�Oh no, dear. I've already called Stars mother and informed her of the incident. I'm sure she'll hear all about it when she gets home.�
The grin that was tempted to break across my face died instantly. �Oh come on! You didn't have to call her!�
�Yes, I did. It's done, so you better get used to it. Your mother is waiting for your return.�
�Great. Just fuc��
�Language Star!�
�Flipping great!�
�Yeah, not so happy now, are you?�
�Shut up Rose!� I stormed out and tried slamming the door behind me, but it was useless. Swinging doors don't make good objects to take your frustrations out on. I jumped out of the way, nearly being knocked over by the door attacking me.
On the drive home I went over and dismissed everything I could say to my parents to make them understand. I knew that regardless of what I said they'd still flip out on me. So I began to think of all the things I could do to Rosemary in retaliation for getting me into this mess. True, it wasn't entirely her fault, but if she wasn't such a bitch to begin with then I wouldn't have lashed out. Well, at least I hoped I wouldn't have. With how hectic my emotions were lately, there was a high possibility that I would have eventually. With happy thoughts of nefarious deeds floating through my mind, I pulled into the driveway and sat in my car. Tempted to just turn around and drive off.
It wouldn't do any good. If I drove off they'd end up tracking me down. I sighed and slowly started to walk to the front door. Before I even made it halfway up the sidewalk, the door swung open. Mom stood there, highlighted by the entryway light, glorious in her fury. I quickly averted my gaze and attempted to pass her. No such luck.
�Living room. Now.� She stated, then turned on her heel to storm away from me.
I realized that there would be no need to talk my way out of anything because I was screwed. Royally and totally screwed. I headed straight to the couch and slumped down, waiting for the onslaught to begin. I looked up into the glaring eyes of my mother and the resigned eyes of my father as the only thing that greeted me was silence.
�Well?� I asked, thinking they needed some prompting to get the yelling started and out of the way.
Mom raised her eyebrow at me. What was with all the raised brows lately? �Well what?�
�Um, aren't you guys going to yell at me?� I was confused. Usually by now I'd be able to zone out through all of the yelling.
�And why would we do that?� Dad asked with a raise of his brow too. Both of mine shot up in surprise. I think I've entered the twilight zone.
I cleared my throat and pushed my hair behind my ears. �Because I fought at work.�
�And what would we have to say about that?�
Frustrated, I switched my gaze between them. �How about how childish it was? Or how I need to learn to control my anger better? Oh, I know! 'You're in so much trouble Starlette! How could you do that! Do you have no restraint or self-control?'� I said in an almost perfect replica of my mother�s voice.
�See, honey? I told you it would be faster this way.� Mom told Dad while still holding her death glare on me.
�Okay, seriously. What�s going on?�
�You see, we're rather tired of you acting up and us having to yell at you. I figured we could just remain silent and let you do that yourself.� Her back was ramrod straight and her tone cold. I shrank back from her, quickly crossing my emotional limit. �Now that that's out of the way, let�s move on to the punishment. On top of Mary Beth's at work discipline, you will also be grounded here. Now, I know that you haven't had the chance to go out and make any friends, and at the rate you're going I doubt you will. However, there is something we can use as punishment for you. Since you just love acting up, your therapy sessions have been increased from one day a week to three.�
My eyes bulged and I thought my jaw would hit the floor. �That's not fair! Come on, Mom! And what about my work schedule? Mary Beth already made it so it�s not like I can just change the hours on her now! And I'm sure James has a full schedule as it is with all the local crazies!�
�There's no use arguing. I've already called Dr. Morrison and notified him of what happened. He has agreed to the three days. Once we set a re-occurring time with him, I called Mary Beth back and informed her so your schedule works around it.�
�You told Mary Beth I'm seeing a shrink? Are you insane?� I jumped to my feet, beyond outraged. Didn't they understand the ramifications of their actions? I'd be ruined. Completely and utterly ruined. There wouldn't be a chance in hell that I'd ever be happy here once word of my therapy sessions got out.
�Starlette! Do not speak to your mother that way!�
I looked between the two of them, tears starting to burn in my eyes. I wouldn't cry in front of them. Couldn't. �You're both fucking stupid! Now everyone is going to know that I see a damn shrink! You've completely ruined any chance I've had of actually liking it here!�
�You have no right to speak to your mother in such��
�How dare you! You don't understand the complications your actions have caused��
They continued to shout over each other. I'd had enough. The darkness, for once, was silent. Leaving nothing for my emotions to hide behind. I felt raw, breakable. Like I was bare in front of the world as their misunderstandings and spitefulness whipped across my already tender flesh. I couldn't handle it.
I spun around and raced to my room, creating my own escape before the first tear fell.

Chapter Nine
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I woke up with a throbbing pain on the side of my face. I gently probed the area, wincing from the tenderness. I got up and went to my bathroom. I grimaced at the sight of my face as I peered into the mirror. A large yellow bruise stretched from my cheekbone up to my ear. A small purple bruise rested at the right side of my mouth.
�Great. I have midget prints on my face.� I tried to stretch out the soreness in my body, but it didn't help. I still felt like I'd been trampled by a herd of miniature rhino's. I hopped into the shower and turned the water on as hot as I could stand. I let the water cascade down my body and rested my head against the tiled shower wall, slowly relaxing my aching muscles as the pulsating spray worked its magic.
Feeling somewhat human, I stepped out and wrapped myself in an extra-large towel. I was working through the tangles in my hair when Mom walked in.
�Here, I washed your uniform. Mary Beth said she'd send some more home with you today.� She leaned against the door frame, silently watching me.
�Yeah, thanks.� I didn't want to look at her. I didn't want to think about work or seeing Rosemary again. I finished up and looked over, surprised to see my mother still standing there. I figured she would have left by now. I sighed and leaned against the sink. �Is there something else you wanted?�
She shook her head and looked away. �No, there's nothing.� With a sad smile she reached out to touch me, but dropped her hand back to her side without making contact. �Have a good day, honey.� She left the room without waiting for a reply. I felt overwhelmed. Regret and sadness laced throughout my soul, weighing me down, damning me. Frustrated, I threw the brush onto the counter and stormed out.
* * *
At a quarter till eight I pulled up outside of the Nook. I wasn't excited about working. It would just mean more 'fun' with Rose and meeting more backwoods hillbillies. I winced as I put my hair behind my ear. Having a bruise on my face the size of Texas wasn't helping my attitude. I sighed and got out and locked it. I headed up to the doors and braced myself for a day with Rose.
My eyes narrowed as I pulled on the door only to find it locked. I growled in frustration. This definitely wasn't helping my mood any. I was tempted to kick the door but held back and instead began pounding on the glass. I hoped that Rose wouldn't let me in so I could go home, though that prospect wasn't in the least appealing either.
After waiting for a couple of minutes I sighed in resignation and turned to head back to the car. I quickly turned around as I heard a key turn in the lock, nearly tripping on the steps.
�Easy there, tiger.� Came an unfamiliar masculine voice.
I looked up from my unbalanced perch and into a gorgeous pair of baby blue eyes. They were the most beautiful set of eyes I've ever seen.
I reached out to grasp his offered hand and took a moment to contemplate him. He was easily 6 foot tall, making me feel dainty as he towered over me. He had a strong face, with a beautiful bone structure that was perfectly proportioned. A strong jaw and chiseled cheek bones lent a hardness to him that bellied the softness found in his eyes. Flipping his slightly long, sun kissed light brown hair off of his forehead, he returned my appraisal. �Well, well. You must be the little Star I've heard so much about.�
I looked over his well-built frame and returned blandly. �Yup, that would be me. And you are?�
�I'm Brandon, coffee maker and book organizer extraordinaire!� he bowed with a heavy flourish. A slight smile crossed my face. Something was off about him. He was too pretty, too put together.
�I've haven't seen you here yet. You just get back from vacation or something?� I followed him in, trying to figure out what exactly was different about him.
�Yeah, my family and I just got back from New York. I've worked here since I was 15.�
�Well, that's nice.�
He laughed and sent a wink over his shoulder. �I suppose it is. Better than working at the bait shop, that's for sure.� He shrugged as he headed behind the coffee counter. �Can I make you anything before we open?�
�Yeah, that would be great. I'll have whatever you're having.�
�Oh, yay! My favorite person arrived! What, couldn't resist being with me again?�
I stiffened at the sound of Rose's sarcasm. And so it begins. �Oh, you know how it is. Have to get in my daily dose of nasty hag, otherwise my day isn't complete.�
Brandon almost dropped the coffee. He handed it to me with a wink, then turned to face Rose. �Hey baby, how you doin�?� He wiggled his eyebrows right before he grabbed her up in a giant hug.
This time I almost dropped the coffee. Surely they weren't a couple?
Rose swatted him on the arm. �You don't have to act around her, she's not important.�
�Oh come on Rose, I have to practice for when school starts.�
�What are you guys talking about?� I set my cup down. I didn't want it in anymore danger of falling.
�None of your damn business, twat.� I rolled my eyes at Rose and looked to Brandon for an explanation.
He tugged on Rose's hair. �Oh come on Rose, it won't hurt for her to know. Besides, we're all going to be besties.� He leaned against Rose's shoulder, causing her to stumble from the weight.
�Get off you big oaf!� Shoving, she dislodged him from her shoulder. �And there's no way in hell I'm going to be her 'bestie'.�
Brandon grinned and looked over at me. �Ooh, she really likes you.�
I ignored his remark and looked at the two of them. �Seriously guys, what's the big secret.�
He slapped Rose on the ass and quickly moved out of her reach. He walked to my side, his face a mask of severity. He leaned down, his breath fanning my ear. �I'm gay.�
I was glad I put my cup down because what he said almost made me fall out of my chair. �You can't be serious!�
�Oh yeah, one hundred percent babe.� He winked yet again. I swear that boy had a muscle problem with his eye. I looked to Rose for confirmation. She just shrugged and started to walk off. No help on that end.
�Come on, little Star. We've got work to do.� She called after me. I followed slowly behind her and cast a half smile to Brandon. He returned the grin and went back to prepping the coffee bar.

Chapter Ten
[image: ]

The day flew by in a flurry of activity. I was getting agitated while trying to keep up with Rose. She was supposed to be training me but the only thing she offered was a constant supply of snarky comments. The only reason I was learning anything was by watching Rose and Brandon in action.
They were a perfect team, each taking over where the other left off or helping each other out without having any need to ask. I felt like I was in the twilight zone by how much they smiled and joked with each other. I'd never seen Rose so nice. I shook my head and went back to sorting through the books.
I said goodbye to Brandon and headed out the door. My relief of being off shift was short lived as I drove the small distance to the therapist office. I sent a small wave to the receptionist as I walked in. She smiled in return and gestured for me to go on back. I didn't hesitate to enter the office.
I flopped down into the overstuffed leather chair and threw my legs over the arm, sinking lower and getting comfortable. I knew this would be a long session and I wasn't looking forward to it. I glanced over at James and noticed that he hadn't even looked up at my entrance. I sighed and cast a quick smile his way. �Is this going to be a repeat of our first session?�
He looked up, a small smile on his face, then returned to whatever he was typing on his laptop. �No, I'm just forever buried in paperwork.� With a last click, he closed it and leaned back. �So, where were we last time?�
I started to fidget and bore holes into the ceiling. �What, you don't want to go over what happened yesterday? Or where the bruises came from? I know my mom called you about it.�
He steepled his fingers and started swiveling. �Yes, she called, and we'll get to that eventually, but nothing can be solved until we get to the root of everything. And that starts with the past.� I could feel his stare and could almost picture the pointed look he would be giving me. �So, where were we last time?�
�We were at where mine and Becca's friendship started to fall apart.� I nearly whispered, sinking further into the chair. It wouldn't save me from this even if I buried myself in it.
�Well, I can't tell it for you, so go on and talk.� He leaned back and put his hands behind his head, still swiveling back and forth in his chair.
I blew out a breath and let my mind drift back to the past. �Well, you already know that it all started freshman year. Becca wanted more than what our small friendship could garner her.�
�What do you mean by more?�
�More friends, more notoriety, popularity. You know, what every teen dreams about.�
�Hmm. And you didn't want any of that? Like you said, most kids your age want to be accepted into the most esteemed group.�
�I never wanted it for the price it cost. Plus I had Becca. For me that was enough.� I refused to look at him and distracted myself by picking at my nails.
�What was the price?�
�Look, this is L.A. we're talking about, not a small town like this. Things work differently there. If you want to be on top, you have to be cut throat. Nothing is earned by kind gestures and a sweet smile. Becca was okay with that, but I wasn't.�
�So what happened?�
�She started sleeping around, getting into drugs and drinking a lot at parties. I went with her because I didn't want her to be alone there. I felt like I had to protect her and that maybe this was a phase she was going through. Turns out that I didn't really know her after all.�
�What was the final break?�
I closed my eyes as my mind played out that night.
The party was on the outskirts of the city, near one of the many parks. Houses there were sold in the millions. Anything would be paid for the thought of privacy and nature, especially when thrown up against cities shining with concrete and mortar.
I could hear drunken laughter from the next room. I shook my head and went in search of Becca. I'd lost her earlier in the night and was getting worried. I just wanted to grab her and go home. Room after room showed no sign of her, but other party goers imbibing in the multitude of drugs and alcohol. I didn't drink or do drugs. I never saw the point in getting so trashed that you threw up for three days afterward. Nothing good ever came from it. I looked out the window and thought I saw Becca's long blond hair weaving into the tree line. I rushed out of the house and went to follow her.
As I entered the woods, hands reached out and grabbed me. I freaked out and tried to scream through the hand that slammed over my mouth, my arms and legs flailing. The arms that banded around my ribcage was painful to the point of excruciating. Tears formed in my eyes as I was squeezed tighter.
�Shh... No need for the fuss baby.� The cold whisper brushed against my neck. I felt nauseated from the beer fumes that wafted off his breath. I tried not to breathe. The pressure on my ribs helped me succeed in that. �Well, well. If it isn't the little Star. Always too good for us, aren't you? Well me and your friend Becca were going to have a little fun, but I've seemed to have found you instead of her�� his low chuckle sent shivers of dread down my spine. I bit back the taste of bile as he nuzzled my neck.
�I think we're going to have a really good time, baby.� A whimper escaped me as he dragged me farther into the woods. He threw me to the ground, knocking the wind out of me. I gasped as pain shot through my lungs only to have my breathing inhibited again as he settled his massive weight against me, pinning me to the ground. I looked up through the tears streaming down my face. Shock coursed through my body as his face came into focus. I knew him.
�Jason! What the hell do you think you're doing? Get the fuck off of me!� I sobbed, shoving uselessly against his chest.
He grinned as he smoothed the hair away from my face. �Don't be like that, baby. You know I've wanted you for years now.�
�You're with Becca!� This was beyond disgusting.
�Like that really matters,� he laughed at me. �Come on, you know you want me.� I finally worked my arm free and slapped him with all the strength I could muster. His head snapped back, a look of surprise crossed his face. Spitting a small amount of blood from his mouth, he turned back toward me and got so close to my face that his nose touched mine. �That was a fucking mistake, bitch.�
He slammed his mouth down onto mine, swallowing my screams. Taking both of my hands in his, he stretched them above my head and held them with one hand while his other hand reached down and fumbled with the clasp of my jeans. I thought my heart would pound out of my chest. Freeing my mouth from his, I started pleading with him to let me go, to stop.
�What the fuck is this shit!� Came an outraged voice. I sobbed in relief as he stumbled off of me. I curled in on myself, and looked up into the eyes of my savior.
�You fucking slut! I knew you always wanted him!� Becca shrieked, rage shining through her glazed eyes.
�Wha� Becca! He attacked me!� I reached out to her, sobbing. I didn't understand.
She looked from me to Jason. �Yeah right. You've always been jealous of me! You think I don't know that you want what I have?� Scoffing, she went to move away.
�Becca! Are you serious? I don't want anything of yours and I sure as hell don't want to be anything like you!�
She spun around and my head whipped back at the force of her slap. �You're fucking dead, do you understand me? I will destroy you.� With that icy threat, Becca left with Jason, leaving me to sob alone in the woods.
I shook myself from the memory as I came back to the present. �Star, what was the final break?� James asked again. I glanced over at him and tried to hold the tears at bay. I blinked rapidly and returned my gaze back to the ceiling.
�She thought I wanted what she had. We had a fight, and she vowed to destroy me.�
�You mean destroy you physically?�
A bitter laugh escaped as I looked at James. �No, not physically. Socially. It's the only thing that mattered to her.�
He stared down at his desk, tapping out a rhythm with his fingers as he contemplated my words. �Did it work?�
�What? Her destroying me?� I gestured around, bitterness coating my words. �I'm here, aren't I? What do you think the answer to that question is?�
He leaned forward and rested his arms on the desk. I felt a surge of guilt roll through me like a wave as he remained silent.
I sat up and shifted in my seat, feeling uncomfortable within my own skin.
�I�m sorry.� I fluttered my hands, as if the action would clear my thoughts. It was useless. �I didn�t mean that the way it came out.�
�Yes, you did. I understand that, to you, this,� He gestured around him, encompassing the whole town, �would be considered social suicide. Just like your perceived thoughts about our sessions. You�ve judged this town and its inhabitants based on preconceived notions, so you won�t give it a chance.�
My pride rose up, demanding that I defend myself, deny his accusations. He just waved my words off and continued.
�Star, I understand� That silenced me. �Believe it or not, I have traveled. I�ve been to big cities and I know how vastly different it is compared to a small town like this. The change would be difficult for anyone to adjust to. Add why you had to move here into the mix, and I don�t blame you for feeling the way you do.�
�You don�t?� A surprised frown crossed my face. I expected him to droll on and on about how great it was here, about the need for me to start fresh. Basically a repeat of what my parents have lectured to me about. I wasn�t expecting his acceptance.
�No, I don�t blame you. It�s perfectly understandable. But,� Here it is. �Regardless of how or why you came to be here, the truth of the matter is that you are here. Whether you enjoy it or not depends on you. The situation may suck, but no one has the ability to make your life here miserable except for yourself.�
I let his words sink in, thinking back on how I reacted to the people that live here. How negative I've been about everything and everyone. Wrapping my hair around my hand, I jumped when I felt a hand touch my shoulder, causing me to pull my hair. I grimaced at the stinging sensation in my scalp and looked up at James.
�Just think it over, okay?�
I nodded and rose to my feet. �I will.� I surprised myself by the honesty behind my words. I smiled slightly and waved to him as he moved to sit behind his desk. �See you next time.�
�I�ll be here.�

Chapter Eleven
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The week flew by faster than I expected. I looked forward to having the weekend off and finally be able to relax, but I still had a full work day ahead of me along with the last therapy session of the week. I wasn't looking forward to either of them. Work, because of having to deal with Rose. Therapy because of having to deal with myself.
James had shed light on parts of me that I never knew existed, or rather, that I refused to see. I quickly came to realize that I didn�t like who I was becoming, but didn�t know how to stop it.
Brandon greeted me with a cup of coffee as I walked into The Nook. I sent a grin his way as I breathed in the caffeine laden aroma. �What's the terror up to today?�
�Oh, the usual. Breathing fire and eating babies.�
I rolled my eyes at him and lightly slapped him on the arm. �I'm serious. What type of torture can I expect out of her today?�
�Honestly, I don't know. She's been pretty quiet today, so I don't know if that's a good thing or bad thing.� He crossed his arms over his chest as he turned back to me. Damn he was built.
�So I guess we'll just have to play it by ear today, eh?�
�I swear, if you push your tits farther across that counter they're just going to pop out and blind all of us.�
�Speak of the devil.� I said happily. Brandon gave me a thumbs up and turned back to his work. I turned to face Rose and was stunned to see the circles under her eyes. I looked closely and noticed that they were slightly red and puffy too, which was weird. I thought evil never cried.
I sauntered over to her, my sweetest smile in place. �I didn't know you were into checking women out. If I would have known that I would have found you a girlfriend by now.�
�It's not my fault I can get people into bed, unlike you, Ms. Virgin.�
�And it's not my fault I actually respect myself.� I spouted back, becoming flushed with anger.
�Now, now, girls, there's plenty of me to go around.� Brandon gestured to himself while wiggling his eyebrows. �You both can bask in my awesome sauce.�
We both doubled over with laughter, clutching our stomachs.
�Did he seriously just use the term 'awesome sauce'?� I asked Rose between laughs.
She wiped her eyes and tried to contain her laughter. �Yeah, that was epic. Brandon, I never want to hear about your 'awesome sauce' again.�
He gestured between me and Rose, grin fully in place. �See girls? I knew you guys could get along.�
We stared at each other, animosity cutting through the air making it tense. �And there it went.� He muttered to himself. He sighed and stepped between us. �Look guys, I'm getting really tired of this bitch fest. Rose, you're awesome when you let people in, and I know your dad��
�Don't talk about him.� She snapped, cutting him off with an icy glare.
�Ooookay, don't use the 'D' word, got it. Anyways, obviously you have some issues about 'he who must not be named', but I think you'll realize that Star isn't going to hurt your family, me included. So can't you just try to get along with her?� he continued without waiting for Rose's reply and turned his big, blue eyed puppy dog look onto me. �And Star, you're completely new here and school is starting in two weeks. Don't you think you could hold down the animosity long enough to get some friends? It's going to be hard enough starting a new school, let alone starting one where you already have an enemy.� He looked at me pointedly. I sighed and looked over at Rose. She was looking anywhere except for at me.
�Yeah, you're right. Believe it or not, I'm getting tired of this too. It would be nice if I could actually like coming into work instead of contemplating jumping off a bridge instead.� I sat down on top of the counter and looked at Rose. �Cease fire?�
She looked up at my offered hand. For a moment I thought she would bite it. �Fine. But I swear if she stabs us in the back it will all fall on you, Brandon.� She spat out while quickly shaking my hand.
He gathered up both of us for a big group hug. �See? I told you guys, we're all going to be besties!�
�I swear that is the gayest thing I've ever heard.� I said with a laugh, trying in vain to remove myself from his embrace.
�Well, what do you expect from the big oaf?� Rose said laughingly, nudging Brandon in the ribs with her elbow. �Now let go doofus, we've got to open the store.�
He released us and stepped back, his smile still firmly in place. �You know you love me.� He said with a wink, then sauntered to behind the counter, leaving us alone. We looked uneasily at each other. Having become so used to all the animosity I wasn't used to playing nice anymore, at least on a real level.
�So. You want to unlock the doors, or do you want me to?� I asked, looking toward the item in question. I could see the shadow of people outside the doors already.
She gestured toward them. �You go ahead. I've got some shipments in the back that I need to start working on. I swear my mom orders enough books for half the nation.�
I grabbed the keys from my pocket and sorted through them as I walked to the door. I found the right one and went to unlock it. �Shit.� I muttered while fighting with the lock. I wiggled the key back and forth, trying to get the lock to unlatch so I could open the store. �Hey Brandon!� I called over my shoulder. �The stupid door won't unlock!�
He looked up from behind the counter. �You've got to pull on the door while you're trying to unlock it, otherwise it will keep catching.� He shrugged and went back to stacking coffee cups.
I tried pulling and pushing on the door to unlock it. It was pissing me off. Nothing makes you feel more incompetent than your inability to open a door. �Stupid freaking door! I swear I will rip you off your hinges if��you��don't� open!� I yanked hard and flew back with the momentum of the pull as the door finally unlocked. �Damn it!� I looked up with a glare on my face as I heard a laugh from the doorway.
�This isn't funny!� I was getting ready to lay into whomever had the audacity to laugh until I saw who it was. I felt like laying back in utter embarrassment but instead I felt my face flush as I quickly rose to my feet. Figured the pizza guy would show up here eventually.
�Why do I always find you either about to fall, or falling for me?� he asked.
�Ha ha, aren't you funny? Well, at least I don't have pizza on my face this time.� I snapped back, blushing furiously.
�Yeah, that is an improvement.� His small smile reached all the way up to his amber eyes, causing the gold flecks to sparkle. He ran his fingers through his thick hair as he looked me over. �So, I see we've got a new employee here.�
�You don't work here too, do you?�
He laughed outright at the look of horror on my face. �God no. I just come here a lot.�
�Well, I haven't seen you in here yet.�
He leaned toward me and lowered his voice, �I'm not in here yet because you're blocking the door.�
I felt a blush spread across my entire body as I moved back and waved him in. �Then by all means, do come it.� He laughed as he passed me by, heading toward the coffee counter.
�Gabe! What's up man?� Brandon called out to him.
�Not much, just coming in for some coffee.�
�Ah, the usual?�
�Yeah, if you don't mind. So how�s the new girl doing?� he gestured over his shoulder to me.
�The 'new girl' is right here, you know.�
Brandon raised his eyebrow at him. �She's a feisty one, that's for sure.�
�Really? I haven't noticed.� Gabe sent a grin my way. I thought my face would catch on fire with how much I blushed around him. Real attractive.
Brandon looked between me and Gabe. �So, how's Jenni doing?�
His smile faltered a little bit. �From what I hear, she's doing well. Coming back from vacation in a couple of days.�
Brandon finished up Gabe's order and handed it to him. �I bet you're happy she'll be home soon.�
Distracted, Gabe took his drink. �Yeah, it'll be fun.� He sent a soft smile my way then straightened and started heading out. �See ya around guys.�
I was momentarily distracted as I watched him leave. When Gabe was fully out of sight I turned to Brandon. �What was that about?�
He scratched his head, looking uncomfortable. �Well, that's Gabe.�
�Yeah, I gathered as much.�
He looked behind me and bellowed out. �Rose! I need ya here for a minute!� He waited for Rose to arrive, refusing to say anything more on the subject.
�Geesh, it�s going to take me forever to organize all those books.� Rose said while wiping her hands on a towel. �What are you hollering about?�
�Gabe was here.� He stated simply.
She raised her eyebrow and waited for him to continue. She let out a huff when he remained silent. �What about it?� he looked pointedly at me. I looked at Rose in confusion and she looked between the two of us, trying to get the point. I felt like we were in a tennis match as our eyes darted around each other. This was ridiculous. Her eyes widened as she finally caught on to what he was silently communicating. �Oh, I see.�
I stared them down. Brandon fidgeted, obviously uncomfortable, while Rose looked delighted. �Will you two please tell me what the hell this is all about?�
�It's quite simple really. That was Gabe Morrison, Prince Charming extraordinaire and current play thing of her royal bitchiness��
�Total hag.� Brandon added.
�Jenni Miller.�
�What does that have to do with anything?�
�Well, you noticed how he's completely built and drop dead gorgeous, right?� Brandon asked.
�Yeah, would be kind of hard to miss.�
�Well, he's off limits.� Rose stated, calmly picking at her nails and looking for all the world like this was a normal conversation.
�And I would be interested in whether or not he's off limits because?� I was beyond irritated. Why couldn't they just get to the point?
Brandon's eyebrows shot up. �So you wouldn't be interested in him?�
�Like, seriously. You don't want to know Mr. Hottie?� Rose's voice starting to rise at the end in shock.
I looking at them like they were growing arms out of their foreheads. �No, I'm not. Look, he's hot, I'll give him that. But I just moved here and I'm not looking for someone to know.� I emphasized, looking pointedly at Rose.
�Huh, I may just decide not to kill you after all.� She muttered to herself.
�I heard that, you know.�
She waved me off. �It doesn't matter. I'm just shocked you're not slobbering all over him like all the other slut bags around here.�
I rolled my eyes and started to organize some of the products on the counter. �Wasn't it you who used my virgin status as an insult earlier?�
�Oh yeah, forgot about that.�
�How can you forget? That was like, twenty minutes ago!�
She shrugged and started to head back to the storage room. �What can I say? If I'm not battling someone all the good bits of info just fly right out of my mind. My bad!�
I felt like my eyes would pop out of my head. �Did that seriously just happen?�
�What, her being nice-ish?�
�Yeah.�
�Welcome to the Twilight Zone.� He laughed and walked away, humming the theme song.

Chapter Twelve
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I sat in 'my' chair, as I began to call it and stared up at the ceiling, waiting to start where we left off. James was once again sitting at his desk, pecking away at his keyboard. While he was busy, I decided to study him and compare him to Gabe. I knew they must be related because the resemblance was uncanny. �Do you have any kids?�
He looked up briefly then went back to typing. �Yes, I have three actually. My oldest, Gabe, is in the same grade as you in school. You should run into him since you're taking a lot of the same AP classes.�
Ah ha! I knew it! I was feeling rather proud of myself until the rest of his sentence entered my mind. �What do you mean AP classes?�
�Oh, your mother didn't tell you?�
�This look of shock,� I gestured to my face, �would lead one to assume that no, she didn't.�
He finished up and closed the laptop, giving me his full attention. �Well, you remember the testing you had to do before signing up for school here?�
I thought back and remembered the test they had me take before the move. �Yeah, what about it?�
�It was a placement test used in our district for transfer students. Because of your scores, you've been placed in the majority of AP classes.�
I lay back with a groan and rubbed my hands over my face. �This is so not good.�
�Why isn't that good? You should be happy that you're intelligent enough to take advanced classes.�
�Yeah, normally that would be a good thing, like say when you've lived somewhere all of your life. But whenever you've just moved, all people are going to think is that you're a huge nerd.� I groaned and hid behind my hands. This would just be another mark against me.
�I thought you didn't care to be popular or what people thought about you.�
�I don't care about being popular, but I've had more than enough of being an outcast.�
�Ah, back to Becca, are we?�
I stiffened and looked over at him. �You know I hate this, right?�
�Yes, I know. But it will help you in time.�
I shook my head and stared off into space. �I doubt there's anything in your vast knowledge that could help me.� I thought about my incidents and the most recent one. There was nothing in his bag of tricks that could remove the darkness.
�You'd be surprised.�
�Yeah, well I doubt it.�
He tapped his fingers on his desk. �Well, we won't get anywhere today if we just spend our time arguing. Why don't we go back to Becca and her 'social death' threats?�
I took a deep breath and started playing with my hair. �Since she threw herself so whole-heartedly into obtaining the status that she wanted, it was rather easy for her. I kind of admired her that way.�
�In what way?�
�How she would think of something that she'd want, then go after it with such determination. She always got what she wanted when she set her mind to it.�
�I can see how you would admire that about her.�
�Yeah, but it can be a double edged sword. I mean, it would be great for someone you know to have that whenever they're on good terms with you. But when they turn, it can be a vicious weapon.�
�What did she do?�
I shrugged and tried to keep an off-hand tone. �She made me a social pariah. Had everyone believe that I was a slut and a druggie. It's easy to manipulate people when they're only looking for the worst in others. So she spread a whole bunch of shit around, and since she had all the social standing and I didn't, people chose to believe her. That way they wouldn't lose their place on the social ladder.�
�That must have been difficult for you.�
I laughed bitterly and looked over at him. �That�s the understatement of the year. Within a week I lost my best friend, all my friends from school, and my good name. All that I had left was the life of lies that she had created for me.�
�How did you feel about all that?�
�How do you think? I was furious. Depressed, completely dejected. I thought I'd eventually grow out of those feelings, once the rumors died down or she found someone else to set her sights on, but if anything, it got worse.�
�What got worse?�
�The anger, rage.�
He steepled his hands in front of him, looking off into the distance. �What was it like for you?�
�What do you mean?�
�To go to school through all of that?�
I settled myself further into the chair. �Oh, it was great.� I could feel the sarcastic bite in my tone. �Went to school every day, completely ignored by the people who were supposed to be my friends. The only time they�d talk to me was when they had a nasty comment to say. My favorite day would have to be when they put enough condoms in my locker to fill it up. Then, when I went to open it, they all fell out with a little note on a fake prescription pad saying that my �weeks��supply was in. Then, I got tired of having my lunch tray dumped and food thrown at me, so I started having my lunch in the bathroom. Yes, my life was awesome, and those are just some of the memories.�
He frowned and took a moment to order his thoughts. �I�m not going to baby it and say stuff you already know, like people are cruel and life is hard, because you�ve had firsthand experience. Nor will I placate you and say everything will get better, because that all depends on if you make it better.�
�Thank you, Dr. Phil.�
�Actually, it�s Dr. James.� He laughed and sat back in his chair, studying me. I always felt like he was looking at me under a microscope. Rubbing his hands maniacally while laughing like an evil scientist in some B-rated, eighties horror movie. I tried not to squirm under his direct gaze.
�While sarcasm can be a great defense mechanism, eventually you will have to move from it and face your past in order to overcome it.�
�Jesus, you sound like my mother.�
�I�ll take that as a compliment.� A lopsided smirk crossed his face fleetingly then he quickly turned serious as he started swiveling again. I wondered how many chairs he must break from that constant motion.
�Let�s get back to your anger, your rage. When you're enraged, how does it feel?�
I fidgeted, lost in my thoughts. �It�s kind of like a darkness, an electric ball that�s constantly inside of me. As my anger rises, the electricity flares out, consuming me, reaching out to other things and people around me, and the darkness starts to consume me.�
�I've never heard it described that way. That�s a really interesting way to look at it though. Do you ever feel like you're going to lose yourself to it?� A look of compassion crossed his face.
I looked up at him through blurry eyes from unshed tears and answered honestly with the thought that had been haunting me for over a year. �Yes. I'm afraid that one day, there isn't going to be anything of me left.�

Chapter Thirteen
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I almost regretted having two days off. Sure, I'd love the time to relax and think about things, but I didn't want to be stuck at home. I heard muted voices coming from the living room as I walked in. I tossed my keys onto the entryway table and slipped off my tennis shoes. Bare foot, I walked over to see what my mother and father were doing. I stopped before the living room to listen to their conversation.
�Do you think that this will work on her?� Mom asked.
�I don't know. She seems to be better these past few days.�
�I know, but there's always a period of peace where we almost have our daughter back after she has an incident. It seems like they've become shorter and shorter and her anger just increases between those times. I really don't know what to do with her anymore.�
The sound of fabric rustling was the only noise in the oncoming silence. I hesitated and waited to see if they'd talk more. I peered around the corner and saw my parents sitting together on the couch, a contrast in beauty. Mom was laying with her head in Dad's lap. He frowned in thought while he absentmindedly stroked through her silky, strawberry blond hair.
�Look, I know you're worried,� he said while gazing down and lovingly stroking the side of her face, �but it will all sort out in time. Besides, she's a teenager, how bad can it get?�
She rolled her eyes at him, unable to stop her returning grin. �Don't ask that. Things always get worse when people ask that.�
He leaned back. �Well, we'll just have to see how long this period of rest lasts. I don't know what we'll do if she doesn't snap out of this aggressive personality she's developed.�
Mom rolled onto her side and relaxed into his protective warmth. �I don't know either. Do you think she hurt Rebecca?� The question was spoken quietly but it seemed to pierce my heart like a thousand daggers. I was barely breathing.
I froze and stood motionless in the doorway. I stared intently at my parents, waiting for an answer.
He let out a sad laugh. �Honestly? I don't know anymore. I hardly recognize her. She's not the daughter we know and love, so I really don't know what she's capable of. With how aggressive and violent she's been lately, it seems more and more likely that she could have been the one to hurt Becca.�
I shattered, pain lacing through my soul, sending a deep ache throughout my body. I shook my head, denial moving through me. With tears streaming down my face, I silently retraced my steps. I left unnoticed.
><><><><
I didn't know where to go or who to turn to, all I knew was I had to get away. I threw the car in reverse and slammed on the gas, not caring whether my parents heard or not. I weaved quickly down the country road toward town while my heart hammered erratically against my ribs.
The words, 'She could have been the one to hurt Becca', repeated themselves over and over in my mind until they became an angry roar. Hurt... Becca... Hurt... Becca... My mind screamed over and over again. I gritted my teeth against the onslaught, my vision blurring from overflowing tears. I wiped them angrily away with my sleeve and focused just in time to see a deer start to cross the road in front of me. The tires squealed as I slammed on the brakes, sending the car into a sideways spin. I froze, every muscle braced for impact as I skidded to a stop.
�Jesus H!� My eyes fell onto the deer standing right outside the window. My heart felt like it would beat right out of my chest as the adrenaline caused my body to shake uncontrollably. �Go away!� I made shooing gestures with my hands but the deer just stood there, looking at me with curiosity.
I was glad that I hadn't hit the deer. Ecstatic that I was still alive and not a mangled corpse twisted around a metal heap. I rested my head momentarily against the steering wheel. I felt the tension starting to slowly leave me as I breathed out a sigh of relief. I looked over at the window through my hair, surprised to see the deer still looking at me. I closed my eyes, and leaned back. �This is so not happening.� I didn't know what to do so I rolled the window down a couple of inches.
I turned to the deer and started gesturing to it. �You, go run to forest! Get out of road. Big danger here!� I laughed at myself as I realized what I must sound like. The laughter held a decidedly hysterical edge to it. �I swear I'm losing my flipping mind. Okay, look deer,� I glared at the deer in question. �You need to get going. I'm sorry I almost hit you, I didn't mean too. So can you just go now before a truck or something comes along and sees me sitting sideways in the road while talking to an animal?�
It peered closer at me then pressed its nose against the glass. It breathed out once, causing fog to form on the window, clouding it. Blinking at me, it turned and slowly made its way toward the edge of the forest.
I went limp with relief as I watched it go. �Great, now I'm talking to animals. James will have a field day with that.� I shook myself out, trying to get rid of the remaining jitters. I straightened the car and headed to town again, at a much slower pace.
Evening had fallen by the time I made it to the downward slope to town. The setting sun cast a peaceful back drop, casting red and purple tones against the buildings. I noticed that most of the shops were beginning to close as I drove down the main street. I rolled my eyes at the early hour and hoped I could find someplace to sit for a while. The only available places were the town�s single movie theater, a local bar, and The Nook. I didn't want to see a movie by myself and have even more of a pity party, but I wasn't old enough to go into a bar. I grunted in frustration as I parked a couple of blocks away from The Nook.
I sat for a moment. It was really pitiful to go to your job on your time off, but I didn't know what else I could do. Besides, a cup of coffee sounded nice, even though my nerves were already shot. I looked down at myself and noticed that I still had my uniform on. I banged my head against the steering wheel. Great. I'd show up at my job with my uniform still on. Fucking perfect. I thought about just going back home but I really didn't want to. I removed the top part of the uniform, exposing a hot pink racer back tank top underneath. �This will have to do.� I got out of the car and made my way toward The Nook.
Being the one of few places open this time of night, The Nook was even more crowded than usual. Staff members I didn't know but had met in passing hurried around the store, helping patrons out while looking frazzled. I smiled in sympathy at one of my co-workers and headed to the line of people waiting to place their order. I glanced around and met a couple of gazes that looked me over with curiosity. I glared at them, sending them quickly back to what they were doing and leaving me alone in peace. I didn't want to deal with anyone. I tapped my foot impatiently and tried to look over the shoulder of the man in front of me. My frustration built when I was unable to see anything. I crossed my arms over my chest and waited.
A hand gently clasped my arm startled me out of my impatient fidgeting. I turned around quickly and saw Gabe standing behind me.
�Hey, new girl.� A dimple in his left cheek appeared as he smiled warmly.
I mentally groaned as I smiled slightly in return, then turned back toward the line. It didn't look like my night was going to get any better.
�So�� I could feel the heat from his chest warm my shoulder blades, causing my heart rate to rise. I smothered a sigh and turned to face him, a mask of politeness on my face. I swore he got more attractive the more I saw him.
His warm amber eyes seemed piercing in their gaze, causing a pleasant flush to spread across my face. I will not drool like slut bag, I will not drool like slut bag, I chanted to myself like a mantra. I noticed his lips were moving and tried to focus on what he was saying. �What?� Embarrassment flooding me.
He laughed and looked me over. �You know, you have a tendency to space off when you're around me. Do I bore you that much?� I could hear a hint of uncertainty under his flippant tone.
�Sorry.� I nervously moved my hair behind my ear, �I tend to be a space cadet. It�s nothing personal.� I gave him a small smile and hoped my answer pacified him.
He smiled more brightly and winked at me. �No problem. Anyways, what I was saying was are you ever going to tell me your name? Or should I just keep calling you 'new girl'?�
�Oh! Yeah sorry, we haven't really been introduced, have we? I'm Starlette McKinley.� I automatically reached out my hand.
He lightly clasped it and stepped forward. �Nice to meet you. I'm Gabe Morrison. So, do you go by Starlette or is there a nick name for you?�
The warmth of his touch sent delightful waves of warmth all the way up my arm to settle peacefully in my chest. I flushed and gently pulled on my hand until he reluctantly let go. �Yeah, everyone calls me Star.� I could feel the lingering heat from his touch, almost like a phantom caress on my skin. I crossed my arms, willing the sensation to go away.
�So, tell me, what are you planning to do tonight?� I caught his gaze drifting toward my cleavage. I belatedly realized that by crossing my arms caused my chest to rise higher above the neck of my tank top. I didn't know what to do so I quickly dropped my arms to my sides and shoved my hands into my pockets.
�Uh, I don't know really. I just don't want to be at home right now.�
I almost sighed in relief as he moved his gaze back to my face. �I can understand that. Since you don't have any plans, you could always��
�Star! What are you doing here dearie?� Saved by the boss. I turned toward the direction Mary Beth�s voice came from. I waved in return as I saw her waving from behind the counter. �See you around.� I called to Gabe with and apologetic smile as I made my way toward the counter.
I heard grumbles of dissent as I passed by patrons but ignored them and headed toward my savior. It's not that I didn't like Gabe. He was nice and all, but a bit creepy with the whole staring at the boobs thing. But besides that, he was off limits and I didn't want any more drama in my life than I already had. Besides, I had a ridiculous tendency to embarrass myself whenever he was around. I walked to Mary Beth's side and smiled in greeting.
�You're not working tonight, are you?� she asked with a slight frown.
�No, I just thought I'd��
�Good, because I could have sworn you weren't on the schedule. Thought I may have been losing my mind when I saw you in line. What are you doing in line anyways?�
�Well I was just waiting��
�Whenever you're here, you don't have to wait in line, dearie. Oh, I know cutting in lines bad and what not, but I love my employees. You want your usual? Michael! Make Star her usual, would you?� she called out to the man working behind the counter without even waiting for my reply. �Now, what are you doing out so late?�
I looked at the clock behind Mary Beth. �Well, its only 6:30, so it's not really��
�Ah, you young people, always out having fun. It�s good to do while you�re young. Live your life to the fullest and all that. Just make sure you don't do anything foolish. I'd hate to see you get into any trouble.� She began waving her hands around enthusiastically.
�I won't. I really don't��
�Now, since you're here, why don't you grab your coffee and go on up to see if Rose wants to do anything? Hmm? That way you wouldn't be alone and I wouldn't have to worry. Plus, you probably haven't been shown around town yet, have you?�
�No, I haven't had the chance but��
�Ah, here's your coffee now, dear. Thank you, Michael.� He smiled at Mary Beth and sent me a shrug without responding. He was obviously used to Mary Beth's scattered thoughts and ramblings. �Go on, go up to the house and I'll see you girls later. Be sure to be back home at a decent hour, will you?� With a small push to my back Mary Beth sent me in the general direction of the door that would lead to their upstairs apartment.
I shrugged and headed toward the back. Hanging with Rose could prove to be just the distraction I was needing. If all else failed we could just beat the hell out of each other. I took a sip of my coffee and sighed in appreciation as I found the door and set off up the small hallway. I paused as I came to the end and braced myself before gently rapping on the door. A part of me hoped that Rose wouldn't answer so I could slink off without notice. The other part of me was almost hoping that she'd be there. Weird, I know.
I lost my balance as the door opened abruptly. My heart was in my throat as I caught myself before falling down the stairs. That wouldn't have been good. I turned a glare on Rose, but stopped short when I saw what she was wearing.
She crossed her arms and cocked her hip while glaring at me. �What are you doing here?�
I looked her over and couldn't quite contain my laughter. �Seriously, Rose? You already get mistaken for a kid because of how short you are. Are you seriously wearing Rainbow Bright P.J.'s?�
She glanced down at her small frame. Her bright purple baby tee had a colorful Rainbow Bright across the front of it, with small purple shorts with a rainbow on the butt to match. �What? They're comfy.� She tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for me to stop laughing. �So? What are you doing here?�
�Oh, your mom caught me in the store and sent me this way. Apparently she wants you to go out with me. Something about living while you're young.�
�Ugh, she always does that.� She waved me in with a sigh. �Alright, since apparently you can't get enough of me, and if we don't show up downstairs within the next ten minutes mom will come looking for us, we'll go out.� She pointed to the couch for me to sit and started walking down the hall to her bedroom. �Just give me a minute to get changed.�
�But the P.J.'s are soooo comfy!� Rose flipping me off was the only reply she gave me, as I smiled sweetly.
I looked around the apartment and took in the cozy setting. Everything was done in warm earth tones with jewel colored splashes thrown in. It had a well lived-in feel, and wasn't nearly as pristine as my house. I wasn't complaining. Sometimes our home felt like it was a model home, with everything in its place and clean. I was used to it. Mom couldn't work in a dirty house and over the years had become OCD about cleaning. Still, it was nice to see a home that actually looked like one.
I noticed years��worth of pictures of Rose and Mary Beth, but nowhere in the pictures did I see any clue about Rose's father. I shoved that oddity to the back of my mind for later.
I turned at the sound of Rose's approach and took in her appearance. Gone were the Rainbow Bright P.J.'s and in their place was ragged cut short shorts and a tight fitting black tank. She raised her brow at me. �What? Do I not meet your esteemed approval?�
I rolled my eyes and got off the couch to walk behind Rose to the back door that led to the alley between the buildings. �So, where are we going?�
She shrugged and headed down the stairwell. �Not a clue, but I figured anywhere is better than here, even if you are all that I have for company.�

Chapter Fourteen
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We walked around town for a while and I noticed that the only thing open now besides the bars was The Nook. I looked at the clock on my iPhone, frowning.
�Yeah, this place is pretty much dead after six.�
�Huh? How can you stand living here? I mean, seriously, there's literally nothing here.�
�Well, I was born here. I know that you wouldn't understand, but when you're raised in a small town, this is what you come to expect.�
I looked over and her and saw the honesty reflecting in her face. �Don't you ever want more than this?�
She stayed silent for a moment, gazing down the street ahead of us with a small crease between her brows. �Sometimes I do. I've had dreams of leaving Shiloh, going to some big city and making a name for myself there. But, no matter the glitz or glamor of a city, they will never hold a candle to the beauty small places like this have.�
�You can�t be serious. I mean, sure the trees and mountains are pretty, but there's nothing to do here. I'd go out of my mind if I had to live here forever.�
�Of course someone like you wouldn't understand, and I don't expect you too.�
�What wouldn't I understand?�
She sighed and crossed her arms, reaching out with her foot to start kicking a small pebble down the bricked sidewalk. �It's familiar here. There are no strangers, no real sense of danger. Sure, it�s annoying when everyone knows your business within the hour, but that in itself is a form of security. That�s the beauty of a small town. It's not the scenery or what we don't or do have. It's the community.� She shrugged and continued kicking the pebble. The soft click-click filled the contemplative silence.
I looked over at her and thought about bringing up her missing father. I'll just ease into it. That way she won't snap on me. If I'm lucky. �So, where's your Dad?� I looked quickly away from Rose with a grimace. Way to go, dumb ass. I could feel waves of anger rolling off of Rose. I stared straight ahead, not daring to even glance at her.
�He left.� Bitterness coated her words, giving them a bite.
�Oh.� I didn't know what to say so I stayed silent, hoping nothing stupid would come out.
�My mother loved him, and I loved him only because he was my dad. I thought they were happy, but then again I was nine and didn't know any better. My mom worshiped the ground he walked on, but he was always looking for the next big thing. Wanting more than what this town had to offer.� She looked pointedly at me. I could understand, though I started to feel guilty for thinking along the same lines as her father.
�One day, he just up and left. Mom found a note on the counter saying that he couldn't handle living here anymore, that he wanted more than just ordinary.� She laughed bitterly and picked up her pace, kicking the pebble more aggressively. I quickened my steps to keep up with her. �My mom couldn't handle it. She went into a major depression. I thought I'd lost her a couple of times. Eventually, we won over her depression, and I got my mother back. We opened the store, and keeping busy with the running of it has helped her mind stay away from him. I can still hear her crying at night though.� With a final kick she sent the pebble bouncing into the distance.
�How long?�
�How long what?� she snapped.
�How long have you had to keep everything together? Keep your mom safe and whole?�
She looked over at me and I could see the tears she held at bay. �Since the day he left. I won't let anyone hurt her again.�
�Or yourself.�
She nodded and looked off into the distance.
I thought about everything Rose would have had to have gone through and finally understood why she was so cold and bitter. Honestly, I couldn't blame her. I don't know what I would have done if I was in her shoes. My heart hurt for her, for the child that had to grow up too fast too soon.
�C'mon, let�s go find something for us to do.� I returned her grin, even though it was half-hearted and quickly followed after her.
We continued on in silence, both of us lost in our own thoughts. I didn't know this section of town. Actually, I didn't know the town at all and was rather surprised there was a seedy area in it. Bars lined both sides of the street. Loud music competed with each other as the patrons yelled to be heard. Turns out there was a lot to do here, if you were twenty-one or older.
We came around a corner onto a darker side street. The foot traffic wasn't as heavy, though there were still tourists out. The sun had fully set, casting shadows across the streets where the lamp's weak light didn't reach. A chill was slowly creeping in. I shivered, huddling into myself. I thought about walking closer to Rose but didn't want to end up getting slapped. I didn't know how Rose could handle walking around in such short shorts. She must be freezing.
We slowed our pace as we heard cat-calls down the street. A man stepped out from the shadows of one of the bars doorway. He walked toward us, or more like swayed toward us. Even from a distance I could tell he was drunk. �What are you two lovelies doing out tonight?� his words were slurred and his glazed eyes shone with interest as he looked at Rose's expanse of legs.
�None of your business.� Rose snapped, attempting to move passed him. He grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. I could feel the darkness rearing its head alongside my disgust.
�Hey now, no need for the attitude doll. Where's the hospitality I've heard about you country girls?� he was in his thirties, balding, and obviously a tourist if his floral shirt was any indication. His leer caused my stomach to roll as waves of nausea hit the back of my throat.
�I hope I don't think you're implying what it sounds like you are.� Rose spat out, face flushing in anger. She grabbed hold of his hand and tried to remove it. �Dude! Remove your freaking hand!�
He pulled her closer, grabbed her ass and squeezed it. I felt my temper flare at Rose's grimace. I felt the currents build within me, begging for release. My body shook with the force of my control. He was just a drunk. A perverted drunk, but a drunk nonetheless.
�What do you think I'm implying?� Pictures of Jason flashed through my head. I tried to shove them away but they were replaced by Rose. Rose attacked. Rose in pain. My mind was a torture chamber of images.
Rose struggled and tried to remove herself from his grasp. �I like them feisty��why don't you come on over to the��oomph!� Rose fell to the bricked sidewalk as he released her, scrapping her palms and leg from the fall.
�You are not allowed to touch her, you filthy fucking pig!� I stood behind him, complete rage filling me, pouring out of me. I felt the currents move furiously throughout my body. The darkness seemed to be screaming at me, egging me on and testing for control. For once, I was glad of its presence and wasn't afraid of it. Feeling it reaching out, I focused all of my rage on the drunk.
He straightened and turned his focus onto me. Good. Rose crawled backwards, fear crossing her face. I wasn't sure if she feared me, or him. At that moment I didn't care.
He rubbed his back from where I shoved him and let out a snarl as he advanced toward me. I stood my ground, wanting him to come. I was so consumed with the rage and trying to control the currents that were sparking almost painfully along my body that I didn't see his hand fly out until my head snapped back from the force of his slap. �You fucking cunt!� he roared into my face, raising his hand again for another strike.
Time seemed to stand still. Sounds faded as I felt the ever present rage and darkness build within me to a frightening crescendo. I could feel the change in me, reflecting in my eyes just like they did when I fought with Rose, only this time was different. This time felt more��powerful. I knew without a doubt that my eyes would be glowing an almost liquid silver, so intense was my hatred of that man. My hair started to lift in time with the pulsing currents. I would have freaked out if I was in control of myself, but I wasn't. Darkness held me in its grasp and wasn't letting go.
I watched in slow motion as the drunks hand moved closer to my face, spittle flying from his lips as he roared. All I heard was silence. Pulse-pulse-pulse. I felt the currents move in an ever increasing rhythm. When his hand was a millimeter from my face, I felt an almost all-consuming freedom as the electric-like currents shot out of my body. The darkness leading the way.
When the last tendril left, everything moved at its regular pace. I saw the drunks eyes widen as his body flew backwards into a nearby car. The sound of his body smacking into the metal snapped me out of my daze. I watched in horror as the man fell to the ground, blood pooling from his mouth and the back of his head. I looked from his body to the car he was leaning against and saw a perfect indentation of where his body hit.
My emotions released as the darkness left me. I freaked out, and ran to him, checking for any sign of life. My head snapped around as I heard movement behind me. I stared at Rose a she neared, her hands up in supplication as if trying to pacify a wild animal.
�It's alright.� She said, her voice shaking.
�Are you okay?� My, eyes frantically searching over Rose's body, looking for any sign of damage. I was afraid to move toward her, petrified that I had hurt her.
She knelt down and gently laid her hand on my shoulder. �I'm fine, really, the only thing I have is scratches from hitting the ground when the ass dropped me.� She smiled slightly, nervously. As she peered into my eyes I could see relief seep into her body.
I ran my hand frantically through my long hair. �I think I might have killed him�� pain and fear filled my words, my soul.
She leaned past me and checked for the drunks vital signs. The last of the tension left her as she felt a small, steady pulse. She wrapped her arm around my shoulders, pulling my shocked body into the comfort of her own. �He's fine, just knocked out. He might have a concussion, but the fucking ass deserved it.�
I looked into Rose's warm, green eyes and broke down sobbing. �I don't know what happened! What am I?�
�Hell, as far as I'm concerned, you're my hero.�
I looked up at Rose and stared in disbelief. �How in the hell am I a hero? Didn't you see what I just did?�
She smiled softly and patted me gently on my head. �Yeah, I did. You just saved me from possibly being raped by that drunk asshole. And who knows? Maybe you saved other girls too. C'mon, let�s go back to my place. You can spend the night there, and if you promise not to snore, then I promise not to kick you out of bed in the middle of the night.�
I looked at the man still crumpled before me. �But what about him? We just can't leave him here.�
�Well, the hardware store won't be open until the morning, so I don't know where we could stash him until we can buy the cement and rope.�
�That's not funny, Rose.�
She laughed and reached down to pull me up. �You'll be laughing about it later. For now, why don't you go wait while I run in, and tell someone that he's out here.�
I nodded as the shock started to wear off, leaving uncontrollable tremors racking my body. Rose quickly went inside to relay the message. I was unable to look away from him. I replayed over and over again his body as it impacted and crumpled to the ground. While I stood there, motionless. Emotionally barren. I began to fear myself and what I could unknowingly do to people. �I'll never be able to laugh about this�� I whispered as silent tears ran unnoticed down my face.

Chapter Fifteen
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I woke up with a jolt. I sat up and stared at the unfamiliar surroundings. It took me a moment to remember where I was. Rose's sleepy mumblings only concurred the fact that I was at Rose's apartment. I looked over and watched as Rose pulled a pillow over her head and buried herself further into the covers.
I rose quietly and tried not to wake her as I tiptoed to the door where my shoes lay. I picked them up and grabbed my car keys and phone off of the side table. I crept to the bedroom door, opened it, and silently shut it behind me. I breathed out a sigh of relief as I made my way down the hallway to the living room. I screeched when I felt a hand lightly tap on my shoulder. I turned around quickly and put my hand over my racing heart as I looked into the familiar eyes of Mary Beth.
�Holy crap, you scared me!�
She frowned slightly and made a tsking noise. �Language, dearie. I know it wasn't that bad, but still, you're a lady and should speak as one.� She motioned for me to follow her as she made her way to the kitchen. She stood in front of the refrigerator and started pulling out eggs, shredded cheese, and chunks of ham. She placed them on the kitchen isle, and grabbed a spatula, gesturing for me to sit. �Go on, have a seat while I whip us up some breakfast.�
I looked longingly at the door. �I really should be going home, my parents��
�I called your mother last night after you two got home, making sure they knew where you were. I was surprised when I found out that your mother and father didn't even know that you ever made it home.� She threw a disapproving look over her shoulder and slid a cup of coffee my way.
I sat wearily onto the isle's bar stool. �Thanks.� I said, nodding to the cup of coffee. �I know. I went home and heard them talking��
�I know that as well, which is why I'm not raising hell with you right now. Your mother realized it too once she had a chance to calm down.�
�Oh.� I relaxed, letting the stress fade from my body.
�That doesn't mean I'll make this any easier on you though.�
I looked up and met Mary Beth's gaze. �Look, I'm sorry. I just��
�I'm not the one you should be apologizing to, Starlette, and you know it. You're going to eat, then go home and talk to your parents. Even though you spent the night here I know they're still worried.�
I nodded and started to trace patterns on the isle's marble top, refusing to meet Mary Beth's gaze. She turned back to the stove, poured the egg mix into the hot skillet and waited for the omelet to cook.
Some zombie like moaning coming from the hallway. I turned around to see a very bedraggled Rose making her way to us. Her short hair was sticking up every which way, half of it plastered to the side of her head. Her Rainbow Bright pajamas were back, but hung crookedly from her body. She looked like a pissed off peacock.
�Morning sunshine!� I said cheerfully, laughing when Rose flipped me off. �Well aren't you all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning.�
�Uuung.� A smiling Mary Beth walked over and gave Rose a quick kiss on the top of her head while handing her a cup of coffee.
�Morning, love.� She said while eying her daughter�s appearance. �Did you sleep all right, dearie?�
She downed half the coffee before sending a glare my way. �No, someone is a freaking bed hog.�
I grinned sheepishly. �Yeah, forgot to tell you about that last night.�
�Just remind me next time to get the cot out of the attic. That way when you get the urge to go all sumo wrestler in your sleep, you can just fall onto the floor instead of shoving me out of the bed.�
�Deal.� I replied, clinking my cup of coffee against hers.
Mary Beth looked between the two of us and bestowed a beautiful smile upon us. We grinned in return while the heavenly scent of omelets permeated the air.
�So, what�s on the menu for today? Should I expect any more fun like last night?� Rose asked sarcastically.
I tensed and sent a sideways look toward Mary Beth. Not seeing any obvious interest coming from her, I turned back to Rose. �No, nothing like last night. I don't think I could handle any more of that.� I whispered.
She rolled her eyes and looked at me. �It wasn't that bad. We did have some fun before all the shit hit the fan. And why are we whispering? Are we going all secret ninja about your �incidents�?�
�Dude! Your mom is right there!� I hissed, nodding my head toward Mary Beth who was busy dividing the omelet onto plates.
She smirked and nudged me in the ribs. I didn't think it was funny. �Just watch,� she whispered. �Hey Mom!� she practically shouted. Mary Beth jumped and whipped around, nearly dropping one of the plates.
�Holy Mother, Rose! You know better than to shout when I'm distracted.�
�Sorry, just wanted to see if you had anything planned for me to do today.�
�Nothing that I can remember this moment. You go on out and have fun. I'll call you if I need anything.�
�Okay, thanks Mom.�
�You're welcome.� She replied distractedly, already focused on the task in front of her.
Rose leaned closer to me. �See? There's no need to whisper when mom's busy. She completely zones out when she has something to focus on. Took me twenty minutes once to get her attention when she was re-arranging a shelf.�
We looked up as Mary Beth set the plates in front of them. �Now, make sure you do the dishes after you girls are done. I have to run down to the shop and work on some paperwork. Oh, and make sure you lock the door behind you when you leave, Rose.� With a distracted wave she left, leaving us to stare after her.
�I seriously don't want to go home.�
�It can't be that bad.� I followed her to her room so she could get dressed. I was going to miss those pajamas.
I sat on the edge of the bed and ran my fingers roughly through my hair while Rose sorted through her over flowing closet. I laid back with a sigh and looked up at the ceiling. �They think I'm going insane.�
Rose paused and looked over her shoulder at me. �Who? Your parents?�
I nodded and turned over onto my side, propping my head up with my hand. �Yeah, I overheard them talking yesterday. It's why I came over here. I didn't want to be at home with them after that.�
She frowned and sat Indian style on the floor. �What did they say?�
I thought for a moment, distracting myself by picking small bundles of lint from her comforter. I knew how much it took Rose to talk about her Dad. Knew that I should return that trust, but I couldn't. The past year of hiding everything and lying had become too natural. I couldn't open up to her. Not yet. I shook my head. �Just, never mind.� I got up and walked to the door, pausing to look back at Rose. �I'll talk to you later.�
* * *
I sat in my car as my parents words played over and over in my mind. My rage was almost non-existent after the huge 'incident'. My parents were right when they said that there's always a break after each one. I always felt more like myself afterward, more in control. But it always starts back up again, leaving me feeling lost in the myriad of tumulus emotions. That was almost worse than dealing with the constant darkness. I shook my head to clear the heavy thoughts away and got out of the car to walk inside.
My parents rushed into the entryway as I opened the door. They ran to my side and pulled me into a tight embrace. I allowed a moment to take in their comfort and sank into the warmth and familiar scent they offered. I pulled myself back together and grudgingly stepped out of their arms.
I stepped back from them and looked into their eyes, searching for the blame and fear I'd come to believe would be there. After the previous nights 'incident' I really couldn't blame them if they feared me. My eyes welled with tears and I held back a sob. I saw nothing but worry and love shining from them.
�Why in the world did you disappear like that?� Mom half yelled, her relief quickly being replace with anger. I looked away from them and remained silent. I refused to bring up the fact that I spied on them.
�I'm sorry.� The flood of tears being held back made my voice husky. I moved back as Mom tried to hug me again and flinched at the flash of pain in her eyes. She backed off and moved to Dads side.
He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her protectively to his side. �Yeah, well sorry doesn't fix anything.�
�Look, I wasn't anywhere dangerous of doing anything wrong.� The taste of the lie soured my mouth.
�That doesn't matter, you shouldn't have just disappeared like that! Do you know how worried we were? If it wasn't for Mary Beth calling and letting us know you were spending the night with Rose we would have called the cops!�
�Actually, you can't do that until the person in question is missing for twenty-four hours��
�Enough! I've had enough of your switching temperaments and sarcastic attitude!� his face flushed with his bursting anger.
�Paul, that's enough.�
�No, it�s not enough! We've been babying her, and look at where it's gotten us! I've had enough of this!� he stepped away from her and stalked toward me. I'd never seen him that angry before. I stepped back as he advanced, fear flashing through me. He grabbed me roughly by the shoulders and looked menacingly into my eyes. �You will straighten up, or you will leave.�
Tears streamed down my face as my control broke. I couldn't deal with this anymore. It was all too much. �Daddy, I didn't mean to��
�You never mean to! You say the same damn thing time and time again! Stop acting like a baby and take responsibility for your actions!� he spat into my face, shaking me lightly at the shoulders.
I stiffened, feeling the anger slowly start to return. No. Not again, not so soon. My tears dried up, the building rage replacing all other emotions. �Let go of me.�
He released me and backed away. Mom tried to pass him to reach me, but he stopped her progress, pushing her slightly behind him.
�Baby girl�� she began pleadingly. �Please, just tell us what we can do to help you��we just want you back.� Tears streamed from her beautiful jewel like eyes as she held her hand out to me, silently begging, beseeching me to let them in.
I stepped away from them and slowly shook my head. �I've told you. A thousand times over, I've told you. But you refuse to listen. You don't want to believe.� I ran my hands viciously through my hair, trying to keep rein over my rising anger. The darkness pulsed in time with my racing heartbeat, electricity sparking across my skin.
�Star, please��
�No! You say you want to help but all you do is condemn me! I don't know what's happening to me! How many times do I have to keep telling you that?� I gestured wildly as I felt the darkness flare within me. I shook my hands, trying to get rid of the excess energy coursing through me. I was becoming desperate. I didn't want to hurt them, could never hurt them regardless of how much they've hurt me.
�How can we help you? Just tell us and we'll do it!� she cried out. I saw the truth within her eyes. She wanted, needed to fix everything. To have it all go away. But she couldn't. No one could.
�You can't help me! No amount of talking or punishing me is going to make anything change! You think I'm the only one who's changing?� A bitter laugh burst free as I felt more and more of myself become consumed by the darkness. Almost drowning out my inner voice that was crying out in panic.
�When did you both turn on me? For fucks sake, you're my parents! But all you've done is try to get me medicated, thinking I'm losing my mind, having me believe it! You automatically think anything that happens is because I want it to!� I couldn�t throw in their face that I didn�t cause things to happen. After the blaring truth last night, I couldn�t deny it anymore. �When did you both turn from loving and trusting me to condemning and fearing me?� I looked at their stunned faces and felt my control wavering, on the breaking point. �You can't even deny it, can you?� Scoffing, I quickly moved past them, fleeing to my room, my sanctuary. The haunted look on my parent�s faces followed me, adding to all the images that forever haunted my mind.

Chapter Sixteen
[image: ]

I fell asleep curled in my wicker chair. I opened my bleary eyes as my phone vibrated in my pocket. I dug clumsily for my phone, not gauging the edge of the chair correctly. I landed on the floor with a startled 'oomph' as I fell out of the chair, my phone skidding across the fool. I grabbed it and answered with a hurried, �Hello?�
�Star! Where the hell are you? You were supposed to start shift twenty minutes ago!� Rose's annoyed voice came through the speaker. I held the phone away from my face and looked at the time.
�Shit! I'm so sorry! I got into a fight with my parents last night and completely forgot about setting my alarm for work.� I jumped up off the floor and hurried around, trying to find a clean uniform.
�Just hurry the hell up and get over here. I've covered for you for a minute but it's starting to get packed in here. All the locals are starting to come back and most of the tourists haven't left yet, so we're getting freaking swamped.�
�Rose! Need you over here!� Came a muffled yell through the phone.
�Coming!� she yelled back, causing me to move the phone away from my ear. I found a semi-clean uniform and hurried into the bathroom, stepping into my pants and jumping to pull them on while holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder. �I'll be there in fifteen.� I hung up without waiting for a reply and slipped my uniform top over my head then quickly ripped a brush through my hair. I winced as it ripped through tangles and took part of my hair with it. I threw it up into a quick, messy ponytail, grabbed my keys and shoes and ran up the stairs.
I got both of my shoes on without stopping as I hopped to the door, which was a feat in itself. Racing to my car, I quickly started it, threw it into drive and sped off.
* * *
I arrived at The Nook and stared wide eyed at the multitude of customers. I pushed through the throng of people and made my way to the coffee counter. �Geez, you weren't kidding when you said it was packed.� I called out to Rose. She looked up in relief and gestured for me to hurry as she handled taking orders and cashed people out.
�Thank God you're here woman! This place is freaking nuts today!� Brandon called out from the middle of the counter, quickly fixing peoples order. I looked around and noticed that there were more employees there than normal. �I'll say. Did Mary Beth call in the others?� I gestured with a nod to the other employees who were scurrying around.
Smiling in thanks at a customer, Rose answered, �Yeah, Mom had to. We were completely bombarded first thing this morning and since somebody decided to play sleeping beauty we were sadly understaffed.� She sent a pointed look my way then quickly wrote down a drink order on the side of a disposable cup, rang it in and gave the customer back his change. Seeing a line of drinks waiting to be made, I hurried over to Brandon�s side.
�Hey.� I said as I picked up the next cup and quickly put the order together. A line of customers stood at that end of the counter, waiting impatiently for their coffee. He nodded in return as we started to fill the orders in silence. We made our way through the orders. The line sped up with both of us working in tandem to get the orders out as fast as we could.
I glanced over at the clock and noticed that I had been there for nearly two hours already. The line was finally slowing down. �Go on and take a break, Brandon. I can handle the last of the orders.�
He looked at the line then sent a hopeful glance my way. �You sure?�
�Yeah, I got it. If any more come in and I start getting overwhelmed, I'll just yell for you.�
�Thanks babe, you're the best!� he pecked me quickly on the cheek then hurried out from behind the counter, making his way to the break area.
�Another admirer I see.� Came a warm voice, the sound of it sent delightful shivers down my body. I looked up into the obsidian eyes of the jerk. A teasing smile warmed his strong face, causing a fluttering sensation to erupt low in my stomach.
I resisted the urge to go to him and turned back to my work. My God, if anything he was more attractive than when I first ran into him. I half hoped I'd never see him again, but the fun side of me had drooled over the possibility. Looks like the fun side wins this time. �No, he's just a friend. That�s all.�
With a quirk of his brow he leaned against the counter, crossing his arms over his strong chest. �Oh really. And what about Gabe? Is he just a friend too?�
I looked up at him with a glare. �I hardly know Gabe, have just ran into him a couple times, and yes, he is just a friend.� I didn't know how he knew about Gabe. It kind of freaked me out until I remembered Rose's words the night before. Everyone knows everything when you live in a small town. No privacy. Great.
He stayed silent as I worked through the orders, content to watch me. I tried to quell the guilty feeling that churned in my stomach and refused to acknowledge him again. Although I could feel his presence like he was standing flush against me. I didn't even know why I felt guilty. I had nothing to feel guilty about. I didn't mean anything to them and neither of them had a claim over me. Nor would they. Besides, I didn't need anyone right now, even if they were hot. I looked up as I felt him move away, his lingering gaze seeming to burn through me.
Hours later, the line finally slowed to a trickle. I was exhausted. �Hey, Mike. Do you mind taking over for a minute? I haven't even got any coffee yet.� I was tempted to pout, but held back. Barely.
�Go ahead, Star. I'll cover your break.�
I smiled brightly at him and gave him a quick hug in thanks, then grabbed a coffee and made my way over to a side table. I sat down and propped my tired feet up on the chair across from me, sighing in relief as the pressure faded.
I glanced around and noticed the jerk was sitting at a table near the front with a group of other people his age, one of which was of particular interest.
She was gorgeous. Pin straight golden blond hair hung softly down her back, resting in a perfectly straight line at the beginning of her perfectly curved hips. She was leaning back in her chair, poised in relaxation with her hand trailing slowly up and down his arm. They looked like the perfect couple, her lightness making his dark hair and eyes even darker.
I was beginning to hate the word perfect, and as I watched her hand trail up his arm once more I felt the urge to rip it off and smack her with it. My eyes widened as that feeling ran through my body. I didn't know why I was now jealous. There was no reason for it and as I replayed my earlier self-talk in my head the jealousy seemed to laugh at me, mock me.
Her royal blue eyes locked onto my violet ones as she looked over her dainty shoulder. She smirked, watching my expression as she increased her petting of him. I wanted to flip her off but thought better of it. It would only entice her, whoever she was, so I did the mature thing. I sat back and rolled my eyes at her. Her laughter floated back to me as she turned back to the table.
I picked furiously at the top of my coffee cup and tried to not let the waves of jealousy consume me. He's not mine, stop acting that way, I chastised myself.
My inner voice popped up. If he's not yours, and he's hers, then why the hell did he act that way toward you the other day?
I frowned and thought it over. Well, maybe he's a player. I so don't have time for a player.
You don't have time for any type of guy.
Touch�, I froze when I realized I was talking to myself. At least it wasn't audible.
�I'm losing my damn mind.�
�Well, that isn't very good.� Came an answer. For a moment I thought it was my inner voice again and almost panicked at the thought that it sounded like Gabe. I looked up, relieved that Gabe hadn't taken over my inner voice, but didn't want to see him in person either. I sighed and moved my feet so he could sit down.
�What's up?� I asked, looking into his warm amber eyes. The reflecting light from the front windows cast him in warm tones, bringing out the natural blond highlights in his hair and warming up his tan. Giving his already good looks an almost unearthly appeal. He cocked a brow at me and I noticed that I was staring. I blushed and looked away.
�You didn't hear anything I just said, did you?�
�Of course I did.� I crossed my arms over my chest and hoped he'd buy my bluff.
His eyes started to drift down but he quickly raised them to my face. �Uh huh. So if you were listening, oh mighty astute one, then what did I say?� I had no luck today.
�Um�that you're awesome?�
He laughed and leaned closer to me. �Good answer, but sadly, that wasn't what I said. I asked why you think you're losing your mind.� As I looked into his warm eyes I felt an urge to tell him everything. To just, for once, be completely open about everything that was happening to me and everything that I was afraid of.
I broke eye contact and looked away. I couldn't tell him. I couldn't tell anyone. �It's nothing. I was just talking to myself.�
His smile faltered a little. �Okay. But just know that if you ever want to talk that I'm here for you.�
�What, you're going to move into The Nook now just to 'be here' whenever I need to talk?�
His laugh warmed a small part of me. I noted that when he laughed, his entire face seemed to light up, making me want to laugh too just to feel that same carefree joy. I smiled and looked back toward the jerks table only to lock gazes with him. He was glaring at me, looking pointedly between me and Gabe.
My smile fell. I raised an eyebrow at him and gestured to the girl still sitting beside him. His glare fell as his face became an unemotional mask. He shrugged and turned his attention back to his table.
�What was that about?� Gabe asked, looking over at the jerks table.
I sighed and relaxed into the chair. �Honestly, I have no idea. I don't know what's going on with him.�
�How long have you known him?� There was a slight edge to his voice.
I laughed and punched him lightly on the shoulder. �Hey, none of that. I don't know why you guys hate each other so much. But to answer your question, I've ran into him once.�
�That's all? And why do you think we hate each other?�
�Yeah, that�s all. Besides, I don't even know his name. And to answer your question you guys look like you're going to attack each other at any given moment.� I shrugged and looked at Gabe expectantly.
�What?�
�Are you going to tell me why you two hate each other and what his name is?�
He sent a glare over at the jerk which was happily returned. �His name's Andrei, and we don't hate each other exactly. It's more like were from different fractions.�
�Um, okay, can you please speak English instead of Modern Warfare?�
He laughed and lightly traced the dimple in my cheek. �You're cute when you're being all dorky, you know that?�
I blushed as I swatted his hand away. �Well isn't that the sweetest thing I've ever heard? Spill it, Gabe.�
�Okay, so you're going to be going to Shiloh High, right?� he looked almost hopeful.
�Yeah, I'll be a senior. Why?�
�Well, those kids over there,� he said with a nod toward Andrei's table, �are the private school kids. All rich, all spoiled, all of them thinking their better than us. They only come down to mingle with us 'common folk' on the weekends and on school breaks, which is why I personally don't like them. Plus, they're just weird.�
�Weird? Weird how?�
�I don't know, they just give off this vibe. Like there's something more to them, something buried in them that no one can see.� He laughed the subject off. �Stupid, I know.�
My face paled as I looked over to the table where Andrei and all the others were getting ready to leave. As I caught his gaze, he looked at me, a question burning in his eyes. This is why I could never tell anyone. The scorn that would be shown to me would more than likely surpass those shown between the schools rivalry. �No, it's not stupid. I know what you mean.�
I didn't think I could take another look of horror from someone else. With one last look at Andrei, I turned back to Gabe. He was watching me silently. It was kind of creepy. I rose and pushed the chair back under the table. �Well, I've got to get back to work. I'll see you later.� I hoped not.
�Definitely.� Damn it.

Chapter Seventeen
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I waved goodbye to everyone as my shift finally came to an end. I paused as I stepped out into the late afternoon sun, closed my eyes and soaked in the warmth of the sun's rays.
I sighed as I stretched out my aching muscles. It was one hell of a day and it wasn't over yet. I got into my car and slumped forward, banging my head against the steering wheel. �This is just fabulous. All I want to do is go home, take a shower, and pass the hell out.�
I drove to the therapist office and stormed through the doors, heading straight to the back where James sat behind his desk. The sputtering of the receptionist was cut off as I slammed the door behind me.
James jumped, obviously startled. I sank into my chair and sent a pointed look his way. �Look, can we just hurry up and start without the normal lead in�s? I'm exhausted and all I want to do is go to bed.�
�Okay. You seem more on edge today.�
�No, I'm not on edge, I'm worn the fuck out.� I snapped, the darkness returning with a vengeance. I breathed deeply, trying to calm myself. I'm in control��I can deal with this. The breathing didn't seem to be helping much anymore, but I clung to it. I hoped that it would offer some type of relief from the building darkness.
�Okay, you're worn out. Got it.�
I shook my head. �Look, if I just finish talking about what Becca was doing, can I leave early.�
He thought it over for a moment then nodded his head. �Sure, we could do that.�
I closed my eyes and threw myself back into the past, not prepared for all the emotions that came with it. �So she started out destroying my reputation, going around saying that I wasn't the 'good' girl that I claimed to be. I quickly became known as anorexic. The only reasons I was in advanced classes was because I was fucking all the teachers, the females included.�
�It didn't bother me at first because I didn't really care about any of her so-called friends. I didn't know them, and they didn't know me, so why should their beliefs bother me? But then, people who were my friends started getting messed with. By simply being my friend they were getting hurt in the crossfire.�
�How so?�
�It started out small, some of the rumors that were going around about me started to spread to them too. At first, they were adamant in protecting me, standing up for me when everyone else were turning away. But then, they slowly started to walk away too. One of the worst things that happened was one of my ex-boyfriend�s had his car set on fire just because he dated me�� I breathed deeply again. The rising anger was fighting against me, trying to lash out as all the pain came back with the emotions. I thought I had all the feelings locked away for good, that I was free of them. I was an idiot.
�How old were you?�
�I had just turned seventeen when they all abandoned me. I was left with no friends, no one to talk to, laugh with, or go out with. My parents started getting worried, sending me to different therapists trying to 'fix' what was wrong with me.�
�What do you mean by fix?�
I looked over at him. �They thought I did something to cause the break with everyone. Sure, at first they believed me and stood by my side. However, when everyone turned on me, they became swayed by the vote of the masses. I couldn't blame them, really. After all, when there's so many people telling you with conviction that the sky isn't blue, it�s orange, even though you know the skies blue, eventually you'll start thinking its orange too.�
�You're telling me you honestly didn't blame them?� he sounded doubtful.
�No, I didn't blame them, but that doesn't mean that I never hated or resented them for it.�
�Good point.�
�So, the therapists didn't know what to do with me. My rising anger didn't help anything or sway any more people my way. They started putting me on anti-depressants, thinking I was manic-depressive.�
�I take it that didn't work?�
�If by 'worked' you mean making me completely emotionally void, then yeah, it worked perfectly. I was like a walking zombie. The most messed up thing about it all is that I remember everything during those days. I remember everything people said and did, and I would just sit there, outwardly not caring. It was like I was locked inside myself, and no matter how much I fought, I couldn't break out.� I stared up at the ceiling, ignoring the tears streaming down my face. I curled into myself, folding so I could lay in the chair.
�What happened, Star? What got you to this point?�
�That's the whole thing, I don't know how any of it happened.�
�What was the final break?�
I looked him squarely in the eyes, my voice completely void of the tornadic waves of emotions rolling through me. �They tried to have me arrested for the attempted murder of Becca.�
><><><><
The days started to blur into each other as the rage within me grew. I became numb to all outside influences and fell into a seemingly endless routine. Work, therapy, sleep. The tourists finally left, causing The Nook to fall back into a more subdued pace.
I didn't think that all the days I spent numb were a good thing exactly. It wasn't normal and wasn't what I had become used to. It almost felt like the calm before the storm. Everything had been quiet, too quiet as the breathless anticipation of destruction mounted.
I leaned against the back counter, immersed in the latest paranormal romance release. Working at a book store definitely had its benefits.
�Excuse me.� I looked over the top of the book and stared into the most perfect cornflower blue eyes I'd ever seen. Long, thick lashes framed them, making them seem to pop. I would have found them beautiful if it wasn't the complete look of disgust that was shining through them.
�Can I help you?�
�I doubt it.� My hackles rose. She crossed her arms over her well-formed chest and tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder.
Great, it's a pissed off Barbie. I frowned as I took in the obvious hostility the girl was projecting.

��Um, okay. Well if there isn't anything I can do for you�� I gestured vaguely, hoping the girl would just take the hint and leave. No such luck.
�I'm waiting for my boyfriend.� She stated simply, returning her glare to me again.
�Well that's nice.� I was confused. Was I supposed to throw confetti at her statement or something? I didn't know why she thought that I would care. I shrugged and turned back to my book.
�Gabe.� I stiffened at his name and put the book down.
�You must be Jenni.�
She rolled her eyes and cocked her hip. �Obviously.� Wow. She had an ego problem that was for sure.
I pasted on a fake smile and reached across the counter. �Well it's nice to meet you. I'm sure Gabe is happy that you're back.�
She looked at my offered hand like it was crawling with bugs. �He doesn't know I'm here yet. I came here to surprise him. And to have you back off.�
�Excuse me?� And here I thought Rose was a bitch.
�You heard me, you little tramp. Gabe is mine. I've heard about you throwing yourself at him. It's pathetic and if you know what's good for you you'll back the fuck off.�
I felt my anger rise. It was the first real emotion I had all week, and not one that I was wanting. �Look, I don't know what you've heard, but Gabe and I are friends. That's all. So you can take your snotty little 'holier than thou' attitude and shove it.� The electricity started to snap within me, growing from my center and flaring out.
She whipped her head back like I slapped her. Boy did I want to. �Do you know who I am?�
�Yeah, you're a fucking bitch.� Small movements on the counter captured my attention. The invisible waves were spreading out to everything around me, causing the closest objects along the counter to start trembling. I became frantic as I realized that I was about to lose control and have another incident. My panic spiked the pulse of the energy, making it come faster and faster. The darkness swelled and seemed to laugh in maniacal glee.
�You little fucking�� I didn't wait around to hear what else she had to say. I turned quickly and fled from behind the counter. I caught Rose's attention in my mad dash for the back. She made to follow me but I shook my head. She stopped then looked toward the counter, scowling when she saw Jenni. Rose nodded and starting walking toward her.
I let out a sigh of relief as I made my escape. I walked out the back door into the alley and started pacing, trying to work out my anger and anxiety.
�You look like you're about ready to burst, little Star.�
I turned around and looked over to where Brandon was leaning negligently in the doorway, a smirk on his face. His dark brown hair hung rakishly across his brow.
�Having fun, are you?�
�You know, one day you're going to play with your hair so much that all that it's just going to fall out.� He moved toward me and gently pried my hands from my hair. I didn't even know I was twisting it.
�That's the least of my problems at the moment.�
He smoothed my hair back from my face and placed his fingers under my chin, making me look at him. He grinned when I gave in. �There's those gorgeous eyes.� I smirked and lightly punched him on the arm. He rubbed it, looking wounded.
�That hurt!�
�You are such a dork.�
He shrugged and threw his arm over my shoulder, tucking me into his side. �That's why you love me.�
�True. I doubt anyone could not love you for your dorkish-ness.� I leaned into him and felt my anger and anxiety deflate. He held me tighter against him. �You know, one of these day's you're going to make someone very happy.�
�I know. Just not here though. They don't really appreciate my type here.�
�Well, I do. Besides, who else could I take shopping?�
He laughed and grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the door. �I would hate to see what would happen if you took any other guy besides me shopping.� He shuddered dramatically and looked at me in absolute horror. �They'd probably put you in something pink and frilly.�
�See? You're a must have in my life.�
We walked companionably to the counter where Rose leaning against it, frowning.
�Feeling better?� she asked.
�Yeah, prince charming here came to my rescue.
�I seriously doubt you'd need much rescuing. You're a tough one.� He moved over to Rose and draped his arm across her shoulder, lightly kissing the top of her head.
�That's great and all, but you guys might want to lay off the PDA before queen bitch over there gets any ideas.� She gestured to where Jenni was glaring at us. Jenni sat alone at a table with her legs crossed elegantly. The white shorts she wore showed an ungodly amount of smooth leg.
�No worries, I'll keep your guy�s secret.�
She nodded and patted Brandon's arm. �Besides, this relationship may be fake but I do have a reputation to protect, you know.�
�No worries, Rose. They'll always think you have me wrapped around your finger.� She swatted his hand away from her ass. I couldn't help but smile at their antics.
�You mean to tell me you aren't wrapped around her finger?� I turned away from Rose and Brandon's playing and looked up into Gabe's eyes. The gold flecks sparkled with amusement. I felt like he was seeing deep into me, to parts I kept hidden from the world.
�Of course he is.� Rose said smugly, patting Brandon�s abs through his tight work shirt. �He can't help it. I'm irresistible.�
Brandon pulled her into his arms, trying to nuzzle her neck. �Of course you are, babe.�
She rolled her eyes and looked to Gabe. �Your girl�s over there at the usual table.� She gesturing behind him. �She already picked up your coffee.�
He looked surprised and turned around to look at the table where Jenni was sitting. Within the span of time it took him to look over at her, she transformed her face from hateful bitch to an adoring innocence angel. Freaking magic.
�She should be a fucking actress.� I muttered under my breath, sending a glare to Jenni. She ignored it, her big eyes all wide and glassy for Gabe.
�What?�
I waved the thought off. �Nothing.�

��Okay, well I guess I better�� he trailed off, gesturing behind him.
�Yup. Don't want to keep your girlfriend waiting.� Rose threw in, emphasizing the word girlfriend like it was the worst word in the history of the human language. Knowing who his girlfriend was I had to admit that it very well may be.
�Guess I'll see you later.� A sad smile crossed his face as he looked at me.
I couldn't help but watch as he walked toward Jenni. I rolled my eyes as she threw her arms around Gabe's broad shoulders. I was stunned by her transition between evil hag to doting girlfriend. Somehow I doubted that Gabe even knew what Jenni was like when he wasn't around.
�Is THAT seriously his girlfriend?�
�Yup, 'fraid so.� Brandon smirked.
�But she's so��so�� I looked to Rose and Brandon for help.
�Obnoxious? Conceited? Narcissistic? Dissembling harlot, thou art false in all! Basically a total bitch?� Rose spouted off with a devious tilt to her head. Brandon stood beside her, his shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter.
I was still staring at the table where Gabe and his perfectly evil bouncing blonde girlfriend sat. �Exactly.� I turned abruptly to Rose and looked at her in shock. �And did you just use a Shakespearean insult?�
A blush crept up her face. �Welcome to Shiloh. Trust me. If you want to have a chance in hell of being happy here, you're going to have to get used to people like that.�
�So, what? Is there like an evil horde of Barbie bitches here?�
�Yeah, you could say that.� Rose said with a small smirk.
�Oh, don't forget about the 'chosen' ones.� Brandon put in, shoving Rose playfully.
�What are you guys talking about?�
�Goofball over here is talking about the Private School kids.�
�Oh. Gabe already mentioned them.� I said off offhandedly, casting a quick glance at their table. , I frowned when I saw Jenni's hand resting precariously high on Gabe�s leg.
�And when, oh mighty knowledgeable one, did he inform you of them?�
I took my gaze away from Jenni and Gabe and met Brandon and Rose's inquiring gazes. �Um, last week I think.� They kept staring at me. What was with everyone staring lately? �It was when I went on break one day. Gabe came over and sat by me and we started talking.�
Rose raised her eyebrow incredulously. �Talked, huh?�
�Yeah, talked. He told me that the private school kids are weird and that they think they're superior. Stuff like that.�
�Well, that's true. Almost all of them are like that.�

��Andrei's not.� I shot out without thinking. I didn't necessarily know if he was or not, but something in me just couldn't label him with all the rest. I groaned, thinking about the can of worms that I just opened.
�Ooh, he's not is he?� Brandon was practically salivating. �Do tell.�
I shook my head and turned away. �That's not the point. I just don't see how all of them can be bad.�
�They're not all bad. At least Andrei and Michael aren't. But trust me, you don't want to have to deal with Michael.�
�Michael? As in, works here Michael?� My brow wrinkled as they roared with laughter. I tapped my nails against the counter and waited for them to finish.
�No!� Brandon got out, trying to catch his breath. �Mike�s not who we�re talking about.�
�There�s a different Michael. He�s our age and goes to the private school.�
�If this 'Michael' isn't bad, then why wouldn't I want to deal with him?�
�Oh trust me, with how the guys are reacting around you, the last thing you want to do is be around him. Michael is the biggest��
�I'm the biggest what?� I turned at what I presumed was Michael�s smooth voice. I jerked back in reaction to his nearness.
�Geez, you don't have a thing about personal space, do you?� The calm that I had momentarily gained shattered.
He stepped back, hands up in surrender. �Whoa there! Calm down sparky.�
He was easily 6 feet tall with an incredibly built body and a face that could grace the cover of any magazine. Piercing green eyes stared at me, situated under perfectly arched eyebrows. His strong jaw gave off the hint of the power that I could feel burning within him. Short, spiky blond hair was perfectly styled in a rakish way.
�Have your fill?� he asked with a cocky grin. �We could go somewhere more private if you want a more thorough examination, beautiful.�
I narrowed my eyes and leaned threateningly over the counter top, my control becoming beyond saving. �Listen here, you son of a��
�Okay, little one. That's enough.� Rose cut in, grabbing me by the arm and pulling me away from Michael. �Brandon! Help me out here!�
I was visibly shaking. I clenched my fists and pressed my lips together, trying to contain my fury. Michael stared into my eyes with morbid curiosity. I turned away and let Brandon lead me out back and away from everyone.
�I have a feeling we'll be out here a lot.� He said with a smile.
I glared at him and remained silent.
�C'mon toots, it wasn't that bad. You need to calm down.�
�Don't tell me what to do, Brandon!� he froze and just stared at me. I felt guilty and dropped my head to my chest as the anger melted into the background. �Look, I'm sorry. I don't know what's wrong with me.�
�Are you PMS-ing? Aunt Flo causes people to be bitchy.�

��No, it's not that. I think I'm losing my mind.�
�Why would you think that?�
I shook my head and turned to the door. �Just forget about it. I'm better now. We better get back to work.�
He waited a moment with a wary eye on me. I guess he must have deemed me fit for society again because he nodded, albeit grudgingly, and followed me inside.

Chapter Eighteen
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I stared up at the ceiling and waited for the alarm to go off. It was my first day at Shiloh High School and nervous anticipation ran rampant throughout my body. I couldn't stand the wait anymore so I got up and turned off the alarm.
I thought about what I could anticipate the first week. I already had my list of courses and a map of the school memorized until I could see it in my sleep. I didn't want to become lost on my first day and look like a total loser.
I shrugged off my thoughts and put on the outfit I laid out the night before. Hot pink shorts showed off my long legs and a black tank top with a loose skull and crossbones over-shirt along with my tennis shoes completed the look. I nodded in approval as I looked in the mirror. It was the best I could do under the circumstances, although the circles under my eyes still shone through my makeup.
Mom was waiting for me in the kitchen with a cup of coffee and a forced smile on her face. I stiffened and grabbed the to-go cup with a nod of thanks, refusing to meet her eyes. A sharp pain pierced my chest at her sigh, but I refused to give in.
I knew I was hurting her and a part of me abhorred the thought. But I reminded myself that she wasn't the only one hurt. At least she wasn't the one betrayed. I pulled an apple out of the fruit dish and sat on the counter, swinging my legs back and forth as I ate in silence.
�Star, will you please talk to me?�
�There's nothing to talk about.�
�Yes, there is. Look, about what happened the other��
I didn't want to hear her make an excuse for herself and dad. There was nothing they could do or say to make it better. �I have to go. Thanks for the coffee.� I jumped down and walked to the door, ignoring both of my parents as they called out to me. I jumped into my car and slammed it into gear. As I pealed out of the driveway, I wished I could run away from what was inside of me just as easily.
Brownstone meet my gaze as I looked at my new school for the first time. It didn't seem any different than any of the others I'd seen over the years, though this one was smaller. Much smaller.
I tapped my fingers against the steering wheel and chewed on my lip while looking at the school. I really didn't want to have to go in there, but I didn't have another choice. I grabbed my backpack from the passenger seat and got out.
I kept my head up as I walked to the double doors, refusing to be cowed by the multitude of students. They were hanging out in the parking lot, staring at me and whispering to each other. The feeling of each curious glance made my skin crawl and my heart pound.
After what felt like decades, I finally made it into the relative safety of the building. Crimson and gold banners and posters were hanging sporadically on the beige walls, advertising different clubs, programs, and extracurricular activities. There weren't many students in the hall, but of those that were there they were trying to subtly look at me. They failed miserably. I held my school papers and walked proudly down the halls. I didn't need to look at them but figured it would stop anyone from trying to 'help' me.
The lockers were a deep crimson color, spanning both sides of the hallways. Broken up only by classroom doors and water fountains. I turned into the senior hallway and looked for my locker. I moved my hair over my shoulder and peered at the locker numbers as I passed. I found mine and stopped, working the combination.
�Yo! Little Star!�
I forced a smile as I saw Rose and Brandon walking over to me. �What's up guys?� I was failing majorly at getting the locker open. This was beyond frustrating. I hit it with my palm and tried to open it again. With a jerk, the door popped loose and swung open. I grinned in triumph and started to put my things away.
Brandon leaned against the locker next to me. �Not much, just figured we'd come and see how you were doing. Can't have the wolves descend on you your first day and scare you off.�
Rose knelt down and began working on one of the bottom lockers. �I don't see why you got a top one. I've lived here all my life and they always put me on the bottom.�
�That's because I'm a Star.� I winked at Rose's glare and turned back to Brandon. �What do you mean about 'wolves descending'? And why do I feel a sense of foreboding?�
�You seriously don't know what you look like, do you?�
I frowned and looked down at myself. �Um, I look like a person?�
He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. �This is going to be so much fun.�
�What on earth is happy boy over here talking about?� I jerked my thumb at Brandon.
�He's talking about how the boys here are going to drool over you like you're a rare steak.� She looked at me like I should have already figured it out. I hadn't.
�Oh.� I felt myself begin to blush. �I'm sure it won't be as bad as that.�
Rose wrapped her arm around Brandon�s waist. �You're right baby, this is going to be fun. Let me see your schedule.� I rolled my eyes and handed it over.
She quickly read it, making small noises in the back of her throat. �Well, I have some good news, and I've got some bad news. Which do you want first?�
I shrugged and slammed my locker shut. �I don't know. How about the good news?�
�Well, the good news is you have three classes with me, two classes with goofball here, and we all have lunch together.�
�Okay, so what�s the bad news?�

�She grinned and patted me on the shoulder before heading down the hall. �You have four classes and lunch with Jenni.�
�Are you flipping serious?� I called after her. �And how do you know Jenni�s schedule?�
She merely laughed and gave a jaunty wave over her shoulder.
�See ya later, little Star.� Brandon winked then quickly ran after Rose.
I couldn't help but gently beat my head against her locker. �This is just fantastic.�
I thanked my lucky stars that I took the time to memorize the schools layout as I quickly made my way to my fist class. Unfortunately, I was also the first to arrive, which meant that I had to stand in front of the class while all the other students filed in. I waited for the teacher to show so I could get my book and place on the seating chart.
I held my notebook against my chest and stared down at my shoes, hoping to stay as invisible as possible. I'd never been so nervous in my life.
�If you keep staring at your shoes, they just might burst into flames.�
I looked up and saw Gabe leaning negligently against the classroom door with a bemused grin on his face. I drank in the sight of a known face and felt my nervousness easing. I smiled in return and hugged my notebooks closer.
�I highly doubt they'd burst into flames, but thanks for caring.�
He pushed off the door frame and walked slowly toward me. �No problem. I have a feeling I wouldn't be able not to care for you.� I looked up into his handsome face and couldn't help the feeling like I was falling into his amber eyes. I forced my gaze away. I didn't need this right now, or ever, I reminded myself.
�Yeah, it�s good to have friends that care.� I put extra emphasis on the word friends.
His grin faltered as the words left my mouth. I couldn't meet his gaze again so I looked beyond his shoulder in time to see Jenni enter the room. I felt my anger snap into place.
I was becoming used to it. My anger was turning out to be the only thing I could count on. �Well this figures.� I snapped out, wincing at the harshness in my voice.
�What�s wrong?� He stood straighter and looked for all the world like he could fix all of my problems. It was a sweet sentiment, if futile.
I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. �It's nothing, just��
�Hey baby.� Came a sugar sweet voice behind his shoulder. Before he even had a chance to turn around she was standing there, clinging to his arm and smiling up at him with total adoration in her eyes. I thought I was going to be sick.
I grimaced from the nasty taste climbing up the back of my throat and looked away from them. I hoped I wouldn't embarrass myself by projectile vomiting all over them. I smiled at the thought of Jenni covered in puke. Maybe the embarrassment would be worth it.
�Hey, Jenni.� I had an urge to look over at them because of the perfectly flat tone he spoke to Jenni with.
�So��you guys excited about the new year?�
She sent a glare my way and flipped her hair over her shoulder. �It would be better without the new addition.�
�Jenni!� Gabe said sharply, pulling his arm from her grip and sending an apologetic look my way. I rolled my eyes and shrugged. I figured it would happen.
�What? You can't honestly think that I'll be fine with this little tram��
�If you guys are done having your lovers spat, you both can take your seats.� Came a sharp voice from behind us. We jumped and turned to face the newcomer.
A stooped, aging mad stood behind Gabe, glowering behind his thick glasses. His pale blue eyes were icy, seeming to pierce me. Tufts of graying hair was sticking up sporadically on his head.
He looked like an ancient artifact and would be better off in a museum than in a classroom. I swore if I leaned in close enough I would be able to smell mold and dust coming off of him. Gabe and Jenni quickly moved off to take their seats, leaving me to face the teacher alone.
�Who are you?� he snapped out, moving slowly to his desk. As he placed his aged leather briefcase on top of it, he looked back at me, making an impatient gesture. �Hurry up girl, we don't have all day.�
I blushed at the sound of the other students laughing and quickly moved toward his desk. �I'm Starlette McKinley, sir. I'm a new student.�
�I can see that. I may be old, but I'm not blind. I've known all of the students since they were little, so I think I'd know a new one when I see one.� He reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a well-used text book. �Here's your book. You must return it at the end of the year. Now, turn around and introduce yourself and where you're from to everyone, so we can get started with our day.�
I felt heat creep all the way up from my neck to my roots. After taking a look at the class I quickly dropped my gaze and did as I was told. I felt put in the spotlight and was not in the least comfortable with it.
�Hey, I'm Star. I'm from L.A.�
�Louisiana?� Someone called out from the back. I didn't look to see who the speaker was.
�No, Los Angeles. As in California.�
�Good, now that we've gotten that out of the way you can take a seat, Ms. McKinley.�
�Yes, sir.� I looked to find the closest seat and bit back a groan as I saw the only one open was right beside Gabe, who was sitting behind Jenni. I quickly moved to it and sat down, placing my book and supplies on the table. I stared at the wood grain in the desk and hoped that people would forget that I was there.
�Now, as many of you know, I'm Mr. Ridgewood. This is World History, and as you can tell by the name, we'll be learning just that.�
I still felt like everyone was staring at me. �There are many rules that will be followed,� he continued. �Passing notes is strictly forbidden, as is any food or beverage in class. I know this is an ungodly hour for you, but you can survive without having coffee in my classroom. All assignments will be turned in on time. If they're not, ten percent of your score will be removed. There is no talking in this class unless it is in direct answer to one of my questions, you are placed in a group, or are participating in an in class activity. Cell phones must be turned off. If you are caught with them, you will be automatically sent to the principal's office and spend one day in detention. Do you understand?�
I felt like my eyes would pop out as I nodded my agreement along with other nods and murmurs from the class. I had never heard so many rules before and knew without a doubt that Mr. Ridgewood would follow through on the punishments.
I looked around at the other students and saw that they were used to these types of rules. I hoped that every class wasn't like that.
I could feel Jenni's fiery glare on me like a direct force while Mr. Ridgewood droned on and on. I kept my head down the entire class and dutifully took notes while trying to ignore everyone around me. The bell finally rang to my utter relief so I quickly gathered my things and sped out the door.
�Star!� Gabe called out behind me, hurrying to catch up.
I didn't acknowledge him as I walked on, expertly weaving through the cluster of students as they made their way to their next classes. Finding my way to my next class, I breathed a sigh of relief as I made it into the safety of the classroom.
�Looks like you're making an impression.�
I jumped and spun around, dropping my notebooks in the process. My hand clutched over my chest as I tried to slow my erratic heart rate. �Jesus H, Brandon! You scared the crap out of me.�
He grinned as he bent down to help me pick up my things.
�Sorry about that.�
I grabbed the items he was holding out. �It wasn't your fault.�
�Yeah, I noticed you were pretty focused. Kind of reminded me of a person escaping prison.� He reached down and grabbed me by the elbow, helping me get to my feet while my arms were full. It was nice to see that chivalry wasn't dead.
I grimaced. �More like escaping unneeded attention.�
�Oooh, this is getting juicy. Just who were you escaping from exactly? No, don't tell me, let me guess.� I didn't bother to hide my smile as I watched him think dramatically by tapping his chin extravagantly with his forefinger. �Hmm. I'd have to say Mr. McHotstuff and the evil Barbie.�
I almost dropped my things again as I burst out laughing. The students that were filing into the room looked up quickly at my outburst. Curiosity and interest was written all over the boys faces and instant dislike on the majority of the girls.
�I assume you're meaning Gabe and Jenni? Yeah, you're right. That�s exactly who I was running from, but more Gabe than Jenni.�
�Why would you��damn, here comes Coach. Make sure you become my lab partner.� He sent a panicked glance over my shoulder then dashed to his seat.
�Starlette.� Came a stern voice behind me. I bit back a groan and turned toward the teacher. Here we go again.
�Yes?� I asked sweetly, forcing a smile to my stiff lips. It faltered when I took in the behemoth before me. I had to crane my head back to look at him. He was easily 6'7� and built like a linebacker. A permanent frown marred his rather attractive face, giving him the look of a predator. I took an automatic step back.
�Sit.� He barked. When I scrambled out of the way, he moved with military precision to his desk facing the lab tables. I casted a 'wtf' look at Brandon as I dropped quickly into the seat beside him.
He looked quickly to the front then leaned toward me. �That's Mr. Robbins, aka Coach. He's our chemistry teacher but also the football coach. Total hard ass and ex-marine. You don't want to get on his bad side, but as long as you do your work and don't do anything to disrupt him, he's easy to deal with.� He sat back with a shrug and turned his attention to where Coach was busily writing in precise lettering on the blackboard.
I sat rigidly in my seat, afraid to relax. My mother would be proud of how proper my posture currently was because I was holding myself so rigid. Despite his size, Coach was rather graceful as he turned back to the desk, sending a glare out across the classroom. No one spoke.
�Mr. Brundage,� he snapped out, looking directly at Brandon.
�Yes Coach!� he replied without breaking eye contact.
�To the front. Grab the stack of papers off the desk and hand them out to your fellow classmates.�
He jumped out of his seat and did as he was told with Coach staring at him the entire time. When finished, he returned back to the desk and sat easily in his seat.
�Now, in front of you is the rules and syllabus for AP chem. We will follow it strictly with no deviation. You will either man up or fall out. Is that understood?�
�Yes, sir!� Came the resounding answer. I looked around with wide eyes. Did I miss something and end up in boot camp?
�Good. On the board are the day�s notes that you will copy. There will be silence until everyone is finished. Afterward, if there is still time left in the period, you may socialize. Quietly.� He took a moment to stare at each student. When he saw that everyone was paying attention and would follow his rules, he sat down and pulled out a sports magazine. �You may begin.�

The sound of pen and pencil hitting paper resounded throughout the room.
I opened my notebook and caught Brandon�s gaze. 'Are you kidding me?' I mouthed to him with wide eyes.
He grinned and looked up to see Coach already immersed in his magazine. 'Just do it' he mouthed back to me. Sighing, I went to work.
Despite the amount of notes needing to be copied, there was a surprising amount of time left in class. Coach seemed to know exactly how much time would be left. As the last student put his pen down, his eyes snapped up and looked around. He nodded then went back to reading. I took that as permission to socialize. Quietly.
I placed my arms against the table and leaned closer to Brandon while keeping a wary eye on Coach. �So, what were you saying before?� I whispered.
He looked over at me and mimicked my stance. �Oh, I was just asking why you would run away from Gabe. He's a really nice guy, plus he's hot. I don't see why you wouldn't want attention from him.�
I fidgeted with my hair and looked down at the table. �It's not that I have anything against him. It's just that I have enough going on in my life right now without having to worry about some guy. Especially when the said guy has an evil bitch as a girlfriend. It doesn't help matters that she would love to see my head on a spike.�
He rolled his eyes and bumped into my shoulder. �I told you you'd have a problem like this. Guy's won't be able to help it. You automatically draw people to you, like magic. So all the guys are going to want you, and all the girls are going to hate you. You'll just have to get over it, little Star, and hope that your newness wears off soon.�
�I just don't need this crap right now.�
�Well, you could fix it.�
�And how, oh wise one, would you suggest I accomplish that?�
�It's simple really. Get a boyfriend.�
I frowned. Maybe he was deaf. �Have you not been listening this entire conversation? The whole point is to not get a boyfriend.�
He put his hand up, ending my tirade. �Just listen, okay? If you find someone to 'be' your boyfriend, then everyone else will have to back off. The target on your back will be officially removed, except for the really persistent ones, and the girls wouldn't have a reason to be so jealous and hateful toward you.�
�The only girl who's given me a hard time is Jenni. The others haven't even bothered with me.�
He shook his head and grinned at me. �Just give them time. You'll be used as a scratching post before the end of the week. Trust me, I've seen it happen before.�
�But I thought I was the only new person to come here in ages?�
�Yeah, you are, but whenever the chicks around here feel threatened, they'll attack whomever they think is the culprit.�
I was swiftly becoming beyond curious. �Okay, then who was it?�
He glanced down at the table and remained silent for a moment. �Look, it�s really not my story to tell, okay? If you want to know what happened, you'll have to ask Rose.�
My eyebrows shot up, �Rose? Who in the world would be dumb enough to cross her?�
He laughed softly and looked off into the distance. �She wasn't always like she is now. People hurt her so much that she was forced to change to survive. Maybe one day she'll tell you about it.�
Both of us flinched as the bell sounded in the quiet room. We gathered our things and headed toward the door.
�You ready to face the rest of the day?�
I didn't answer. I didn't have an answer. I gave him a weak smile and shrugged, preparing to face the rest of the day.

Chapter Nineteen
[image: ]

The months flew by quickly, and before I knew, it was October. The seasons had changed rapidly, moving from pleasantly warm, to brisk and cold without notice. The scenery became colorful, leaves turning to multiple shades of reds, yellows, and browns. I spent my free time sitting on my porch with a cup of hot cocoa, just looking at the vibrant colors the forest offered. Even if they were home to �mutant mountain men,��it was a beautiful view to see.
I quickly fell into a routine at school: Avoid Gabe as much as possible, have epic glare wars with Jenni, laugh with Brandon and Rose over the latest escapades of the other students, and repeat. I was lucky to have some friendly faces in some of my classes. But even with those friendly faces being there for me I quickly came to the understanding that Brandon wasn't joking at all.
The backlash, as I began to call it, happened rather quickly. Word spread about me, and before I knew it I had to avoid not only Gabe, but almost every eligible guy in school and some not eligible. Which lead to a full force 'we hate Star' girls team.
I tried to ignore it all. I strained to focus on keeping my anger, and my sanity in check, but all the barbs, insults, sly comments, and outright downing was wearing on me. My temperament went down the wayside even though I tried my best to distance myself from everyone, including Brandon and Rose.
I knew my breaking point was coming, but I just didn't know what form it would take this time. All I knew was that with how severe the darkness was pulsing, pushing inside of me, if it released around people, someone would definitely get hurt.
�Yo! Earth to Star!�
I snapped my attention back to the table and snatched Rose's waving hand, bending it at the wrist. �What!� I instantly dropped it when I saw pain flash across her eyes. I sent a glare across the table toward her and started to take calming breaths, pushing fiercely against the darkness rising up in me.
�Easy, cupcake. Was just asking if you were going to go to the Halloween dance with us.� She completely relaxed while rubbing the soreness out of her wrist.
�There's a Halloween dance?�
�Dude, seriously? I know you've been a space cadet lately but there�s been a shit ton of fliers and banners hanging up all over school for the past month!� she threw her hands up in the air and looked to Brandon for help.
I clenched my jaw and raised an eyebrow at him, waiting to hear what he had to say.
He cleared his throat and leaned toward me, resting his arms on the table. �Um, yeah. It�s a really big deal here. There's only three school events that are worthy. The Halloween dance, Homecoming and Prom.�
�There! Ya see? You have to go.�
I shook my head and looked at Rose in exasperation. �I'm really not in the mood for a freaking dance. Besides, I didn't take you for the school function type.�
�Yeah, we noticed.�
I bit back a retort and leveled my voice. �What does that mean?�
She looked down at the red marks surrounding her wrist in emphasis and gave me a 'duh' look.
I grimaced and looked away from them. �Point taken.�
�Yeah, there's that. Plus, you've been switching between an uber bitch and completely void of emotions so fast that I'm getting whip lash.�
�Rose.� Brandon whispered.
She glared at him and threw her hands up. �What? It's the truth.�
He shook his head and gave me a 'what can I say' look. I shrugged. It wasn't their fault I was acting like that, but they were taking the brunt of it regardless. I hated myself for it and wished I knew what I could do to change it. The darkness in me grew, seeming to mock me, tormenting my every waking moment. I almost relished the thought of its release, if only to have some time away from its looming presence. But it came back. It always came back.
I was shamed of my actions and looked away from the table. My eyes caught on Jenni holding her audience's attention in the court. The court was a central yard with connecting doors to each wing of the school. With intricate brickwork, it was a great place to socialize, and be seen by everyone.
Jenni was sitting on the edge of the fountain, flirting shamelessly with the males surrounding her. I frowned as I watched her run her hand teasingly over a guy�s thigh while laughing at something he said. The darkness inside of me latched onto that moment, pulsing with my rising anger, straining at its collar for release.
�What the hell is she doing?�
�Hmm?� Rose followed my gaze and rolled her eyes. �Oh, that�s the usual around here. Whenever Gabe's not around, she has no problem feeling up whatever guy is near.�
He shook his head and looked at me with a raised brow. �Didn't I tell you she was like a park swing?�
Rose laughed and bumped his shoulder. �Epic baby.�
�I can't believe she'd do something that stupid. Why doesn't Gabe do something about it?�
�Um, probably because she has him blinded by her va��
Brandon slapped his hand over Rose's mouth to silence her. �Personality.�
I reached over and fist bumped him, �Nice cover.� I tried to focus on anything else but the raging storm within me. My skin felt like it was moving against my body, fluctuating rapidly between hot and cold. I wiped my sweaty palms against my pant legs and took silent, deep breaths, watching as the invisible pulsing from my body started to affect the objects around me.
My head quickly snapped up as I heard Jenni's laughter. She was practically sitting in the guy�s lap now, garnering the attention of everyone within the vicinity.
�Sounds like someone�s jealous.� Rose pointed out snidely.
I answered her without moving my eyes. �No, I'm not.�
�Then why are you so worried about it?�
�Because it�s wrong!� I locked my gaze onto Rose, my jaw tightening, trying to reign in my words.
�Look, it�s just the way it is. It may suck, but there's nothing we can do about it.�
I rolled my eyes and slumped into my seat. �Whatever.� I picked up my fork and started pushing the mystery meat around my tray.
�Anyways, you're coming to the Halloween dance with us. End of discussion.�
�Why are you so determined that I go? I don't want to go!�
She smirked and leaned across the table. �You're going. I don't care if I have to make you. You need to do something normal for once.�
�What the hell�s that supposed to mean?�
�It means you haven't been yourself lately, and we miss you.� Brandon cut in before Rose could open her mouth.
I shook my head and looked at them in exasperation. Why didn't they understand? �I don't think this is a good idea.�
�Too bad, you've been putting us through a ton of shit these past couple of weeks. So just think of this as friendly pay back. Besides, I can make you go.� My darkness rose to that obvious challenge.
The momentary calm I felt fled as my eyesight narrowed until all my anger and vision was focused like a laser beam on Rose. �Yeah, we have enough proof of that from your daddy.�
Rose stared at me, pale faced and slack jawed.
�That's harsh Star, even for you.� Came Brandon�s soft reprimand.
I tried to shake my vision, but couldn't.
�Dude, what's wrong with your eyes?� Whatever Rose saw made her face pale until I thought she was going to be sick. �Shit,� she whispered.

Chapter Twenty
[image: ]

My gaze and focus snapped and locked onto Jenni as I heard a ruckus from the courtyard. I felt the darkness within me start to strain against my skin, reaching forward, looking for any weakness. Jenni was thrown over the same guys shoulder. Her face lit up with delight as the fountain sprinkled merrily in the background, seeming to provide the perfect accompaniment for their antics.
�She doesn't deserve him. She should drown in the pain she knowingly and unknowingly causes others.� I whispered, feeling the energy pulsing around me.
The damn within me broke, sending a shuddering release throughout my. I could almost see the tendrils of the dark energy moving through the crowded cafeteria. Seeking its target. The world seemed to pause as I felt myself completely empty, creating a shell of what I once was. I felt like the last good part of me was hidden deep inside, pushing against the barrier the darkness had created.
The fountains spray started to slow down to a steady stream, until finally, it stopped. The people in the courtyard froze with the oncoming silence. They looked curiously at the fountain, then moved closer, peering into the once filled pool only to see small puddles of the water that was left. A buzzing noise could be heard throughout the cafeteria as everyone stopped to stare. The fountain shuddered, causing the people surrounding it to jump back, startled. Straining, the fountain started to jerk. Everyone retreated from it slowly, not knowing what was going on but heeding their bodies warning system to danger.
Jenni was making her way slowly to the cafeteria doors when the first bolt fired off, causing a pressurized spray of water to shoot out. The bolt whistled through the air, making a loud thud against the brick wall of the courtyard. The crowd started to move faster then, as if the noise was enough to kick them into action.
I watched as groups of people fought over the doors, trying to make their escape. The sound of more bolts breaking under the pressure caused a frenzied reaction to the group outside, and a reaction to those in the cafeteria. I rose slowly as I watched a group of males go to the cafeteria doors leading to the courtyard, pulling, pushing, hitting against the glass to no avail. It wouldn't open. None of the doors would open.
Jenni stood frozen, watching in horror as the continuing spray from the water seemed to merge together and started moving toward her. She backed away faster and reached behind her, trying to open the door. The high powered spray finally found its mark. It picked Jenni up off the ground and threw her with a dull thud against the cafeteria doors, keeping her pinned in place.
I watched in slow motion as the crowd became more frantic, trying to save Jenni, their leader. The other people in the courtyard huddled together in groups, sobbing, screaming, and trying to open the immovable doors. They faded from my vision as I focused solely on Jenni. On the hell that I had unknowingly released. I pushed myself forward, fighting through the crowds, trying to reach her.
A hurricane of thoughts ran through my mind. I had to help. I had to stop this. I couldn't let her get hurt like Becca. Hurt... Becca... Hurt... Becca. I hurt Becca. I suddenly froze, feeling the truth ram into me like a thousand fists. I couldn't breathe as an insurmountable fear filled me. I was terrified. Afraid of what I was. What I could do. I felt helpless and I hated it. The feeling felt wrong, my soul screamed at me in denial. I wasn't helpless, I couldn't be. If I could release the darkness, even on accident, then I should be able to call it back to me. It was a dangerous thought, an insane idea, but I had to try.
I closed my eyes and reached out with my senses, trying to find the darkness and energy that I had become accustomed to. I found it scattered throughout the surrounding area. I started mentally calling it to me, into me, and embracing it for once instead of fearing it. My eyes snapped open as I felt it fill me. Felt it return home. With determined strides, I shoved my way through the crowd with one thought in mind, I must save Jenni.
A group of males barred my path ten feet away from the door. I tried to shove my way through, but they kept shoving me back, pushing me away from my goal. Frantic, I called upon the darkness within me, fearing I'd be too late to save her.
�Enough!� I yelled into the masses, not allowing myself time to process the fact that everyone froze, forced to obey. I stepped forward and looked at the group in front of me. �Move.� At my command, they moved in sync, forming two perfect lines that framed the door. I'd freak out about that later.
I moved quickly, trying to call off the energy that kept the water going, kept it attacking Jenni. The closer I got, the less violent the water became. I reached forward and wrenched the door open at the same time that the water left, leaving Jenni to fall seemingly lifeless into my arms.
I knelt on the tiled floor and looked down into Jenni's pale, haunted face. Panic and fear raced through me, causing my hands to shake and silent tears to fall down my face.
I shook her shoulders gently. Her heavy, limp body moved like a rag doll. Lifeless. �C'mon, wake up�� my horror rose with each passing second. Jenni remained still in my arms. Water dripped steadily from her cold body onto me, causing a bitter cold to seep into my skin, into my soul.
I leaned forward and jerked my hair away from Jenni, trying to get close enough to listen for an indrawn breath, any sign of life. I heard nothing but the erratic beating of my own heart pounding in my ears. I placed my hands on the side of Jenni's face, calling the darkness to the front once again.
�Breath�� I sobbed, pushing the energy into Jenni. I prayed with everything I had that it would work, that I wasn't crazy, and that I could control it. Even if it was only to save my enemy.
Gasping, Jenni lurched her head to the side, coughing up the water that was impeding her lungs. Once it was all expelled, she fell still again, unconscious. I let out a sigh of relief at the sight of Jenni's chest rising and falling steadily with her breathing. I looked up into the crowd, finally realizing that it was quiet. Too quiet.
My eyes widened when I saw that everyone was in the same spot that I left them. Perfectly still. Perfectly silent. �Help me!� I whispered to the masses, feeling what energy I had left slowly leave my body, causing overwhelming dizziness to overtake me.
They snapped back into action like someone pushed the play button. The closest group quickly surrounded me, many hands reaching across and around to take Jenni's limp body from my arms. I sat there, tears streaming down my face, body and soul exhausted as they took Jenni's form from my sight.
I looked down into my lap and saw the perfect wet outline of Jenni's body where it rested in my arms. I felt something deep inside of me break.
�Star, look at me babe.� Rose said gently, kneeling down next to me.
I forced my face up and looked into Rose's eyes. Whatever she saw made her flinch. Her eyes began to well with tears.
She reached under my arms and began to rise steadily, supporting me all the while. �C'mon. We're taking you home, little Star.� She looked over her shoulder at a frantic Brandon. �Are you just going to pace all night or are you going to help me?�
He rushed forward, taking most of my weight. �What the hell just happened?� He asked quietly.
�That was an incident.�
�Is this the type of thing you guys meant when talking about her having them?� He whisper shouted, not able to wrap his brain around the idea. �This isn't possible, Rose! People can't make stuff like that happen!�
She shook her head and looked at me. �You're right. People can't.�

Chapter Twenty-One
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I huddled on the corner of the couch, shivering even though I was wrapped in a blanket. My mind raced, replaying over and over again the images from the day. When I tried to close my eyes, pictures of Jenni and Rebecca flashed through my mind. One right after the other, over and over again. Taunting me, blaming me, and condemning me.
I felt fragile, like the slightest breeze would shatter whatever was left of me. What I was trying so hard to keep together. My tears quit falling hours ago, leaving me feeling completely spent and empty. Still, the pictures flashed, like a mantra in my mind about all the evil residing inside of me. I had never hated myself more than I did at that moment.
�Star.� Rose called gently, reaching out to me only to retract her hand as I flinched away from her touch. She sighed and looked down at her lap.
�C'mon buttercup. You can't keep going on like this.� Brandon said as he knelt down in front of me.
�Yeah, I don't feel like being on suicide watch right now.� Rose cut in. I didn't react. I didn't do anything. I was consumed with the horror show playing in my mind
�Don't mind Rose, you know how she gets when she's scared.�
�I'm not scared, you idiot!�
�See what I mean?� he tried to laugh but the sound fell short.
Still, I remained silent. A knock on the downstairs door drew away Brandon�s attention. He looked at Rose for her to get it, but sighed in resignation when she looked at him like he was stupid. �Fine, I'll go get it. But be nice.�
�Yeah, yeah, I will be.� She watched him leave then leaned closer to me. �Look, I know you're freaked. I am too. But you need to snap out of this shit right now! Do you hear me? Things like this just don't happen. There has to be an explanation.�
I focused my gaze on her. She had my attention now. �Don't you think I've already tried to figure this out? I've been living with this crap for over a year. You've been around it for not even five months.�
�Yeah, and it's been a barrel of laughs.�
�I don't have to explain it to you. Shit, I wouldn't even know where to start!�
�That's my point!� she hissed, narrowing her eyes at me. �You haven't even been looking, just trying to come up with explanations! Don't you think that there would be other people in your family that have had these little 'incidents'? Hmm? It's not like crap like this just pops up out of nowhere.�
I shook my head and burrowed deeper into the blanket. �Yeah, because people just love to write about family freakishness. I'm sure it wouldn't be a problem to just go up into the attic and find the documents needed within all the artifacts.�
�You've seriously have things from your family up there?�
I shrugged and looked away, wanting to quit the conversation and just hide somewhere. �Yeah, my families a hoarder when it comes to ancestry stuff. We have clothes and pictures dating back generations.�
�Clothes? What clothes?� We both glared over the couch at Brandon. �Geez, sorry.�
�Whatever. Stars family hoards shit, so there�s a ton of old clothes in the attic.�
He leaned forward eagerly, resting his forearms on the back of the couch. �Seriously? This is awesome! Do you think your mom would let us go look? I'm sure we could find something great to use for the Halloween dance!� he grimaced and looked over at me. �That is, if you are willing to go.�
�Of course she's going with us. She needs to have something normal happen.�
I tried to cover my head with the blanket, but apparently Rose was done with my freaking out and ripped it away.
�C'mon sunshine. Let�s go look. Lead the way Captain Fashionista!� Brandon raced off with an almost girlish squeal. Rose rolled her eyes and held her hand out to me.
�Do we have to do this now? I just want to be alone.�
She grabbed my hand and jerked me upright. �Nope, you're not doing that. At least not until I know you won't go to the bathroom to slice your wrists.�
�Look, I'm not going to kill myself, okay?�
�Oh, yeah, that was believable. C'mon toots, were burning daylight!�
I followed her slowly, hoping that by giving in I'd be rid of them faster.
I could hear Brandon chatting excitedly away in the kitchen with my mother. I walked in and saw them leaning lazily against the isle, while Rose stood stiff against the counter, sending sporadic glares between them. Everyone froze when they saw me, seeming to wait for what I would do or say before they proceeded to talk.
I crossed my arms. �Hey, Mom? Would it be alright if we went up to the attic? We want to look for some clothes that could be used for a Halloween costume.� I hoped it would be a negative answer.
She paused a moment to look me over. �Sure, honey. Just make sure that you put everything back where you got it. You know how I am about messes.�
My shoulders slumped as I ran my fingers through my hair. �Yeah, sure thing Mom. C'mon guys, let�s get this over with.� Without another word, I turned on my heels and walked toward the stairs. I didn't look behind me to see if Rose and Brandon would follow.
I stood staring at the trapdoor that held the stairs to the attic in the middle of the hallway. I gestured to the ceiling as Rose and Brandon make their way over. �All right. Brandon, you're going to have to pull that string there to get the door to swing open. The ladder should unfold.�
He looked up and reached for the string. �Should? What do you mean should?�
�Well, I assume it works properly. Mom and Dad got everything up there, so I guess they didn't have any problems with it.� He pulled sharply and the door snapped open with an audible pop. The jerking motion causing the ladder to unfold quickly, almost knocking into me. I jumped back and glared at Brandon.
He smiled sheepishly and shrugged his shoulders. I rolled my eyes. Soft streams of sunlight filtered down from the opening with dust motes dancing merrily in the light. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants as I looked up into the opening. �Okay, so who's going to go first?�
Brandon and Rose pointed at each other. �He is.�
�She is.�
They said at the same time. I shook my head and looked them over, settling my gaze on Rose. �Hey, it was your idea, so you should go first.�
She shook her head adamantly as she backed away. �Hell to the no on that idea. Y'all can go up first. That way if there's any spider webs or creepy crawlies, you'll have cleared them out of the way by the time I head up.�
I snorted and looked incredulously at her. �Ms. Bad Ass is afraid of spiders?�
She sent a smirk right back at me. �This coming from Ms. Horror Movie Chicken?�
�Touch�!� I stepped onto the bottom rung and headed up quickly, trying to ignore Rose's warnings about spider webs, and trying not to think zombie bats. I stood up and looked around, frowning at the mass of assorted boxes and trunks lining the attics walls.
I could tell Mom's OCD had infected up here by the fact that everything was sorted by size. The smaller boxes and trunks started along the wall facing the back of the house, then grew in size as it wrapped around toward the front. The light from the window didn't reach into the corners of the attic, causing shadows to dance along the walls. I shuddered as a scene from a horror movie popped into my head. I eyed the shadows wearily, almost expecting a creepy dead chick to crawl spider-like from the shadows.
I brushed the thoughts away as I heard Brandon and Rose crawl through the opening. Reaching up, he pulled the chain to the ceiling light, thoroughly banishing the shadows, and what could lurk in them, away.
Rose strode with military precision to the middle of the room, clapping her hands to get everyone�s attention. She turned in a slow circle, taking in the amount of items that needed to be gone through. �Alright, Star and I will start going through the stuff up here,� she said, gesturing to the wall at the back of the house. Looking behind her, she pointed to a large armoire on the furthest wall. �You can start there.� She told Brandon. I watched as his eyes almost glazed over with the thought of all the clothes he'd find. Without saying a word, he took off to the armoire, opening its doors reverently and peering inside at all the lace and satin.
Turning back to me she grabbed my elbow, pulling me to the first set of trunks. �Alright,� she whispered, casting a glance over at Brandon. �This is what we�re going to do. There probably wouldn't be anything useful in the boxes, so I say we focus on the trunks.�
�Why just them? There should be clothes spread throughout everything.�
She rolled her eyes and knelt down in front of the first trunk. �We're not looking for clothes. We'll leave that to him.�
�Okaaay,� I drawled out. �Then what are we looking for?�
�Seriously? Jesus, please pay attention this time!� I shrugged and sat down next to her. I'd do whatever it took to get this over with. �We're looking for any type of record. Like a journal or something.� She began unlatching and methodically removing the items from the trunk.
My confusion grew as I watched her empty out the entire trunk without looking at any of the items. �Dude, you're not even looking!�
�You're the movie master. Where are all the important things hidden?�
I threw my hands up in the air. This was beyond exasperating. �You're freaking insane, you know that? There isn't going to be any secret diary or master plans hidden in a fake bottom!�
�Ugh! Look, you can either help me, or go help Captain Fashionista over there. Your choice. And since when did you start ignoring aspects of movies?�
�Since shit in my life started blowing up! Jesus, don't you think that I have enough going on without having to worry about what happens in a movie?� I cringed as I looked over my shoulder at Brandon. He was holding a lacy concoction in front of him. I prayed to whoever would listen that he wouldn't get the urge to try it on. �And no, I don't want to go help him. God, I hope he doesn't try to get us into something completely girly.�
��Agreed.� She brushed her cropped hair behind her ears and got back to work. A look of determination was stamped across her face. �So just help, okay? You can start on the next trunk.� She waved me off into the general direction of the next trunk. I felt like I was working with a Nancy Drew wannabe.
I blew out a breath and headed over to it. All of this was useless. We'd only be spending hours looking for something that doesn't exist. Hidden compartment my ass.

Chapter Twenty-Two
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I sat back on my heels, wiping my dusty palms against my pants. What felt like hours had past and the single bulb in the ceiling had its work cut out illuminating the room now. I looked over and saw the orderly stacks of items lined up neatly next to their trunks. Rose said we needed to be fast about it so that way Brandon wouldn't question us. So we decided not to return the items until they were finished. Or rather she decided. I really didn't have a say in any of it.
I wiped the sweat from my brow and grabbed my mass of auburn hair, pulling it away from my neck to ease some of the heat. Rose was still digging away in the trunks, though she was going much slower than when we first started the hunt. �Okay guys,� I called out, �I think it�s time to call it a day.�
Rose slumped down and ran both of her hands through her hair, causing it to stick up in places from the sweat and dust. �I second that.�
�Oh, come on guys! I was just finding the jewelry!� Came Brandon's voice from the back.
I looked to where his voice came from and frowned. I couldn't see him. �Dude, where are you anyways?�
His hand shot up from behind a massive pile of puffy, lacy items. I cringed at the sight.
�Haven't you found anything we could use for costumes?� Rose called out, exasperated with his exuberance.
�Well, yeah, but there's so much more��
�Nah, you're done. Start putting the rest back.� Rose stood and started to stretch out her back. I grinned as I took in her dusty appearance.
�Why don't you guys go head down and I'll take care of all this.� I gestured to the piles of stuff scattered around the room.
�You sure?� Rose asked with a hopeful look on her face.
I waved them off and nodded. �Yeah, go get something to drink and clean up. I'll be down in a little bit.�
�Aye, aye, captain!� she said smartly, snapping off a salute before fleeing from the attic. �Come on Brandon! You can bring down what you've found and we can fight over what your ideas are!� she called over her shoulder.
With a cheeky wink, Brandon followed Rose down the stairs.
I sighed and looked at the mess around me. Maybe sending them off wasn't such a good idea. I picked up the closest pile and slowly stood up, not wanting to tip over the wobbly stack of pictures. I took a step toward the trunk it belonged to and flinched when a small marble fell from the middle of the stack, sending the pile toppling to the floor.
�Damn it.� I knelt to pick everything up again. Out of the corner of my eye I watched the marble roll toward a trunk we hadn't reached yet. I turned my attention away from it until I heard the sound of it hitting the trunk. I paused and looked over. �What was that?�
I stood and followed the path the marble made through the light layer of dust. I knelt in front of the trunk, grabbed the marble, and looked it over. I frowned and rolled it toward the trunk and held my breath as it hit its base, causing a hollow thud to sound. I leaned forward and opened the trunk and found it jam packed with items. I looked at where the marble hit.
I rasped my knuckles against the side of the trunk, my eyes widening as it went from sounding hollow to full the farther I went up. I looked closer and tried to see if there was any visible seams, a hidden button, something. I didn't find anything. �Great, Rose's crazy ideas are taking root. Just what I need.� I stood up and kicked the bottom of the trunk, only to jump back in shock as the bottom section came loose, revealing a hidden cavity. �Well holy fu�� I lay down quickly and peered into the hole, trying to see if there was anything in it.
I tentatively reached my hand in. I felt around for a minute and almost screamed as my fingertips hit an object. I removed my hand quickly, and tried to calm my breathing. �There's nothing bad in there, calm down.� I reached in again and quickly withdrew the item.
Laying before me was an old, leather bound book. I softly brushed off the dust and looked for any form of writing, or a symbol that would reveal what, exactly, it was. I didn't find anything as I ran my fingers over it. The smooth leather seemed to calm me. It was cool to the touch and didn't warm up from my body temperature. I looked from my hand to the book. Placing my hand fully onto it, I almost dropped it as the coolness from the book started to seep into my skin.
I looked around the attic, holding the book to my chest. Foregoing putting everything back, I headed down the stairs.
Mom and Brandon were rapidly going through the small pile of clothes that was spread out on the isle. They talked in hushed voices about all the costume possibilities they could be used for. Rose stood in the background, staring up at the ceiling, looking like she was seeking divine intervention. She looked at me as I walked in and quickly made her way over.
�Please tell them that we are not dressing up in anything fluffy or with sparkles!� she demanded, gesturing behind her. I looked past Rose's shoulder and watched as Mom and Brandon looked away guiltily.
�Seriously guys? You know we'd never go for it.�
�Oh, come on, honey! We're only trying to make this the best costume ever.�
I crossed my arms and sent a frown her way. �And you can achieve that without fluff or sparkles.� My eyes narrowed as I watched them converse quietly. Each gesturing toward Rose and me then quickly shaking their heads.
�Alright,� Brandon said, looking over at us. �No fluff, no sparkles. Got it.�
I ran my hand wearily over my face, then noticed the amount of dirt and dust on said hand. �Ugh, I'm freaking nasty. I'm going to go hop in the shower. Will you guys be okay without me?�
Already busy plotting the costumes, neither Brandon nor Mom looked up.
�Yup, we're good.� Brandon said, waving me off.
I shook my head and looked at Rose. �Why don't you stay up here and make sure they don't go too crazy?�
She nodded in agreement and made her way back over to the counter. �I'm on it.� She said with a wink.
I rolled my eyes and headed downstairs, the book safely pressed into my side.
I walked into the bathroom and set the book gently on the counter. Peeling off the dirty, sweaty clothes, I quickly hopped into the shower. I kept peeking at the book every now and then as I washed the grime away. As I finished rinsing off, a loud rap sounded at the door. �Hold on!� I called out, turning off the water then grabbing a towel off the rack.
I stepped out, and wrapped myself up, and opened the door to see a very irritated Rose. �They're freaking going insane!� she nearly shouted, throwing her arms up in defeat.
�I don�t even want to know.� I glanced back at the book, then stepped out the door.
�Oh yes, you do. They have it in their heads that we're going as fairies.�
I paused. �Seriously?�
�Yup, wings and all.�
I closed my eyes and tilted my head back. �Oh come on! Couldn�t they think of a less girly outfit?�
�Oh, that's not even the good part. Apparently Brandon found some corsets.�
�Please tell me you're joking.�
�Afraid not. I just came down to warn you because they want you upstairs, pronto, in a tank top and shorts. You get to play dress up.� She said sarcastically.
�Why do I have to but you don't?� I sent an accusing look over my shoulder. This wasn't fair at all.
She shrugged and started walking away. �Because I offered you up for the sacrifice.�
I donned the specified clothes and stormed my way upstairs. �You guys can't be serious!�
�Shush. You're trying it on.� With a flurry of activity and fabric, Mom rushed toward me, trapping me against the wall. �The less you fight this, the faster it will be. So just do as I say.� She gave me one of those, 'you better listen to me or else' looks. I sighed heavily and threw up my hands in defeat.
�Whatever. Let�s just get this over with.�
Mom clapped her hands excitedly and made a turning motion with her finger. �Turn around, pumpkin. I want to see if this will fit.�
I did as told and faced the wall, closing my eyes in exasperation. Mom quickly wrapped the corset around me, then began tightening up the strings. �Jesus mom! Are you trying to suffocate me?� I felt like there was a bear literally giving me a bear hug. I worried that my ribs would splinter under the pressure. People in the old days were freaking insane!
She patted me on the shoulder and smiled. �It's not that tight. Besides, this is what you'd wear everyday back in the 1800's.�
�Thank heaven for small favors.� I muttered under her breath.
She shook her head and stepped back. �Okay, turn around so we can see how it fits.�
I turned slowly, afraid at any moment that I would end up toppling to the floor. Rose was trying valiantly to hold in her laughter. �What�s so funny? And don't forget that you get one too!� Her laughter vanished.
�Yeah, well luckily for me I'm not as endowed as you are.� She said with a smirk, gesturing to my chest.
I looked down and gasped. �I am not wearing this!�
�Star, it looks good honey.�
�Are you freaking serious? My boobs are almost touching my chin!� I shouted, gesturing to my said offense.
With a thoughtful look, Mom started staring at my chest.
�And you staring isn't helping anything Mom!� I quickly covered myself. �Seriously! That's the creepiest thing ever!�
�I'm your mom, not some forty year old guy. I wiped your butt as a child and bought you your first bra, so quit being so dramatic!� She yelled back, placing her hands on her hips. �Brandon, tell Star she looks fine.�
He blushed furiously and tried to clear his throat. �You look fabulous babe. The guys will be all over you.�
�Yeah, because that's exactly what I want!� I threw my hands up in the air. This was a disaster.
�Oh be quiet.� Mom snapped, walking back to me with a fluffy piece of fabric in her hand. �Here, step into this.�
�We said no fluff!� I screeched, looking at the item in horror.
She rolled her eyes and knelt down. �It's not fluff! Now quit being a baby and just do it!�
�You so owe me for this Rose!�
�Nope. Considering they're going to force this on me whenever their done with their evil scheme, I don't owe you crap.�
Mom clasped her hands in front of her as she stepped back. �Oh, this is going to be perfect!�
�You're trying to kill me, aren't you?�
�Star, you are such a�� Mom cut off mid-sentence as the doorbell rang. She pointed a finger at me and warned, �Don't you move a muscle, because we�re not done here.�
I looked at Brandon as Mom left the kitchen. �I can�t believe you would think to put me in this outfit!� I hissed, gesturing to the corset and fluffy mini skirt.
�Oh come on, you look hot! And after we get it dyed it will look even better.�
�Dyed? Jesus, please save me.� I pressed my fingers into my eyes.
�We�re not going to go crazy with it,� he said pleasingly. �We�re actually going to dye it black and hot pink, your favorite colors.�
�Yeah, like that makes this all better. Rose, help me out here!�
�Would love to, but I�m not going against your mom. That woman can be scary when she wants to be.�
I threw my head back and groaned. What else could go wrong?
�Star, you have company.� Mom said, walking back into the kitchen with a devilish smirk on her face.
I paled. �Mom, please tell me you didn�t�� my words cut off abruptly as I saw who walked in behind her.
With a predatory gleam in his dark eyes, Andrei walked in, arms crossed across his broad, muscular chest. I felt my breath catch as I locked gazes with him. His eyes slowly traveled over my body, causing me to flush as if he was physically touching every part that his eyes landed on. He paused as he reached my chest. His eyes narrowed, the gold flecks becoming more prominent. He winked as his gaze finally returned to my face.
I snapped my gaze away from him and looked at Rose helplessly. She smirked in return, gesturing for me to talk to Andrei. Lord kill me now.
�Star, where�s your manners?� Mom smiled politely at him, an odd gleam in her eyes. She didn�t miss his perusal.
�Oh, sorry Mom.� I cleared my throat and looked quickly at Andrei. �Mom, this is Andrei. Andrei, this is my mother, Eleanor.�
�Very nice to meet you, Mrs. McKinley.� He said, reaching out to shake her hand with a beautiful smile on his face. My eyes widened as she blushed. Were no women safe around him?
�Nice to meet you.� She got out. She shook her head and threw a look my way. Yeah Mom, I know how you feel. �Star hasn�t mentioned you, so I�m afraid I�m at a loss. Do you two go to school together?�
He chuckled. �No, I go to Rosewood Academy. I met Star over the summer, though I�m surprised she�s never mentioned me.� He raised a brow at me. Please oh Lord, or whomever is up there, just do me a favor and smite me.
I felt both of their gazes on me. I panicked, not knowing who to look at. �Mom, I did mention Andrei to you.�
She frowned and looked at me curiously. �You did? I don�t remember that. All I remember is you saying something about running into a jer�� her eyes widened as she caught on. �Oh, this is who you were talking about.�
I felt my entire face flush. I looked quickly at Andrei. Seeing the amused look on his face, I quickly looked away. �Yup. This is who I was talking about.�
�I see, well�� she looked pointedly to Brandon and Rose who were standing back, taking everything in with amused grins plastered to their faces. �We�ve got to go look for some jewelry to go with your costume.� She gestured for them to go ahead of her, effectively herding them out of the kitchen. �It was nice to meet you, Andrei.� She said on her way out.
�You too, ma�am.�
I clasped my fingers in front of me. �So�� I leaned against the wall. �What are you doing here?�
He walked toward me and ever so slowly looked me over again, taking in even more this time than before. I couldn�t breathe with his hot gaze upon my body. My god, if the outfit doesn�t kill me, he will.
�I haven�t seen you in a while, and I just wanted to see how you were doing.� He stopped when he was only an inch away from me.
I could feel his body heat like a wave moving against me. I wanted to lean into him, become consumed by him. I shook my head, making my body go rigid. I wouldn�t give into the mad rush of desire sweeping through me. Couldn�t.
�I�m okay.�
He tilted his head to the side, studying me. �Somehow, I don�t believe that.�
I felt myself stiffen and returned his gaze evenly. �Well, I am, so no worries. Thanks for stopping by.�
He straightened and traced my cheek lightly with his fingertips, causing a delicious shiver to race through me. I bit my lip and looked up into his eyes.
�Still feisty��Hmm, I like that.� With a wink he lightly tapped my nose, then turned around and headed for the door.
I let out a breath I didn�t know I was holding as the door closed behind him. I shook my head and straightened, trying to keep steady on wobbly knees. �Jesus, I�m pathetic.� I was angry at myself for being so affected by him. Angry that even though he was gone, I still felt him with me.

Chapter Twenty-Three
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I walked out of the kitchen and went in search of Brandon, Rose and Mom. I couldn�t get out of the corset by myself. All I really wanted to do was just curl up in bed and go to sleep.
They were gathered in my parent�s room. Rose lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling while Mom and Brandon went through her massive jewelry case.
�Can someone help me get out of this damn contraption?�
Mom glanced up and laid a piece of jewelry on her dresser. �Did he leave so soon?�
�Yeah, don�t sound so disappointed. Oh, and by the way, thanks for being a traitor.� I glared at her as she made her way behind me to untie the laces.
She sighed and met my gaze. �I wasn�t being a traitor. I just think that you shouldn�t be so shy about how beautiful you are. I�d love it if you would start dating.�
I laughed bitterly and shook my head. �Mom, as I�ve told these goobers,��I gestured to Brandon and Rose, �I�ve got enough going on in my life right now without having to worry about a guy.�
I took a deep breath of life giving oxygen as she pulled the last of the laces free. �I just want you to be happy.�
�I know, Mom.� I stepped out of the skirt, beyond happy to be out of that damn outfit. �Alright guys, I think it�s time for you hit the road. I�ve had enough fun for one day.�
�Finally,� Rose sighed as she stood up. �I�m freaking exhausted.�
�You going to be okay Star?� Brandon asked, concerned.
I waved him off and walked down the stairs with them. �Yeah, I�ll be okay. All of this took my mind off of what happened today.�
�Figured it would.� Rose replied, bumping into my shoulder.
I opened the front door and leaned heavily against the handle. �Rose.� I called softly as they were walking through. Brandon looked back at us and waved as he walked toward his car.
�What�s up, buttercup?� She asked, eyebrow raised.
�Look, I just wanted to say that I�m sorry for what I said earlier. I didn�t mean to say it.�
She brushed it off and started to turn. �No biggie. I�ve heard worse from smarter.�
I reached out and stopped her progress. �No, it is a biggie. I shouldn�t have said it. You�ve been nothing but nice to me and have been dealing with all of this better than I have. You�re a good friend.�
�Great, now if someone can just break out a guitar, we can all sing a rendition of Kumbaya. Are you done with all the gooey love- love stuff?�
�Yup, all done. Wouldn�t want to horrify you with gooey love- love stuff.�
�Good, glad we got that out of the way.� She said flippantly. She paused and looked over her shoulder at me. �Did you find anything while you were putting the things away in the attic?� she asked softly, looking quickly at Brandon.
I felt my heart rate speed up. I tried to keep my face and breathing calm. �No,� I lied. �I didn�t find anything except for a massive dust bunny.� I swallowed my guilt and looked levelly at Rose, hoping that she�d buy it.
After a quiet scrutinization, she nodded. �Well, that sucks. Maybe you�re right and there really isn�t anything up there.�
�Yup,� I began to close the door. �I�ll see you later.� Rose waved a final time as I closed it. I let out a ragged sigh of relief. �Why did I lie to her?� I tried to shake off the guilt as I headed to my bedroom door, wanting to hurry and get back to the book.
�Star?� Mom called out, rounding the corner.
I froze and looked longingly at the door. �Yeah, Mom?�
�Hey, I just wanted to catch up with you before you disappeared. Your dad called and said he�d be late coming home from work.�
�Oh, well that sucks.�
�Yeah, but it�ll mean more hours, so at least there�s something good.� She looked at me, worry evident in her gaze. �The kids told me about what happened at school today.� She said softly. �Are you okay?�
I shrugged. She didn�t need any more to deal with. �Yeah, I�m totally fine.�
�You sure? Because if you need to talk, you know I�m here for you.�
�If I need to talk, I�ll be sure to call my shrink.� I snapped off.
�Fine. I get it. You don�t want to talk.� She ran her hands through her hair and let out a weary sigh. The dejected look on her face pierced through me, but I had to deal with this alone. No one would believe me. �If you need anything, you know where I am.�
�Yup, that I do.� I smiled softly at her, trying to replace some of the damage I inflected. When I saw her face brighten, I turned to my door, making my escape.
It took a lot of self-control not to run hell-bent down the stairs. I knew that if I did that Mom would likely follow me down to find out what was wrong. There were many things that were wrong at that moment, but the book held my attention. I was excited. This may be just what I needed.
I snagged it out of the bathroom and jumped onto my bed, laying the book onto my lap. I quickly flipped it open. The pages were coarse, made from some type of older parchment like material. I ran my hands lovingly over the texture, feeling somehow connected to it. I gently flipped through some of the pages, afraid that they would rip.
There were diagrams drawn on almost every page with precise handwritten notes throughout. I paused, reading a few sections. �The Goddess so blessed her children that they could control one of each element. The strongest of which she bestowed upon the symbol of the Goddess, that they may be of the blood to control all five elements.� I frowned, skipping a couple more parts to read more. �When the full cycle of the moon commences, the Goddess shall reveal herself in her maidenly form. We may pray beneath her imperial light and become more enlightened��
I scanned through more pages and became more confused. What was with all this talk about blessings and a Goddess? How in the hell was I supposed to find any answers in this crap? I kept reading, hoping that there would be something or anything that would tie into the darkness. There was nothing. Everything that was written sounded pure, light. My darkness had no place in this book. I threw it down and looked at the clock. I was up later than I realized. I shut off my light and curled up under my blanket. My thoughts leading to dreams of light, power, and the Goddess.

Chapter Twenty-Four
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It felt like my eyeballs were being forced out of my head by a stampede of rhino�s. I squinted in the early morning light and rolled over, smothering myself in my pillow. My mother�s soft rapping on the door reverberated against my eardrums, adding a frantic motion to the rhino�s stampeding.
�Star honey, it�s time to get up. You�re going to be late.�
�God Mom, would you quit shouting? My head�s going to explode.� I grumbled and sat up in my tousled bed, squinting at her beneath the shadows of my lashes. Concern crossed her face. She looked at me tentatively, then slowly walked toward me, unsure of herself. I groaned as she sank onto the bed beside me, the jostling causing my brain to squeeze in agony. Clutching it, I leaned forward, praying something would end it all. I didn�t understand why I had this bad of a headache. Yes, I stayed up rather late reading that damn journal, but I�ve spent practically all my life doing that and had never had that bad of a reaction.
I flinched as I felt my mother�s rather cold fingers grasp my hands lightly, removing them from protectively covering my head.
�Jesus Mom! Can�t you see that I�m�� I sucked in a breath as I felt her place her fingertips against my temple, applying a steady pressure. The shock slowly wore off as a warm wave seemed to radiate into my skull. My body started to relax as my pain dissipated slowly. I blinked open my eyes, testing to see if there would be any pain. My mother was smiling softly at me.
�There. Do you feel better now?� I stared at her, shocked. How in the hell did she just take away my migraine? I nodded numbly, my mind whirling and discarding a million possibilities. She patted my knee affectionately then rose, rubbing her hands against each other. �Good. You better get ready for school, you don�t want to be late. Oh, and don�t forget that the dance is tonight. I�ll have your costume ready by the time you get home.�
With one last smile, she was gone, leaving me to stare after her in stupefaction.
I ended up running late. Cursing my luck, I turned sharply into the schools parking lot, my tires squealing in protest. I slammed it into park and sprinted toward the schools doors right as the final bell started to ring. I skidded through the halls, racing past classrooms and lockers. The crimson and gold flying by in a horrific display, almost like a scene from a horror movie. I slid to a stop and threw the door open, startling Mr. Ridgewood and the entire class. I froze as they all locked their gazes on me like I had a target painted on my forehead. I sent an apologetic smile Mr. Ridgewood�s way and quickly made my way to my seat without making eye contact with anyone.
Luckily everyone�s attention went back to the front. I sank down into my seat, staring at my desk top. I almost squeaked when a rolled up piece of paper hit me on the forehead. I glanced up and looked into Gabe�s very amused eyes.
�What?� I mouthed to him, glaring at his smirk.
He quickly settled his face into a stoic mask. I almost rolled my eyes, he was such a goof. �You okay?� he mouthed back.
This time I did roll my eyes. �Yes, just late.� He looked me over, obviously checking to see that I was telling the truth. I leaned back and crossed my arms. �You done?� he nodded then turned back around. I let out a sigh, wishing that this day was over already. I didn�t feel right. The absence of darkness was making me feel edgy. I knew that after an episode it always quieted down, but this seemed too quiet. Like a calm before a storm. I was petrified of how big of a whiplash this would have on me.
The day seemed to go on forever. I felt myself slipping into a depression. This definitely wasn�t the ideal mood for the night of the dance. I worked through the lunch lines and grabbed my tray and headed over to our table. Rose and Brandon were already seated. They froze when I approached, immediately stopping whatever they were talking about. I bet I could guess what it was.
I glanced over at the patio and could see caution tape blocking every entrance. Maintenance men in blue jumpsuits were standing around it, trying to find out the cause of the eruption. A shiver raced down my spine as I remembered the destruction of the previous day. No, definitely not in the mood for a dance.
I sat down and glanced at my friends. Rose was openly staring at me, trying to gauge my mood today and Brandon�s face kept switching between sympathetic and unease. I didn�t think he knew exactly how to react to it all.
�So, little Star, are you ready for the dance?� I looked into Rose�s steady emerald eyes, and knew she�d never let me get out of it. I slumped down and stirred the mystery meat around my plate with a fork.
�Sure, what more could I want tonight then to go dance? My life will be complete.�
�That�s the spirit! Besides, do you honestly think I�d go alone in the torture devices your mom and fancy boy over here created?� she shook her head while sending a glare Brandon�s way. �Think again, sweet cheeks. I�ll drag you by your hair if I have too.�
�Awe, love you too.� I glared right back into her determined eyes. God I hated how weak my attempts were at trying to get out of situations. I just didn�t want any more to deal with, and I really couldn�t deal with a fight right now. Maybe I�d get lucky and end up getting sick before the dance started.
�Alright you two, enough with the stare down. It�s going to be a blast! Just you wait, you�ll have guys lining up to dance with you all night. You�ll have to beat them off with sticks.� Brandon said with a happy smile. He should be an ambassador when he gets older, always the peacekeeper.
�Not something I need right now.� I shot his way.
�Yeah. And besides, I think my boyfriend wouldn�t want me to have to fend off guys.�
He shrugged and took a sip of his drink. �It�ll be good for you Rose. You can�t hide behind me forever.�
�Well if that�s the case then maybe you should come out.�
I never saw Brandon look so angry. He quickly looked around, making sure no one had overheard Rose. He leaned forward and glared. Brandon freaking glared. I was fascinated. He was always so happy that any change was shocking.
�Keep your trap shut, Rosemary. You know damn well that it would be disastrous. Do you honestly think anyone on the football team would be okay with it? Without that scholarship I won�t be able to go to college.�
She sat back, looking petulant. She rubbed her forehead and sent an apologetic look his way. This was another first. Rose was never sorry. I think hell has officially frozen over. �I know, okay? I�m sorry. I�m just a little� well, I�m stressed.�
Brandon was silent for a minute, staring at her the whole time. I felt like I was in the middle of a soap opera. Yay for drama. �Okay, just don�t bring it up again. This isn�t just for my benefit you know.�
�Yeah, I know. I get it.� They continued to stare at each other. Anyone who passed by would think they were being all lovey-dovey, which is a good thing. Last thing any of us needed was for people to know that world war three was just averted.
�Okay, now that we�ve gotten that out of the way, what are we going to do this weekend?� With Brandon returning back to his normal self, I let out a breath I hadn�t known I was holding. He looked at me expectantly, but I was drawing a blank. I thought the dance was all the social interaction I had to do this week. The thought of anything else wasn�t appealing in the least.
�Um, I don�t know. I was just going to stay home and read.� I thought about the journal and what it could hold. What secrets it could reveal. I hoped it had something revealing in it.
�Wow, you are a total nerd.� Rose scoffed. �Seriously Star, you can�t just stay at home. This is Halloween weekend! We need to do something. Maybe go to the Merlo�s grave or something.�
My ears picked up at the name. I thought I heard it before but couldn�t remember where. �Merlo�s grave? What�s that?�
She rolled her eyes and got comfortable in her seat. �Jesus, I keep forgetting you�re not from here.�
�Hasn�t anyone told you the legend of Shiloh?� I thought Brandon�s eyebrows would shoot off his forehead they were raised so high.
�Obviously not. I would think that my friends would have filled me in, yet here we are.� I gestured to them, pointing out the obvious. They looked at each other, then quickly looked back at me.
�Okay, so about three hundred years ago, the entire area of Shiloh was filled with witches.� Brandon enthusiastically began.
�Witches.�
�Yes, just shut up and leave the sarcastic comments for after happy boy over here finishes.� Rose snapped, gesturing for Brandon to continue.

��So there was a head witch, like a witch queen or something, who lead the entire coven. She fell in love with a warlock, but the warlock, Merlo, was consumed by greed. He wanted more power, more control. So, he started turning evil. The Queen found out about it, and interrupted one of his spells that he was casting. She banished his power into an amulet, and locked his soul within some stone. His grave is up at Shiloh graveyard, and they say that a descendent of his will come and release him from his imprisonment.�
I was enchanted. I always loved legends, especially when I could see the source for myself. �So what would happen if he was released?�
�What do you think? His evil and insanity would be unleashed upon the world, causing the destruction of mankind. Muah ha ha.� Rose broke in, wiggling her fingers at me. I smirked. Rose was always so disbelieving about everything.
�So why would you guys want to go up there? Obviously it�s not true, otherwise he�d be �released� by now.�
�Well it�s kind of a test of courage. If you can go up there and touch his headstone, then you will win the respect of your peers and crap like that. We normally all do it in middle school, but since you�re new, you missed out.�
�True, it�s more for kids, but I think she should still have to do it, don�t you?� Brandon looked at Rose. I became nervous at the obvious delight on their faces.
�Seriously? You guys want me to go to a graveyard and touch a headstone that holds the soul of some evil warlock?� I looked at them incredulously, but they just nodded excitedly. �You guys are freaking insane! Why would I do that? Besides, it�s just a story, so what would it prove?�
�If it�s just a story, then you wouldn�t have a problem doing it, would you?� Damn. Rose had me beat there.
�Fine. We�ll go tomorrow afternoon.�
�Ha, no. It has to be at night.�
�How late at night?� I was feeling increasingly uneasy. I wasn�t the bravest when it came to things, but for some reason this was freaking me out more than others. A red light kept flashing in the back of my mind, screaming in warning. I pushed it aside.
�The witching hour, of course. Three am.� Rose looked like she was waiting for me to back out. Boy, did I want to, but I couldn�t let her hold it over my head for the rest of my life here. I straightened and looked her squarely in the eyes.
�Sounds good. What are we going to do in the meantime?�
�Oh, since it will be Halloween, there�s really only one thing to do, isn�t there Brandon?�
�Oh yeah! Horror movie marathon!�
I felt my false bravado fly out of me like a rocket. �Seriously?�
�Yeah,� she rolled her eyes, �you�re the one that�s always talking about how Shiloh reminds you of a movie. What better way to celebrate your initiation then to watch some?�
I was starting to panic, but I didn�t want them to see it. No doubt Brandon would get all sympathetic and Rose would have a victorious look on her face. Seemed like I had a lot to do tonight. I had to get sick in order to miss the dance, and now I added breaking a leg to get out of tomorrows little adventure. I hoped I could pull it off.
My mother was waiting for us as soon as I opened the door. I froze and stumbled forward as Brandon and Rose ran into me.
�Jesus, woman! Would you move out of the way?� Rose pushed past me and sent Mom a smile and small wave. �Hey, Mrs. M! How�s it going?�
�Hello, Rose. Are you excited about tonight?�
�Of course she is! They�re going to have the best costumes at the dance!� Brandon was practically dancing with excitement.
I moved out of the doorway and kicked the door shut behind me. Mom was beaming while holding two dress bags in her hands. I swore her and Brandon were about to break out into song and dance. I wasn�t excited about that notion. I took a deep breath and locked gazes with Rose, we followed them into the living room together.
�So, since you guys are being so gracious about all of this,� I almost laughed, we were anything but gracious at this point. �We did as you asked and didn�t use any fluff or girly stuff. Now, there is going to be a little bit of a shimmer,� Lord save me now, �but that�s only because of what we decided to dress you as��
I started to feel like a dress up Barbie. Rose and I stayed silent through mom�s speech as she eagerly started to unzip the bags. I closed my eyes, praying for a miracle.
The sound of Rose�s laughter startled me. I jerked my eyes open and looked over to see if she had finally lost it. She was doubled over, tears starting to form in her eyes. I looked at her questioningly, but she just gestured to where Brandon and Mom stood. I braced myself and looked up. There they were, holding out our costumes. My eyes were wide as I held in my laughter. We are going as fairies, and not just any fairies, but their rendition of Goth fairies.
I had to admit the outfits were cute, just a little bit. They dyed the corsets and skirts black, but where mine had hot pink lace tying the corset together and trimming the skirt, Rose had electric blue. My mind flashed briefly to the day that I first met Becca. I shook away the similarities and focused on the present.
The wings were iridescent. Mine started out black at the base but hot pink began to streak through it at the top. There was also a shimmering quality to them that made them seem to almost move. Rose�s wings were the same, except with blue streaks.
I looked over at her again to see that she had regained some of her composure. I really didn't see what was funny about the costumes, but she was highly amused by it all.
�So, what do you girls think?� Mom asked nervously.
�They're cute.�
�Yeah, totally cute Mrs. M.�
She seemed a little disappointed that we weren't as excited as her and Brandon were. I looked over at him and his smile had dimmed slightly. I felt bad so I went up to them and gave them a group hug. I sent a glare at Rose over my shoulder and jerked my head, motioning for her to join in. She rolled her eyes and stepped forward, squeezing all of us together.
I stepped back and smiled. �Thanks guys. We are going to be the best there.�
They practically glowed under the praise. I frowned as I looked at them. Surely I wasn't losing my mind. People don't actually 'glow'. I looked closer, and started laughing. Rose patted me on the shoulder as Mom and Brandon looked at me strangely. There was a reason they were glowing. Apparently all the glitter they used wasn't staying on the wings. They were covered in it, making them seem to glow. I finally realized what Rose did. We are going to the dance as Goth Tinker Bell�s.

Chapter Twenty-Five
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�Just think happy thoughts.� I laughed at Rose�s whisper as we stepped through the gym doors. Thanks to Mom and Brandon wanting to make sure we were perfect, we arrived almost an hour after the dance started. I wasn�t complaining. I didn�t want to be there to begin with.
The dance committee went wild with the decorations. And not in a good way. Cotton spider webs with giant plastic spiders hung in every corner. A fog machine failed epically in trying to make the room appear scary. The fog didn�t even make it thirty feet past the doors. Tombstones were spread sporadically throughout the sitting area, along with crudely painted cardboard coffins. I almost expected a drunk guy in a Dracula costume to pop out of the shadows. �I vant to suck your blood! Ah ah ah!� I smiled at that thought.
Regardless of the poor decorating skills, the dance was in full swing. At least the music was good. I could practically smell all the teenage hormones kicked into overdrive. Gyrating bodies shimmied across the floor, some humping more than dancing as chaperones roamed the area, pulling apart those who were getting too frisky.
Rose dragged me through the crowds, making a beeline for the dance floor. My unease increased as sweaty bodies slammed into me causing me to stumble. I grabbed onto the edge of Rose's skirt, practically gluing myself to her back. I hated crowds, and I hated being touched. This was such a bad idea.
I looked behind me for Brandon, but he was quickly being swallowed by the crowd. I jerked to a halt as Rose suddenly stopped and spun around, throwing my hands off of her skirt, and sending glitter flying everywhere. It gleamed in the strobe lights, making it look like stars were dancing around her.
Seeing the panic in my eyes, she pulled me closer to her body and leaned in to shout in my ear. �No worries, little Star! I'll keep everyone away from you.�
I nodded my head, mute. She started swaying to the music and I tried to fall into step, but the presence of so many people had my nerves shot. I closed my eyes and willed the panic away. If I was forced to be here I might as well get some enjoyment out of it. As I felt my body relax into the beat of the music, I opened my eyes, looking straight into Rose's happy gaze. For someone who hated school functions she was having a lot of fun.
She pulled me closer and my body quickly fell in sync with hers, creating a perfect rhythm. I forgot about everything while dancing, letting the music wash away all the troubles and worries from my mind. For the first time in a long time I felt at ease, peaceful.
My eyes popped open and whatever feelings I previously felt, were shattered as I felt a hand grip my waist. I froze and looked into Rose's wide eyes as I felt a breath caress my neck.
�Hey little Tigress.� Andrei. I relaxed slightly although my irritation steadily rose, along with my desire. I shivered as his fingertips lightly brushed the exposed flesh between my corset and skirt. I turned around and attempted to glare at him.
�What are you doing here?� I shouted above the music.
He shrugged his broad shoulders, my eyes tracking the movement. My god I wanted to touch him. �Couldn't resist seeing you in that outfit again.�
I felt my face flush with heat at I looked into his amused gaze. I stepped out of his reach and bumped into Rose.
�I thought you'd wait for an invitation before you touched me.�
He smiled at me, and I suddenly felt like I was prey. He loomed over me, making me feel small. Although the dance floor was crowded, I couldn't help but feel like we were the only two people in the room, in the universe. Rose smacked me on the shoulder to gain my attention.
�Dance with him.� She whispered in my ear. I gave her an 'are you kidding me?' look. She just smiled wickedly and shoved me, sending me flying into Andrei's arms. I had to admit, it wasn't a bad place to be. I breathed in the scent of him, a heady mixture of forest and a natural musk. It was intoxicating. I stepped back out of his hold and sent a glare over my shoulder. Rose just shrugged and grabbed the nearest guy to dance with. I rolled my eyes and turned back to Andrei, crossing my arms over my chest. That didn't help matters any considering my breasts were pushed as high as they could be in the corset.
�Will you dance with me?� he held out his hand to me, his eyes expectant, hungry. The sane part of my mind was screaming at me to just walk away, that there was too much going on in my life to complicate it with any male. Even an extremely hot, tempting male. But the woman in me yearned for him and begged me to take his hand. I relented, placing my small hand into his large warm one. The woman in me cheered, and I had to admit I felt like breaking out some pom poms myself.
He pulled me quickly to him, effectively pressing ever delicious inch into me. I held my breath as we stood there, motionless. His dark eyes seemed to capture me, trying to pull the essence from me to be consumed. I was ready to be consumed.
I shook my head at that thought and broke eye contact. I released my breath and turned around, leaning slightly against him. His hips started to sway to the beat, and mine quickly followed. I felt his grip tighten at my waist, pulling me flush against him again. We were a perfect fit. Pools of desire started to pop up throughout my body. My mind raced, yelling at me about how wrong this was, how this wasn't normal for me. And it wasn't. This reaction was anything but normal, but I was helplessly lost to it.
The crowd seemed to shrink away as I fell into the music, into him. I leaned my head lightly against his chest, feeling his heartbeat increase and sing to me, call to me. He lowered his head, moving what hair had escaped its twist, out of the way. I felt his breath move across my skin, breathing me in. At this point he could have had any of me, all of me. His lips gently brushed against my neck, causing a small noise to catch in my throat along with my heart. I couldn't breathe, couldn't think. All I knew was that I wanted this. I wanted him. And it was wrong. All of it was wrong.
He pressed his lips fully against the pulse in my neck, sending my blood pressure skyrocketing. Slowing us, we stopped. Locked in that moment. He eased back and turned me around. I looked into his heavy lidded eyes. The gold flecks seemed to have grown, giving life to his dark eyes. �Thank you for the dance, little Tigress.� I looked around and noticed that the song was over, quickly changing to a slower one. Couples now lined the floor, lost in each other�s embrace. I felt my face redden as I looked back at him. He smiled, lifted my hand to his lips and gently kissed it. Then with a wink, he was gone.
I stood there, stunned as I watched his form retreat effortlessly through the crowd, quickly disappearing within the shadows. A couple bumped into me, knocking whatever was left of my senses back into place. I looked around for Rose, and found her standing off to the side of the dance floor, a smirk firmly in place as she watched me. I stormed over to her, grabbed her arm and hauled her toward the shadows.
�Why in the hell did you leave me out there?� I hissed, my migraine from early coming back, throbbing into my temples.
�What? You looked like you were having one hell of a time. I didn't want to interrupt.�
I felt like shaking her. �While your snide attitude is normally accepted, at this current point in time, it's not. Seriously! You could have at least told me you were leaving the floor!� My temper started to flare and I felt the first stirring of the darkness. It was returning, faster than ever.
Her eyes hardened, locking with mine fiercely. �I'm not your mother so I'm not going to hold your hand or coddle you. You were fine so don't turn this around on me. I'm not the one you were rubbing up against. Besides, I tried to tell you, but you were preoccupied.�
I felt my face redden as my anger started to snap. The pain in my temples increased, making my vision become slightly blurry. I threw my hands up in the air and turned away from her only to run into Gabe. Looks like my night wasn't going to get any better.
�Easy there, new girl.� He flashed a smile at me and gently eased me away from him. I forced a smile in return, and sent a 'we're not finished' look back at Rose. She just waved me off. Yes, I definitely wanted to shake her.
�Sorry.�
�No problem.� He was really cute when he smiled. �I was wondering if you want to dance with me?�
I felt my face drain of its angry color. Yes, I danced with Andrei, and that was a big mistake. I knew that Gabe wasn't as much as a threat to my hormones as Andrei was, but I still felt it would be a bad idea. Namely because of Jenni.
�Uh, I don�t know. What would your girlfriend have to say?� His smile increased as he pointed toward the dance floor. I followed his direction and saw the evil Barbie plastered against Brandon. I almost chocked on my laugh at the look on his face.
�So, how about it?� I looked back into his eyes and felt myself start to cave. He really did have the most beautiful amber gaze I had ever seen. Besides, we were friends, nothing more. It couldn't hurt.
I smiled slightly and pulled on his arm. �Lead the way.�

Chapter Twenty-Six
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So maybe that wasn't one of my best ideas, but it definitely wasn't the worst. So far. There was something extremely comfortable about being in Gabe's arms. While I didn't feel the uncontrollable urge to rub up against him like I did with Andrei, it was still nice.
I shook my head as I compared them. While Andrei seemed to have no problem navigating my wings, Gabe seemed to be smacked in the face at every turn. I would have laughed if not for his almost vulnerable appeal. Andrei was taller than Gabe, and while Gabe would be considered tall, dark, and handsome, Andrei exceeded it. I was comfortable with Gabe. He was safe. Andrei was a danger to me in the most primal way, maybe more than just primal.
I turned my thoughts away from the comparison and tried to make myself feel the music. I just couldn't seem to focus though. Jenni's icy glare probably had something to do with that. She had pushed Brandon away as soon as Gabe and I stepped onto the floor. She stood there, arms crossed, looking like she was preparing for battle. Did I mention it wasn't one of my best ideas? I could almost see her calculating how much force would be needed to strangle me with my own wings. I sighed, my night quickly going from bad to completely ruined.
I thanked my lucky stars as the song finally came to an end. I hoped to get out of dancing with Gabe unscathed, but by her continuous glare I knew I had just jumped into a heap of trouble. While we remained mostly silent during the dance, the walk off the floor was even more so. Gabe kept looking over to Jenni, a frown marring his face.
�Well looks like your girlfriend minded after all.�
He turned his eyes back to me, amusement filling them. �I don't see why she would care though. She's danced with almost every guy here already and will probably make her second rounds soon.�
I could feel my anger brimming at that reminder. I didn't want Gabe, but I cared for him. Sure, he could be annoying at times, but he was really sweet beneath it all. Her abusing their relationship like that set off all of my moral alarms. I never understood girls like Jenni. She reminded me too much of Becca.
I shrugged, trying to seem like it was all inconsequential. �Well maybe you should go placate her. Get her to stop her glare of death.�
�You worried?�
�It may seem silly, but I am rather attached to my head. I'd hate to lose it.� His laughter warmed me, placating my temper until I looked over and found Jenni in the arms of yet another guy. �Or not. Looks like she's handling it all rather well.� I pointed to where Jenni was dry humping the guy on the dance floor. Gabe's frown returned and I almost felt bad about it. Almost.
He forced a smile my way, and that did make me feel bad. I didn't like to see him hurting. With a pat on the shoulder and a longing look, he walked away, heading toward Jenni.
I stared after him for a moment, then turned around, thoroughly done with this night. Rose and Brandon were off in a shadowy corner. Anyone who saw them would think they were in a passionate embrace. Luckily for me, I knew they weren't so had no qualms about interrupting them. �Can we go now?�
�What? You're not having fun?� Brandon looked at me questioningly. I hated to be the party crasher, but I was done.
�Look, it doesn't matter. If you guys want to stay longer, then go ahead. I'll just head home.�
�Oh come on, it's not that bad here.�
I cast a glare at Rose. �Whatever. I've just had all the fun I could handle tonight.� She sighed and started to gather her things. �No, you guys stay. Have fun.�
�You sure?� Now Brandon looked concerned. Great.
�Yup, I'll see you guys tomorrow anyways. We're doing the movie thing, right?�
�And the graveyard.�
At Rose's reminder, a chill raced up my spine. I put a smile on my face and nodded. �Of course. I'll see you guys tomorrow then.�
I dropped my smile as I turned around and began fleeing the gym. This wasn't a good night, but I had a feeling tomorrow would be even worse. I shook my head as I made my escape.

Chapter Twenty-Seven
[image: ]

I woke up with such a feeling of dread that I didn't even want to move from the bed. Unfortunately that didn't stop Rose and Brandon from ambushing into my room and scaring the hell out of me.
�Jesus H!� I bolted upright as they pounced onto the bed.
�Morning Sunshine!� I glared at Brandon's cheery smile, wishing they'd vanish. Rose rolled her eyes and held out a to-go cup of coffee. Being friends with someone whose mother owned a coffee shop definitely had its perks.
I grudgingly took it from her, the intensity of my glare diminishing some. I still wasn't completely happy, but the coffee helped.
�What time is it?� I asked between inhaling the God-like aroma of caffeine.
�It's past five. You've been sleeping all day.�
I looked up, startled. I grabbed my phone and looked at the time in horror. She wasn't kidding. I rubbed my forehead, confused as to why I'd slept for so long. It's not like I did anything really tiresome lately. Jenni's face flashed quickly into my mind, reminding me that while I haven't done anything physical, my mind was still exhausted from the ordeal with her. I roughly shoved the thoughts of her almost drowning out of my mind. I couldn't handle it.
�I guess I was more tired than I thought.�
�Really? Ya think?� Rose's eyebrow arched as her sarcasm snapped into place. I was glad to see that the event hadn't ruined her personality. Well, I was almost glad. She wasn't something you became used to easily. I was still tempted to fight her again from time to time.
I rolled my eyes at her and adjusted my pillows behind me. �Yes, I do think. Ass. Anyways, what are the plans?�
Rose looked like she was about to jump in with another comment, but Brandon cut her off. �Wait till you see what we brought!� I smirked at his enthusiasm, feeling my own excitement begin to rise. He shrugged off his backpack and began unloading a heap of movies. My excitement faded fast as I read the titles upside down.
�Ugh, you can't be serious!�
�What? I thought you liked scary movies? And besides, this is Halloween after all. What we're you expecting?�
I knew we're supposed to have a scary movie night, but I didn't expect to see those particular movies. I looked from Brandon's confused face into Rose's smirking one.
�Seriously, Rose?�
Her smirk broadened. �What? They're good.�
�Okay, obviously I'm missing something. What's going on?� Brandon looked between her and me, waiting for an explanation.
�All the movies she picked out were based here. In Virginia.� I looked at him expectantly, waiting for the obvious to hit. He only looked confused.
�So?�
�God! So here I am, in Virginia. Surrounded by woods and about to go traipsing to a graveyard after watching movies about serial killers and mutant freaks, which are based in Virginia!� I watched as the light finally went on in his head.
�Oh.�
�Yeah.�
�But little Star, you said you loved horror. I figured you'd appreciate the extra boost in your terror.� I didn't think I've ever wanted to hit her so badly, and the darkness wasn't even rearing its ugly head. It was all me.
�You know damn well I'm a masochist like that.�
�Then you should be even more grateful.�
I thought about throwing my coffee into her face, but restrained myself. This was Rose, I reminded myself. She takes pleasure in torturing people. And besides, I love coffee. It would be like blasphemy.
�Whatever. So are we going to order a pizza or anything? Did you guys bring junk food?�
Brandon began digging again and produced an array of chocolate and candy from his bag. I felt my irritation dim as he tossed some of my favorites to me. I couldn't watch a movie without Junior Mints. I don't know why, but it's always been that way. I smiled my thanks and got up from the bed, taking my coffee with me.
They went to talk to my mom while I hopped in the shower. I needed some time to stock up on my courage. This whole thing seemed odd. Sure, I've heard lore and supposed history of places, but this was the first time I'd actually experience it for myself. The logical part of me knew that it was nothing but a story. While my brain told me those were rational thoughts, a core part of me thought that maybe it wouldn't be so odd. After all, I did have Sarah's journal. That wasn't supposed to be possible, yet there I was, holding a rather out there piece of witchy history. I didn't know how much more my brain could handle.
We ordered a pizza and went back downstairs to start prepping the movie marathon. Rose seemed to be more testy than usual. And by more I meant she had her full bitch mode on. I didn't know what was wrong with her, but she was taking extra perverse pleasure in torturing me tonight. I snapped out of my thoughts as a loud rapping came from the door. We all looked at each other and I sighed when I realized I'd be the one that would go answer it. It was my room, after all, but I was on edge. Uncomfortable. Becoming afraid. The darkness still hadn't made its appearance yet. I think that was what scared me the most. It was the only constant in my life lately, and yet it was still missing. I didn't know how strong it would be when it came back again.
I opened the door tentatively, chastising myself for thinking that a dude with a machete would be behind it. We hadn't even started the movies, yet I was already paranoid.
�What are you doing here?� Shock coursed through me as I stared into Andrei's hauntingly beautiful face. For a moment, I forgot to breath. Feeling light headed, I exhaled a gust of air, feeling my face warm quickly with a flush of desire. I didn't need this tonight, I didn't need it at all.
�Rose mentioned the other night that everyone was hanging here. Figured I'd stop by for a bit.�
I glanced back at Rose, seeing her looking incredibly pleased with herself. I gave her a 'wtf' look, but she just shrugged and got more comfortable on the couch. I cast my glance toward Brandon, but he looked as flabbergasted as I was.
�So, are you going to let me in?� He leaned against the door frame, his ebony hair hanging precariously in his face. I felt the urge to run my fingers through it. I snapped out of my trance and moved to the side, not saying a word as I waved him in. I didn't trust my voice.
�Hey Andrei. Glad you could make it.� I shot Rose a glare from behind Andrei's back. Her smile grew even bigger.
�I couldn't refuse the invitation. What are we going to watch?� He sat down at the edge of the couch, leaving the only space for me to sit between him and Rose. Everyone looked at me expectantly, knowing I had nowhere else to sit. Sure I could sit on the floor, but the thought of sitting within shadows while watching horror movies sent a wave of fear coursing through me. I didn't need any more stress added to the night.
I mentally groaned and started to move away from the door, only to stop short as another knock came. I looked at Rose suspiciously, but she looked just as confused as I was. I turned back around and opened the door only to find Gabe standing there, pizza boxes in hand. I was tempted to slam the door in his face.
�Hey.� His smile warmed some of the cold anger from me. I leaned against the frame and sent a weak smile in return.
�Hey yourself. You helping out again?�
�Obviously.� His laugh caused my smile to widen.
�Well come on in. I'll run upstairs and get the money.�
�You having a party?� He gestured to where everyone was sitting on the couch. I looked over and was shocked to see a trace of anger marring Andrei's face. I'd have to wonder about that later.
�No, just a movie night.�
�Too bad I'm working. I could have joined in on the fun.� The thought of Gabe joining our little group sent a shot of dread through me. I pasted on a smile and closed the door behind him.
�Yeah, too bad. Maybe next time.� I dashed upstairs to grab the money that was waiting on the hall table. I returned downstairs and noticed that Andrei still hadn't lost the edge on anger in his eyes. Rose looked like she was eating up the display of testosterone as Gabe and Andrei sized each other up.
�Here you go.� I practically shoved the money at him in the hopes of breaking up their stare down.
He looked startled for a moment, but took the money and handed me the pizza boxes. His eyes switched between me and Andrei, looking like he was trying to piece something together.
�Thanks. Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?� He looked pleadingly at me. I felt a migraine coming on. This was supposed to be a fun night.
�Sure.� I cast a glance at everyone on the couch. �I'll be right back.� Brandon looked rather calm now about it all. Rose looked highly amused and Andrei looked irritated. I rolled my eyes and followed Gabe outside.
�What's up?� I asked as I closed the door behind me. He abruptly turned around, causing me to step back. I hated when people did that.
�We're friends, right?�
I raised my eyebrow. �Yes?�
�Okay, well I don't like you hanging out with Andrei.� I stared at him, waiting for him to elaborate. He remained silent with a stern look on his face. It didn't suit him at all.
�Why?�
That seemed to fluster him. I don't think he was used to anyone asking for a reason. Probably because the herds of girls who threw themselves at him didn't have an original thought in their heads.
�Well, I just don't like him. He's different.�
�While I appreciate your concern, there's really no need to worry.�
�There isn't?�
�No.�
That seemed to fluster him even more. �Don't you like him?�
His question shocked me for a moment. Did I like Andrei? There was an intensity about him that drew me in, that was for sure. And I had that unreasonable hormone issue every time he was near. But did I like him personally? More than a friend? Hormone issue aside, I honestly didn't know. I didn't want to know.
�No, we're just friends. Just like you and me.�
That seemed to deflate him a bit. �Oh, okay. Well, I guess I better get going.�
�That's all you wanted to talk to me about?�
�Yeah, pretty much.� With a weak smile he walked away. I stood there for a moment, my mind going over everything.
�This day just keeps getting better and better.� I sighed and ran my hands through my hair then headed back inside.
�So what did Prince Charming want?�
I stopped short right inside the door at the sound of Andrei's voice. Rose and Brandon we're having a quiet conversation, leaving me to Andrei's interrogation. What was with guys today?
�Not much, just warning me away from you.� I snapped back, my defenses rearing their angry head.
His anger defused. �Oh really? Are you going to listen to him?� The way he looked at me made me want to lash out. With my body. On his. I shook my head and walked around him, wanting this night to be over already.
�I don't see why I should. We're just friends.� I've been saying that a lot lately.
He followed behind me and sat down next to me on the couch, closer than I liked. Well, I did like it, I just didn't want it. There I go lying to myself again.
�You sure about that?�
I looked up at him. �Yes. Why? Is there something we're supposed to be?� I wanted to slap my hand over my mouth. Baiting and flirting with him wasn't something my rational mind told me to do.
He smirked and reached out to move a lock of hair behind my ear. Delightful little shivers broke out across my body.
�We'll see.�
I breathed out a sigh of relief as he turned away from me, releasing me from his gaze.
�You ready to get started?� I looked over at Rose. By her look of amusement I knew she wouldn't be any help. I leaned forward and grabbed a paper plate and a piece of pizza.
�Yup, let�s do it.�
As the night progressed I found myself slowly making, err jumping, my way closer to Andrei, until I was practically glued to his side. He didn't seem to mind it much and I often felt his chest jump with silent laughter. He may have thought it was funny but I didn't. My love/hate relationship with horror movies was in full effect that night. Every time the creepy music would start I'd find myself pressing closer into Andrei. Everything made me jump.
As the credits rolled I went limp with relief and waited for someone to turn on the lights. There was no way in hell I was moving from that couch until the room was as bright as the sun. I winced at the brightness as Brandon turned them on. Scooting away from Andrei, I felt my face flush. I knew he was smiling without even looking at him.
�Yes! It's almost time!� I jumped as Rose practically shouted in my ear.
�Time for what?� Amusement laced Andrei's voice.
�We're going to initiate little Star here. It's time to test her courage.� I sent a glare at Rose, hoping to shut her up. She was having way too much fun with this.
�What? You�re taking her to the graveyard?�
�That's the plan.�
Andrei started laughing. I turned my glare onto him but he ignored it just like Rose. �You can't be serious!�
�I am. She may not be from here but she has to go through it all the same.�
�I'm sitting right here, you know.� I crossed my arms over my chest and slumped back.
�Oh, I know. There's no way I could miss you.� With a wink he turned back to Rose. �It's too bad I can't come with you. I would love to see how she handles it.�
�I know, right? She made the couch move with how much she jumped during the��
I had enough. I stood up and went to the door. �Again, I'm right here. While I'm sure you guys will love to go on and on forever about how scared the movies made me, we've got other things to do, remember? So, it was nice having you over, Andrei. Don't worry about missing this because I'm sure Rose will fill you in on all the glorifying details later.� I opened the door and gestured for him to leave.�He sat there for a moment, a small smile playing on his face. God I didn't know why he affected me so much. Even though I was determined for him to leave, I wanted to just crawl on top of him, and sink my teeth into him. Never letting him go. His smile broadened, almost as if he could hear my thoughts. I blushed and stood rooted to the spot, staring him down. With a shrug he got up and slinked his way over to me. He was way to graceful, too seductive, entrancing. I held my breath as he neared but couldn't look away. There was just something about his eyes that drew me in.
He stopped, barely an inch from me. I felt his heat suffuse my body as his scent enveloped me. His fingertips sent sparks across my skin as he gently ran them down my face, to rest them heavily against my neck.
�I look forward to seeing you again, little Tigress.� He lowered his face toward mine. My heart shot up into my throat. I barely resisted the urge to raise up and make our lips meet. Two inches, one. My God he was dragging this out. He rubbed his thumb against my bottom lip. They parted automatically as a small sound escaped me. I swayed toward him. I couldn't stop myself if I wanted to. My eyes drew down to his mouth, barely a breath from mine. He smiled, then turned and left.
I stood there, stunned and kept staring after him. What the hell was that about? Did I want him to kiss me? I shook my head and turned toward Rose and Brandon. No, no I didn't want that. Well, I did, but I shouldn't.
�Holy mother of all things hot and yummy.� I looked over at the sound of Rose's muttering. I didn't think I've ever seen her look that shocked.
�What?� I snapped. Who does he think he is anyways? It's not like I was asking for his attention. You'd think that by how much I've been snapping on people that he'd take a hint. That boy must really like a challenge. Too bad he was going to lose.
�Earth to Star! Jesus, you'd think she'd pay attention at least once every thirty seconds.� I snapped my attention back to them, jumping back as I noticed they were right in front of me.
�Sorry. What were you saying?�
She held my jacket out to me. �If we don't leave now we're going to miss the witching hour. Will you please pay attention so we can get a move on?�
I rolled my eyes and shrugged into my jacket, shoving my thoughts of Andrei to the back of my mind.

Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Moonlight filtered through the swaying trees. The shadows seemed to dance against them, creating scattered images of days long passed. My eyes scanned around frantically. The woods were different at night, a lot different. There seemed to be secrets hiding amongst the foliage, daring you to discover them. I didn't. I stuck as close to Brandon as I could without actually clinging to him, though I was tempted too.
He shrieked and jumped back, knocking into me. My returning scream could have woken the dead. That wasn't a pleasant thought considering we were almost to the graveyard.
�What the hell is wrong with you guys?� Rose tromped back through the underbrush, her agitation leading the way.
I stood up and wiped the dirt from my palms. �Big boy over here scared the shit out of me. What the hell, Brandon? You're supposed to be braver than I am!� I was pissed. I didn't need to be anymore scared than I already was. Maybe I should have stuck to Rose instead.
�God, seriously? Look, we're almost there. Can you guys refrain from pissing your pants until after we're done? What scared you anyways?�
Brandon looked between the two of us. I wasn't going to help him out. Besides, I wanted to know too. �I thought I saw a bug.�
My jaw nearly hit the floor. �Are you serious? We're in the freaking woods! Of course there's going to be bugs!�
Rose started laughing. Yeah, it was kind of funny, but I wasn't in the mood for hilarity. I just wanted to go up, touch the damn headstone, and go home.
�Whatever. Let�s just go.� He stormed away, leaving me and Rose to follow after him.
Silence ensued on the rest of our trek. I still couldn't believe that the original graveyard was technically in my back yard. I shuddered at the thought of all the bodies rising from the grave. They'd run into my house first when they went to go eat the townspeople. Freaking great.
The woods started to thin and I could make out a bath of moonlight in the distance. I swatted away low lying limbs as we broke free.
There were headstones everywhere. The moonlight bathed against the perfect circle that the woods created. It was like a natural border. The full moon hung full in the midnight blue sky, seeming to weigh over us. I huddled into my jacket, trying to shrink into myself. Rose stepped forward and looked expectantly at me. I thought about backing away and making a mad dash to the house, but I didn't want to become lost in the woods. At night. Alone. Plus, she probably would tackle me before I even made it that far.
I took a deep breath and stepped forward. Her smile broadened as I walked toward her. There was an almost malicious gleam in her eyes.
�Alright, here's what you have to do. You see that statue in the middle of the graveyard?�
I looked around. We were at a graveyard for crying out loud! Of course there were going to be statues! �Which one?�
She rolled her eyes at me. �The one directly in the middle! The angel, you see it?� I nodded. �Good. Now Merlo's headstone is right by it. Even you won't be able to miss it.�
I looked at her like she was stupid. What, was it supposed to glow or something? She shoved me forward. I shot a glare at her but she just waved me on. �Go on. You've got to do it. It's tradition.�
I thought about how many stupid things people had to do because of tradition. This had to top the list. I weaved my way around headstones, my feet sliding seamlessly within the fog. I shivered, the oncoming winter chill in the air biting into my flesh. My breath puffed out before me to join the fog that was drifting around. It was creepy as hell. And silent. I thought my ears would rebel at the lack of sound.
I stopped as I made it to the angel's statue. Time hadn't been kind to it as I looked up into his hauntingly beautiful face. His hand reached down to me, seeming to want to help me, to offer something. A couple of fingers were missing and one of his wings looked like it was about to fall off at any moment. A sense of sadness overtook me as I looked closer at its crumbling form. He must have stood guard here for generations. Protecting and offering comfort to those who had passed to be beaten away by time and nature.
I caught myself reaching out toward him and jerked my hand back. I didn't know where that thought had come from, nor why I had the sudden urge to touch him. I shook my head and looked around. This was crazy.
Crumbling gravestones stood around in rows like sentinels. Each of them had signs of decay. Pitiful, hopeless. All except for one. I frowned. This couldn't be right.
It looked like it was just made, the obsidian still a pure black. No wear shown. No damage by nature. I stepped forward hesitantly. Confused.
Merlo. Deceased 1691-. I squinted as I read it again. It didn't make sense. �Hey Rose!� I called, my eyes glued to the headstone in front of me.
�You found it?�
�I think so. Why does it have a deceased year then a lead to? I thought the dates were supposed to be from birth to death.�
�Yeah, that's one of the weird things about it. It's like they're expecting him to come back or something.� Her laughter echoed throughout the clearing. I went cold at the sound. �Just touch it already so we can go home. It's freaking cold.�
�Alright, just give me a minute.� I pulled my hand out of my pocket and reached forward, holding my breath as I prepared to touch the headstone. It's just a piece of brick. That's all. As soon as I do it I can go home. The reassurances ran through my mind. I groaned at myself. I was being such a chicken.
Determined, I reached forward. I expected the stone to be smooth, cold. What I didn't expect was to feel an intense energy to creep into my hand and to travel up my arm. I was transfixed as the sensation move through me. I knew I should be scared, running for the hills the minute I felt the warmth, but I couldn't find the strength to turn away.
The darkness inside of me flared. I felt it spread as it seemed to feed on the warmth the stone was generating. A pulsing sensation started to come from the stone, becoming stronger, faster until my body started shaking with the intensity. My eyes stayed locked on the obsidian in front of me, seeming to fall into the endless pure black like an abyss. It was calling to me, welcoming me.
�Star! Are you done yet?�
My head snapped up and with an audible crack I flew backwards as the last of the warmth rammed into me. My head hit the gravestone behind me. Dazed, I raised my hand to my head only to come up short as I saw a silvery sheen. I peered closer and saw a long slash down the center of my palm. The moonlight turned the crimson flow silver, making it beautiful in its grotesqueness.
I turned at the sound of leaves crunching as Rose stomped forward, Brandon was swiftly behind her. �Did you hear me? What are you doing?�
�I touched it.� I sighed out. I didn't feel right. Something was wrong, but I couldn't function enough to figure out what.
She looked at me, frowning, then looked back at the stone. Her eyes widened and she took a step back. �What happened?�
She sounded shocked. Some part of me seemed to care about her tone so I slowly turned my head and followed her gaze. The headstone was still there, but barely. It was like three hundred years had passed in the minutes that I had touched it. Where once there was nothing but smooth obsidian, now there was a crumbled mass between gray spears where time hadn't touched yet. I frowned. That wasn't right either. �I think we should go��
�What are you kids doing? Get out of here!� I jerked up at the sound of the enraged voice. Rose and Brandon quickly grabbed me, half-dragging me toward the boundary line.
�Shit!� Rose screeched, pulling on me roughly.
�Who is that?� My breath started to come faster, fogging up the space in front of us.
�That's the groundskeeper. He keeps people like us away.� Brandon huffed beside me.
�I thought we were allowed to go?�
�No one's allowed to go, Star. That's what makes it so much fun. You've got to touch the stone before you're caught and he runs you off.� Under Rose's agitation there was a hint of excitement. I guess she would enjoy practically breaking the law.
�What have you done?� The enraged yell seemed to follow us as we made our way into the woods. The farther we got from the clearing the more like myself I felt. I shrugged out of Rose and Brandon's hold and ran along beside them, clenching my hand to my chest.
�Holy shit!� Rose panted as she leaned against the door frame to my room. �I swore he was about to chase after us!� Her laughter formed between her panting. She was thrilled. Brandon sat down on the floor, breathing heavily. She flopped down into his lap, a smile lighting up her face.
I sank wearily to the floor, completely worn out. �I can't believe I actually listened to you guys. We could have gotten in so much trouble.�
�Well it's worth it. You're one of us now.� Rose said with a shrug, her smile still firmly in place. I wasn't so sure I wanted to be one of them anymore.
I opened my hand and looked at my palm. The bleeding had almost stopped, leaving nothing but a small trickle. The blood had dried on my hand and the trails that ran down my arm. I grimaced. I definitely needed a shower. I sighed and leaned my head back.
�I still can't believe you did it, though. I thought for sure that you'd run off screaming ten feet into the woods, but you actually freaking manned up! Andrei's going to be so pissed he missed this!� She was practically bouncing now. God I wasn't feeling good.
�Yeah, well I'm sure he'll hear about it soon anyways. You look too excited to hold back.� I rubbed my head where a headache was forming. �Look, I'm all happy it's done and everything, but I'm not feeling well. Can you guys leave now? I just want to go to bed.�
She frowned at me. Brandon looked like he was half-asleep on the floor but he perked up a little bit. �You okay Star?� he asked, concern crossing his face.
�Yeah, I'll be fine. Just tired.� I got up and walked with them to the door. �I'll see you guys on Monday.�
They looked at me for a moment. Rose's excitement had died down some, but she was still bubbly. �Yeah, we'll see you.� I waved as they walked away and closed the door behind them.
My head started swirling as I walked to my room, kicking off my shoes in the process. I started swaying drastically. It was like the pulsing from the stone was rampaging in my head, throwing off my equilibrium and thought processes. I stumbled toward my bed and fell face down to it. Within seconds I was gone to the world.

Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Monday rolled around faster than I liked it too. I ended up sleeping through most of Sunday, only getting up to eat or use the bathroom. The weirdness I felt had slowly gone away, leaving me feeling relatively normal.
I pulled into the parking lot and raced inside, hurrying to class. I was late, again. I threw open the doors to my history class only to skid to a stop. Jessica Rabbit was standing behind the desk.
She wasn't the actual Jessica Rabbit, but I bet she could pass for a damn good imitation. I felt myself blush as her large green eyes locked onto me. Her body was what every little boy dreamed of in a woman. Curves in all the right places and then some. Her stilettos made her stand over me, though I had a feeling that if she was barefoot we'd be the same height. She wore a simple yet elegant dove gray skirt suit. The skirt hugged her generous hips all the way up to her miniscule waist. The jacket fit to perfection, highlighting her large breasts. Flaming red hair fell in waves down her back. I had no idea what she was doing here but she sure as hell didn't belong in a school. Especially this school.
�You're late.� She snapped out, her anger seemed to enhance her symmetrical, dainty features.
�Yeah, sorry.� I was still standing in the doorway, just staring at her.
�Apologies don't work in my classroom. Come forward and inform the class as to why you are late, and why what you were doing was so important that we had to hold up class.�
I frowned at her and looked out to the other students. Every male in the class was practically drooling over her. I couldn't blame them. The females, on the other hand, were looking at her like she was the second coming of Jesus. I shook my head and stepped forward.
�Okay, Mrs.��
�Miss Beckingdale.�
�Miss Beckingdale. I overslept. Sorry.� I could feel my anger rising along with the darkness. It seemed to be stronger for some reason. Maybe it just didn't like Jessica Rabbit look-a-likes. I clenched my jaw and turned toward my seat.
�We're not finished yet.� Her voice stopped me short. I breathed slowly, deeply, but the darkness seemed to rise faster than I'd ever felt it. My hands started to shake as I struggled for control. I was starting to panic, it had never came back that fast.
My base emotion was quickly becoming over ridden as the darkness pushed forth, bringing the energy with it. I winced as it lashed across me. Through me.
I turned around slowly and faced her. The anger on her face started to slowly leave, replaced by curiosity. �As far as I'm concerned, we're done here.�
�Well, luckily for me I am the substitute until Mr. Ridgewood returns. That means that I am in charge and you have to listen to me.�
�I don't care who you are. I don't have to stand here and listen to this��
�Star, don't.� I snapped my attention over to Gabe. He looked at me pleadingly even though his confusion showed through.
�Yes, listen to your friend. And since he had the nerve to speak up without being spoken to, he can come up here, and join us in our little discussion.�
The shaking had moved up my hands into my arms, slowly working its way toward my chest. I knew this wasn't right, even for me, but I couldn't hold on. I wasn't able to hinder the progress.
I had to do something, had to escape. �How about not?� I practically growled at her as Gabe made his way to the front. I cast him a quick glance as I turned on my heel and headed for the door. I'd had enough of this shit.
I broke free of the classroom only to be jerked back. I snapped around, glaring at the hand that grabbed onto me. The grip was painful, cutting into my arm.
�Listen here Miss��
I jerked my arm out of her grasp. She was stronger than she looked. I clenched my jaw and turned around again. I was at the breaking point and I didn't know why. As the energy coursed through me I stared deeply into her eyes. I couldn't hold out much longer.
�No, you can't be�� her eyes widened and a small smile appeared on her face. Her distraction was what I needed to escape. I started running, hell bent on getting out of there. Maybe if I was fast enough I could escape the darkness too.
I slammed the door as I got home, not caring who would hear. I thought about everything that happened, but none of it made sense. Things had always been bad, but there had always been a lead up. It never hit me this fast before, almost like it had a fury all its own.
�Starlette.� The edge to my mother's voice made me stop my fidgeting. I turned toward her. I knew I must have looked like I felt, raw and panicked.
�You're principal called. Feel like telling me why you skipped school and attacked a teacher?�
�What? I didn't attack anyone!� I took an automatic step forward. Where the hell had she gotten that at? If anything Ms. Beckingdale grabbing me could be considered assault.
�Well you obviously skipped school because here you are! What in the world were you thinking? Haven't we taught you the value of education? I don't know what has gotten into you!�
I started laughing. It just came out of nowhere, startling me as much as it did her. �Well that makes two of us. When you uncover that great mystery, please let me know.� The bite in my words should have shocked me, made me feel something, but I was beyond anything at that point. All I knew was that I had to be alone for a while until the darkness passed. I couldn't stand it if someone else got hurt.
I shoved past her and stomped to my door. Her voice was like the sound of buzzing insects, lost in the myriad thoughts of my own mind. I was losing it. This had to be the final break.
I slammed the door and went downstairs, locking it behind me. My hand twisted my hair around and around and around. I couldn't seem to stop the motion, my agitation breaking out into a physical manifestation. Damaging my hair seemed like a better prospect than hurting those around me. The images were back, playing in my mind like an all-time matinee, and the reel on loop showing the grisly scenes over and over again. I tried to stop it, to shove it to the back of my mind like always, but they refused to be moved. I sank down onto the floor, my head in my hands.
�What the fuck is your problem!� I didn't even look up as I heard my father's shout. I couldn't face him, or any of them.
�Just go away, please.� I muttered. I squeezed my head, trying to force the images to stop. I shut my eyes, but the images only became more vivid, more intense.
�I am not going away! You are not going to just storm off and get out of this!� He yanked me to my feet, the pressure of his hands biting into my arms. I relished in it. Pain meant that it was real, all of it. It was something physical I could hold onto while everything else seemed like a dream, separate from what had been my reality.
He shook me. I was so consumed with my own mind that I didn't realize he had been yelling the entire time. My father, who was always lighthearted and never serious, was staring at me like a condemning highlander. Ready to strike down on all those who hurt his family. The darkness was rolling inside of me, a storm cloud full of electricity. There was so much darkness, I almost expected lightning to shoot from me.
I remained silent as he laid into me. There was nothing he could say that I hadn't already thought myself. I've thought much worse.
�That's it, isn't it? You're trying to punish us for this move! You've turned into nothing but a spoiled, selfish pyro!� Tears began streaming down my face. I didn't wipe them away, even though his words sliced through me. They were a direct jab at Becca. Becca�
�I don't care what we have to do! You will get over this shit, do you understand me?�
I started laughing. I couldn't help it. There was too much inside me, too much emotions, and too much darkness. I had to release the pressure. His face reddened until I thought he'd have a stroke.
He released me quickly. I kept laughing, while the tears kept streaming down my face, looking into his enraged eyes the entire time. His hand drew back and he slapped me full force across the face. My head whipped to the side with his blow, the momentum causing my body to follow until I was nothing but a heap on the floor. I looked up at him through the tangled mess of my hair, blood streaming from the corner of my mouth. I'd stopped laughing. A small piece of me seemed to shrivel up and die at that moment.
His face was pale and I thought he'd be sick. I stood up, flinching as he reached out to me. He backed away, slowly shaking his head like he couldn't believe what he did. I pushed my hair out of my face and wiped the blood from my mouth. The hit had finally ceased the images in my mind, but it caused the darkness to rise up along with the rage.
�Baby girl� I'm� my God.� He shook his head. It was a nice try. I've learned that no matter how much you shake your head, or wished what you did hadn't happened, that it would never go away.
�I'm leaving now.� I stated simply. I would have been shocked at how level my tone was, but I couldn't feel anything besides the darkness. It was almost a relief.
�No, you don't have to��
I just looked at him and he stopped talking. I could feel my eyes changing, and by the look on his face he must have noticed it too. �Yes, I do have too. Don't worry about me,��I smiled bitterly, �I'll be home when I'm home.� I turned around and ignored his useless ramblings, leaving them behind.

Chapter Thirty
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I drove endlessly with the darkness leading the way. I was on autopilot. I was surprised I didn't crash as I found myself in front of The Nook. I looked at my phone and was shocked to see that school would be out by now. I didn't know why my body automatically brought me to Rose and Mary Beth. Maybe my subconscious knew something I didn't.
I got out and walked into the store. The familiar scent of caffeine and books embraced me, calming some of my madness. Mary Beth was behind the counter and looked over at me with worried eyes.
�Hey, Mary Beth.� I greeted weakly as I walked over.
She peered at my face, her eyebrows drawing closer together. �Hello, dearie. What happened to your face?�
I placed my hand against my cheek, wincing at the tenderness. �Nothing, just a little accident.�
She didn't look convinced but dropped the subject. �You want your usual?�
�Yeah, that'll be��
�Rose should be coming down in a minute to help out. If you want I can see if Michael will stay later so you two can talk.�
�No, that won't be��
�I know how you girls get. Always wanting to gossip and such. I remember when I was��
�Mary Beth!� Her shock mirrored my own. This was the first time I ever yelled at her. Guilt consumed me, mixing in with the darkness. �Sorry. I was saying that that won't be necessary. I would just like to sit by myself for a while, okay?�
Something in my face must have told her to leave it alone. She nodded and finished making my coffee. She was unusually quiet as she handed it to me.
�Thanks. I really am sorry.�
She just nodded and turned away. I hoped that I didn't do any lasting damage. She was already frail the way it was, mentally at least. I sighed and went to a corner table, trying to hide within the store.
I stared down at my coffee, letting my mind empty for once as I looked internally to the darkness. It seemed to speak to me, begging me to let it loose. It wanted, needed something, but I didn't know what. I turned my mind away and looked out the window right as Andrei walked passed. I froze as I watched him, my heart beating heavily in my chest.
He stopped outside the window, and the look he sent me seemed to freeze me in place. It was cold, almost frigid in its intensity. There was no warmth in his gaze, no heat, none of the fire that I had become so used to seeing. He was the polar opposite, like instead of looking at someone he almost kissed, he was looking at the enemy.
Another piece of me died in that moment. I was slowly losing myself, losing everything that mattered to me. I was becoming lost within the darkness. Would anyone even care? Or would they just lock me up in some asylum, away from the world, a best forgotten memory.
I looked away from those chilling eyes that used to hold me captive so easily. I watched as his shadow passed by and didn't look up as I heard the store's door open. He said all he needed to in that one look. I didn't know why he changed, but in that moment I didn't think it would matter. He wasn't the only one who had changed.
�What did you do?� I looked up into Rose's enraged eyes. Looks like I was going to lose everyone today.
�Nothing. I did nothing.�
She crossed her arms, her eyes staring daggers into me. �You sure in the hell did something! I haven't seen Mom this quiet in years! All she told me was that you were here then walked away. What the fuck, Star?�
�Look, I already said sorry to your Mom, okay? I didn't mean to snap on her. I was just tired of not being able to get a word in.� I shot back. Her anger was no match for mine.
�You know how she is! You should have just nodded and walked away after she was done rambling! Do you know what you could have done?� Her emerald eyes were lit up like green fire. At that point I knew that she wasn't just angry, she was furious and scared.
I shot out of the chair and stood toe to toe with her. I wouldn't be cowed down by her. I'd had enough of people's shit for one day and didn't need anything else from her. �Yes, I know fully well what I could have done,��a bitter laugh escaped me as I thought about what could have happened if the darkness broke loose, �you, on the other hand, have no fucking idea. Just stay away from me, Rose. All of you should just stay away.�
I moved past her, knocking her out of the way with my shoulder.
�What happened to your face, Star? Your parents finally get tired of your shit?�
I froze and turned to look back at her. �Yes, actually, that's exactly what happened.� The shock that crossed her face was almost priceless. She wasn't expecting to be right.
�God, Star. I'm so��
�Don't. Just don't, okay?� I turned and walked away, leaving her to stare after me.
I almost made it to the door when Andrei stepped in front of me. God, why now?
�Did they really hit you?� he asked. There wasn't any concern in his voice, no compassion. It was empty, and flat.
I shot a glare at him. Even though his face didn't show any warmth to me, I was still attracted to him. For a moment I was tempted to throw myself into his arms and sob while he held me. But he wouldn't hold me. I knew that. �What does it matter to you?�
He looked at me for a moment, then seemed to shake himself out of his thoughts. He flashed a cruel smile my way and stepped back. �Yeah, it doesn't matter.� That simple statement seemed to pierce through me to my very core. I rushed passed him and out into the chilly afternoon before the first tear fell.
* * *
I was aimlessly driving again when my phone rang. I grabbed it from the passenger seat and answered without looking to see who it was.
�Yeah.�
�Starlette?� I cringed. It was James.
�Yeah, it's me. What's up?�
�You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.� There was a no nonsense quality to his voice. Mom must have called. Great.
�Look, today is really not a good day.�
�All the more reason for you to come in.�
I rolled my eyes as I weaved effortlessly down side streets. �No, it's not. It's more like �you wouldn't want me to yell at you��kind of things.�
�If you yell, that's fine. We're supposed to be working on your emotions anyways. That's what this is all about, helping you work through your feelings.�
�Well I'm pretty sure I know what my feelings are, so no need.�
�Be here in five minutes or I'll come looking for you.�
I stared at my phone as he hung up. He couldn't be serious. Well, he probably was. I threw my phone back onto the seat and turned around. Looks like there was another stop today. Why not just ruin everything in one fell swoop?
I stormed past the receptionist again. She barely spared me a glance. I slammed the door behind me and fell down into my chair. �Well, I'm here. Now what?�
He looked up at me, and for once he wasn't working on his laptop. �We're going to finish today.�
I narrowed my eyes. �Seriously? This last session and that's it?� This was too easy.
He laughed and eased back in his chair. �No, not with the sessions. Rather we're going to finish talking about Becca today.�
My heart stopped. Over the past few months we've been talking about my emotions and how I've felt about everything. I thought he had let go of talking about Becca. Apparently, I was wrong.
�What do you mean? I already told you everything. How we became enemies, how I came to be here.� I shrugged, forcing my body to relax. The darkness was like background music to me now. The pulsing energy almost like a lullaby. I didn't know whether or not it was a good thing that it was completely merging with me. Or maybe I was merging with it.
�True, you've told me all of that, but you never actually told me what happened that day. Why you were almost arrested.�
I shifted in my seat. �Why does it matter to you anyways?�
�Because it's my job and I'm one of the people that actually care about you.�
I laughed at that. Care. Yeah, sure they do. �Whatever. I think I'm done with everyone�s�care.�
�Is that what happened to your face? Someone caring a little too much?�
�What the fuck is with everyone today? This is my face, my life, and my problems. Everyone just needs to keep their fucking noses out of it.� The darkness rose, beckoning to consume me. I went to it willingly.
He stared at me while I felt the change within me. I didn't want to hurt anymore. I was so tired of being scared. If the darkness wanted me so badly then it could have me.
�Star� what happened to Becca?�
I sat up straight and smiled. Embracing the darkness was almost freeing. �Do you know what today is?� My question caught him off guard, startling him out of his serious demeanor.
�Yes, it's the second of November.�
�That's right.� I nodded and smiled brighter. �And what happens on the third of November?�
�I don't know Star, what happens?�
�I turn eighteen. And do you know how I'm going to celebrate that?�
His frown deepened as he leaned forward. �Star, you don't want to do anything you'd end��
�Oh just for once shut up! All you do is sit there and make me face things that are better left forgotten! But do you listen to me? No! You think this is helping, well it's not! It's getting worse! All of it is fucking getting worse and I'm tempted, oh so tempted, to give into the darkness you have no��
�Darkness? Star, what are��
�What am I talking about?� I stood up and started laughing again. This wasn't regular laughter, nothing about this was funny. �See, all this time you haven't been listening. None of you do. You want to know what happened to Becca. Everyone wants to know what happened to Becca.� I was becoming manic now, talking faster and faster. My heart beat erratically against my ribs, almost painfully.
�I have been listening, Star! But apparently you haven't been telling me everything! How am I supposed to help��
�That's just it. You can't help. None of you can help me.� Tears started to form in my eyes. I willed them back, welcoming the burn that it created. �You want to know what happened to Becca? Sure, I'll tell you.� I sat back down in my chair and brought my knees up to my chest, holding them to me as I rested my head against them.
He looked startled, the abrupt change in my mood setting him on edge. At least I wasn't the only one.
�It was a couple of months after my seventeenth birthday. We were all in the cafeteria at school. I was sitting by myself, of course, and Becca was holding court three tables down from me. They were all laughing, talking about me. They made sure I could hear them.
�I tried my best to ignore them, but my rage kept growing, the darkness that went with it consumed me. All I could think about was how much Becca's viciousness spread like a fire, consuming everything in its path. How, for once, I wished she would get burned the same way she'd burned everyone else. Including me.
�I guess I must have been muttering, because a guy sitting at the end of the table heard me. I don't remember his name or even what he looked like. Next thing you know, there was screaming. God awful screaming that seemed to echo throughout the cafeteria. More people screamed and panic ensued.
�All I could hear was the screaming. I couldn't see anything through the smoke and had to leave the room because I started gagging on one of the most horrible scents I've ever smelled. I knew the smell of burnt hair, but I didn't know the second scent.
�People started running outside in an uproar. All of a sudden I heard, 'it was her! Star did it!' and I was confused. I hadn't done anything, but everyone was now turning to me, pointing at me. It wasn't until later as I was being questioned in the police station that I learned that Becca had somehow caught on fire. Ninety percent of her body was burned. Third degree. I guess the boy who overheard me had pointed me out when everybody was outside. They blamed me, condemned me. It didn't matter what I said or who I pleaded with, they wouldn't listen to me.�
I looked up into James�s eyes and didn't see any judging there. His was compassionate, reading behind my words to the pain that was deeply hidden. �That's what happened to Becca. That's why I'm here.� I stood up to leave.
�You do know that it wasn't your fault, right?�
I sent a self-condemning smile his way. �It's funny that you think that. I thought that for a long time, but now I know the truth.�
I turned away, trying to ignore his words. �What do you mean by that? Star, just wait��
I turned toward him one last time as my hand rested on the door handle. �I forgot to finish what I was saying earlier. Tomorrow�s November third. My eighteenth birthday. Goodbye, James. I won't be seeing you again.�

Chapter Thirty-One
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I stepped out of the office, a sense of freedom filling me. I started to smile, but it dropped quickly. Was fate trying to shit on me or something? Because it was working.
�Well look what we have here. I always knew there was something wrong with you. Turns out I was right.� Jenni stood on the bottom of the steps. Her blonde hair glowing in the late evening light, her blue eyes crinkling. She was enjoying this
�Well yay for you. Do I need to throw confetti or something? Just let me know next time so I'm more prepared.� I shrugged, as if her seeing me at a shrinks office was nothing out of the ordinary. �What are you doing here anyways?�
�Well, we,� she paused and glanced pointedly over her shoulder, �were bringing Mr. Morrison his dinner. He said he had to work late on something. I guess we know what that is now. Don't we, Gabe?� I froze. I knew there was a possibility that I'd end up seeing Gabe here, but at that moment the possibility seemed so small. It was my last day, the last chance.
I swallowed hard as I looked into his eyes. He was confused, and I didn't have the heart to tell him that I was one of his father's patients. Jenni took care of that for me.
�Look, baby. Just another crazy coming to see your father. I guess he can't save them all, can he?�
He cut his eyes to her and what she saw made the maliciousness in her face fall. �I've had enough, Jenni.� He turned his eyes back to me as he stepped away from her. I could almost feel their relationship going up in flames. �You okay, Star?�
I nodded my head, unable to speak past the lump in my throat. The compassion and concern in his eyes almost made me cave. I knew without a doubt that if I went to him, right now, that he'd open his arms and never let me go.
I bit back the tears that started to choke me. I couldn't do it. Not to Gabe. He deserved more than I could ever offer, even if he was the type of guy I should be with. Andrei's face flashed in my mind, but I shoved it roughly away. There was no one for me. There could never be.
�I'm fine.� I said softly. I moved down the stairs and gave him a pathetic excuse for a smile. Jenni was staring between the two of us, her eyes narrowed in thought. She must have known that he would have caught on to how much of a bitch she was eventually. I knew that no matter the cause that I would be the one the backlash fell on. Now she had ample ammunition.
I got into my car right as she was trying to patch things up with him. From the tone of his voice and how rigid he was standing, I knew it was hopeless. His body language spoke volumes.
I sped off, done with the day. I didn't have anywhere else to go except for home. It wasn't a lovely thought and I dreaded walking into that house every minute of the drive there.
* * *
It was silent, almost eerily silent. No one barged out of doorways as I slowly walked in. There wasn't any yelling, any screaming. Nothing. I walked around, listening. Still, there was nothing. I peeked into the garage and saw that Dad's car was gone. Mom's was still there, but that didn't mean that they didn't ride together. I breathed out a sigh of relief as I made it to my room.
I undressed and stepped into the scolding hot shower, letting the pain of it beat against my already worn body. I sank slowly down onto the tub floor, drew my knees up to my chest, and finally let myself cry.

Chapter Thirty-Two
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I woke up to the feeling of cool fingers lightly stoking my face. I cracked my eyes open. Mom was sitting on the bed, silently sobbing. She looked tired and had aged in the past couple of months. I never noticed the small lines that lined her eye�s until this moment. The early morning sun caught on gray that was strewn throughout her strawberry blonde hair.
�Mom, what are you doing?�
Her hand automatically retracted from my face. I missed its presence. She wiped her eyes hastily and turned a smile my way. �Nothing. Just came down to wish you a happy birthday and give you your present.�
I sat up slowly in the bed, keeping my eyes on her. �Thanks, I guess.� I looked over at the clock and noticed it was barely six in the morning. I didn't know how long she'd been here.
�It's a big day today. You're finally an adult.�
�Yes, I'm sure you and Dad are ecstatic. Now you can legally kick me out.�
Her eyes widened in horror. �No, no Star. We'd never do that.�
A chuckle erupted from me. �Sure you wouldn't.� I leaned back against my headboard and drew my knees up. �Alright, so what's the present?�
She reached beside her and handed out a small black box. �Here. It has been in our family for generations. Every female in our line gets it on the day of her eighteenth birthday.�
I took it from her and switched it from hand to hand. �So, what, is it tradition?� There it was. That word again. I hoped this tradition would be a hell of a lot better than the graveyard. A chill raced through me at that thought, while the darkness seemed to grow from it. Figures my darkness would like the graveyard.
�Basically. Go on, open it.� She looked excited and I didn't want to ruin it for her. There'd be time for that later.
My breath caught as I opened the box. It was beautiful. Antique silver gleamed in the early morning light. The amulet was oval, almost the shape and width of an egg. There was beautiful detail work all around a blood red stone that sat heavily in the middle. As I moved the amulet to get a better look, the stone caught the sun, sending red light reflecting throughout the room.
�Wow.� I whispered. My eyes caught on the stones center. I'd never seen anything that looked so delicate yet fierce.
�Yes, it is beautiful, isn't it?� she reached out to take it. I jerked my hand back and glared at her. She backed up at the look in my eyes. �It's okay, Star. I just wanted to put the ribbon on it so you can wear it.� She held up her hand, showing me where a piece of black ribbon hung from her fingers. I blew out a breath and handed it wearily over to her, not taking my eyes off of her for a second.
It was weird. I had this fierce urge to protect it, to keep it safe. Even though I knew my mother had it before me, I didn't like the thought of anyone touching it.
�The women in our family are very special.� Mom started while working the ribbon onto the amulet. �We're never alike personably and never look alike except for the eyes. We all have the same violet eyes.� She smiled up at me. I kept watching her hands. �Some people say that we have certain �gifts�. This amulet seems to have a strange effect on our family. Makes us calmer, keeps us safe.�
She looked pointedly at me. I knew I was supposed to be piecing the puzzle together, but I was consumed by thoughts of the amulet. I needed it back. Now. �You must always wear this, Starlette. Never take it off, even for a moment. You're stronger than the rest of us and I think I did more harm than good by keeping this from you for so long.�
�I can't keep it on all the time, Mom. Swim class instead of regular gym, remember?� I held out my hand and greedily snatched it back, moving the ribbon around my neck and tying it in a small knot.
�Yes, I guess not. Just don't keep it off for longer than needed, okay?� she was looking at me with such an intensity that I stopped ignoring her words. This was important to her and I had no idea why.
�Mom, why does it matter so much?� I felt like I was on the brink of something, but I didn't know what.
She thought for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision. �Star, there's something I��
�Knock, knock birthday girl!� I looked up at the sound of Brandon's voice. He was standing in the doorway, a half smile on his face and a temperamental Rose behind him. She wasn't smiling. She didn't look like she wanted to be there at all.
�Hey guys.�
�I'll talk to you about it later.� Mom said with a soft smile right before she walked out of the room.

��So are you ready for your big day?�
I shook my head and scooted over to make room for them. �It's just another day, right?�
�Oh yeah, becoming legally responsible for yourself is totally no big deal.� She rolled her eyes at me as Brandon forced her to sit down. This was becoming a great morning.
�Whatever. Thanks for stopping by.�
�Of course we stopped by, what are friends for? Right Rose?� She remained stubbornly silent, staring holes into my wall. �Right?� he asked again, his voice sharper this time. She sent a baleful look his way.
�Yeah, sure. Friends.�
�Well, this is all rather fascinating, but don't we have school today?� I rose from the bed, hoping I could get them out fast without damaging anything.
�Yup, we do. But we wanted to take you out tonight.�
�What? To McDonald's or something?� I dug through my closet, looking for anything that was clean and weather appropriate.
�No, you idiot. We have more here than coffee and fast food.�
�Rose! Would you just��
�It's all good, Brandon. Don't waste your breath.� I shrugged and moved toward the bathroom, clothes in hand. �So you guys want to go out? Fine. We'll go. But this is the last time I'm doing crap like this.�
�Crap like what? Hanging with your friends? Yes, I can tell that being a massive bitch has taken over your schedule.�
�Like you're the one to talk!�
�At least when I make friends, I don't stab them in the back!�
�What the fuck are you talking about?�
�Girls, let�s just��
�Shut up Brandon!� Rose and I shouted at the same time. We glared him into silence. He held his hands up and backed away, looking toward the ground. I threw my clothes onto the bed and faced Rose.
�What is your issue, Rose?� I demanded, in no mood for any of her games.
�You know damn well what I'm talking about! When were you going to tell me?�
�Tell you what? Everyone apparently knows something except for me! What the fuck do you guys want?� I was beyond lost. Mom kept hinting at things. Andrei said he knows �what� I am, and the new teacher apparently knew something too. Now Rose. Everyone but me. I wondered how many people had been lying to me about things.
�Did you ever find the journal?� I looked at her for a moment, confused.
�Yeah. How did you know about that?�
�Have you read it yet?� she was getting nervous now. My confusion grew.
�Some, but there wasn't anything useful in it. Just stuff about nature and 'being one with the light'. Shit like that. I think it�s some sort of religious book or something.�
She rolled her eyes and stormed toward the door. �You're coming out with us tonight. You'll want to finish that journal.� I watched as she walked away. A migraine began to form as everything she said pounded through my head. It didn't make any sense. What did a bunch of trees have to do with anything?
I sank onto the bed and put my hand in my head. I felt the bed shift as Brandon sat down next to me.
�Happy Birthday to me, right?�
He wrapped his arm around me and held me in silence until it was time to get ready for school. At least I didn't have to worry about Brandon ever abandoning me. I doubt anything I ever said could chase away his friendship.

Chapter Thirty-Three
[image: ]

I sat in my car, staring at the school while biting my nails. This sucked. Why do birthdays have to fall on school days? The darkness was just waiting in the back of my mind, watching. I reached up and rubbed my fingers along the shape of the amulet. The smooth facets and coolness of the silver comforted me, easing the energy within. I took a deep breath and stepped out of the car. This would be a long day and I knew Jenni had to be up to something. She wouldn't take yesterday with a grain of sand.
�Ah, Miss McKinley. So nice of you to show up on time today.� I threw a look toward Ms. Beckingdale. She still looked as gorgeous as she did yesterday, so I hadn't imagined it. It looked like I didn't imagine her hatred of me either. Great.
�What can I say? I aim to please.� Her eyes narrowed. She waved me to my seat and watched me the whole way. I sat down behind Gabe and tried my best to ignore him. I'd already decided that I would never be good for him. With Jenni being the hag that she was, I didn't want to step into any more trouble than I already was.
�Happy Birthday.� I was tempted to look up at him, oh so tempted. I bit my lip and stared down at the desk, gripping the edges so hard that my knuckles turned white. �Hey, are you mad at me?� No, I'm not mad at you, I'm just not a good person. It's best if you just stay away from me. �I'm sorry about the other day. I didn't know Jenni was such a bitch.� Kind of hard not to notice when you're on the receiving end of it. �I broke up with her. I thought you'd like to know that.�
I held my breath as my anxiety started increasing. My hand shot up, interrupting Ms. Beckingdale's lecture.
�Is there something else you wanted to add to our discussion, Miss McKinley?�
I was starting to feel sick. The darkness for once was staying put, but it felt like something else was starting to take over. �May I go to the Nurse?� I asked in a rush, already rising from my seat and grabbing my things.
�No, you may no��
I stormed passed her, the door swinging shut behind me.
�Star!� I turned to see Gabe following me. I shook my head at him and kept going. My pace picking up until I was practically running. �Star! Stop!�
I made it to my car and was fumbling with the handle when I felt his body ram into me. �Jesus H!� I grabbed his shoulders, the momentum almost knocking me to the ground. Breathless, I looked up into his amber eyes.
�Why do you keep running away from me?�
I shook my head and tried to get out of his grip. �I'm not running away from you. I'm running away from everyone.�
�Star, you don't have to. Why won't you tell me what's going on? I'd help you if you'd let me. I'd be anything for you, if you'd let me.� He brushed my hair away from my face. The darkness tried to rise, but the sick feeling within me increased. Pushing through the waves of darkness that we're rising up.
�Look, I appreciate that, but we can't��
�Why can't we? You must know how I feel about you. Star, I�� I felt weak against him. I didn't want this. Andrei's face kept popping up. Gabe leaned down and rested his warm lips upon mine. All I could think about was how it was supposed to be Andrei. This was wrong. Totally and completely wrong.
I jerked away from him, his hand catching on the amulet, ripping the ribbon from my neck. As it broke loose, so did the darkness. I reached back and slapped Gabe as hard as I could. The darkness following my hands point of contact as the clinking sound of the amulet hitting pavement reverberated through my mind.
�Don't fucking touch me!� I screamed as I watched the darkness surround him, lifting him and finally throwing him into another car. He sat there, stunned. I felt my eyes turn quickly from violet to pure, liquid silver. There seemed to be a pulse in the center of my chest. With each pulse of energy, time seemed to slow. I could almost hear the energy and the darkness building within me. I closed my eyes. I was tired, so tired of all of this. I didn't want this. It wasn't me. I didn't want to fight anymore.
�I give up.� I whispered as my knees gave out on me sending me falling to the pavement. My palms scraped against the course grit of dirt, imbedding in my hands. There was a pause, and with one final pulse all hell released.
I screamed up into the sky. It felt like someone had shattered me. Pain pierced every aspect of my body. Tears streamed down my face, mixing in small puddles with the blood that began seeping from my palm.
The sky darkened and lightning flashed in the distance. The ground shook with the toll of thunder as everything within me released, whipping out around me like a thousand whips, effecting everything. Gabe's look of horror spurted me into action. I ran.

Chapter Thirty-Four
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The trees whipped by my face in a sporadic blur. The greens and browns were muted in the storms darkening wrath. My lungs were on fire but I didn't stop. I couldn't stop. I had to escape, yet I knew that no matter how far or fast I ran, I could never escape this. It was me, this storm was me. It always was.
I found myself running through the back door of my basement. My haven. The storm continued to rage outside as I stood dripping wet, shivering within the safety of my home.
I paced the floor, tears streaming down my face, my mind racing a million miles a minute. It was me. It had always been me. Every incident, every accident. Everything was my fault. I caused it. I had caused all of it. The darkness that I had become so used to was consuming me, turning me. I felt like screaming. I felt like curling up upon myself and holding on until I didn't feel like I was going to shatter anymore. I didn't understand this, any of this.
I had read the journal, but it was all impossible. Nothing Sarah had written about seemed even remotely similar to what I was going through. She made it sound so beautiful, so fulfilling. Whatever had a hold of me, was inside of me, was none of those things. There had to be more. There had to be something I was missing.
I fumbled helplessly with the journal. Ripping a page in my haste to get to the end, to see what was left. I held it in my trembling hands. My entire body was shaking. I felt like I was going to fall apart.
The Year of our Goddess, 1691
The Prophecy, as told by our Goddess's favorite.
'A child will come to pass,
One who's beauty and strength will rival those of the bloodlines.
One who's strength and courage will be that of many men.
She will be his release,
And she will be his demise.
Through sunrise and sunset, she will be tested.
If she embraces that which resides in her, she will be the savior of all of us.
If she denies that which resides within her, she will condemn us all.'
I knew this day would come. The Prophecy has been passed down through the line of Priestesses before me.
A warning of the child to come.
A child that within her lies the blood of the most powerful witches and warlocks of history.
A burden that she will have to carry alone.
I had hoped that The Prophecy would not come to pass with myself as a witness. I had prayed to the Goddess that my daughter, and those that come through the ages, would be spared.
I prayed, Goddess, how I prayed, but I was never answered.
So here I sit, heavy with child, knowing that I will never be able to hold her in my arms. I will never be able to watch her grow, see her accomplishments and failures. I will never be able to see her fall in love, and watch as that love becomes another child.
Though the Goddess refused my reverent wish, I was given a respite. I have seen the future. I have seen where The Prophecy will conclude. I have seen you, Starlette.
I re-read the passage, my frantic mind grasping at some connection to what was happening. I felt light headed at the knowledge that she knew. This past ancestor of mine knew what was happening to me. What was destroying me? I didn't care if it sounded insane. Everything about my life was insane, what was one more.
It will all end with you, my dear child.
I cannot express how sorrowful it makes me feel to know that one of my family will be burdened with this.
But I take heart in the knowledge that you have the strength within you to succeed.
And you need to succeed, Starlette. There is no other option.
The Prophecy has been foretold, and you will be the key to all of it.
A power will rise again. One that will have the capabilities to destroy humanity. Putting brother against brother and creating a war that will be unlike any the world has ever seen.
You, my dear child, are the only one who will be able to stop him.
You, Starlette, will be the only one amongst the God's and Goddesses' children who has the power to finally end what had been started years ago.
It must end, Starlette. There is no other option.
This book has all the secrets of our bloodlines, and those of my husbands. Within it you have found the knowledge needed to control the raging power within you. The ability to harness it.
You are not going losing your sanity, my dear one. You have a mass of power within you. It grows every day, preparing for the moment in time when you will face your enemy. It has taken control of the emotions most susceptible to power. Lust and anger.
You must embrace your power and look to those who can help you master it. If you do not, the turmoil within will only grow heavier, more all-consuming.
I never wanted this for you. I never wanted this for anyone, but my time in this tale is over, so I pray that this book has been enough to help you. Enough to guide you.
You must prepare. The war will be here soon, if it hasn't come already.
Embrace your power Starlette, I beg of you. You must embrace the darkness, or all will be lost.
With everything, there is always Love.
Sarah
I sat in stunned disbelief, reading over and over those haunting words. My breathing increased with my rising panic. I had read the book. I had memorized passages, knew segments as well as if I had written it myself, but I still didn't understand. I didn't want this. I just wanted it to go away. My mind kept screaming at me that it wasn't real, that I was just bi-polar like the doctors kept telling me. Maybe it was just a figment of my overactive imagination. But still, through all the doubts, the insanity of my situation, my heart knew the truth. As crazy as it was, I was the key. The book fell lifelessly from my fingertips. I ran my hands through my hair, gripping it in my fists as I started to subconsciously shake my head in denial.
�This isn't real, this isn't happening.� Maybe if I told myself enough, it would come true. A sob caught in my throat, burning in its intensity. I looked around frantically, searching for anything, anyone that could help. The darkness was mocking me, sending its waves of electricity painfully across my skin. I felt full of it. My skin felt tight, like the evil that was within me was stretching me beyond my limits. Faster and faster I turned, looking for an escape. There was no escaping what was haunting my mind, tormenting me.
A pounding seemed to thump through my mind. My head snapped up as I realized it wasn�t coming from within me, but from the door to the patio.
I stumbled toward it, hoping that whoever was there would help me. End me. At this point, I didn�t care. I almost wished my end would come and would release me from this madness.
I fell against the door and fumbled with the knob. I didn't care who would see me. A bitter wind cut through the room as it opened, quickly followed by the shadow of a man. Of Andrei.
He grabbed me roughly by the shoulders, the gold flecks in his eyes starting to grow, morph. �Where's the amulet!� He shouted into my face.
I was shaking uncontrollably, his grip the only thing holding me up. �I��It came off��Gabe��a fight. It's me.�
The coldness in his face started to change. The heat that I had loved to see was slowly breaking through. Tears streamed down my face. I let them fall. I couldn't stop them. I couldn't stop anything.
He eased down onto the floor, pulling me across his lap, embracing me, and protecting me. I looked up into his eyes, captured. They anchored me. Kept me safe. �Why?� I whispered.
He closed his eyes tightly. �Why what? You weren't supposed to take it off Star. I��I don't know what to do now.� The agony in his voice made my tears fall faster. Still, I had to know.
�Why did you change?� My teeth started chattering. It hurt. Everything hurt.
�I saw it. I was there, at the graveyard.�
�I� I don't understand.� My eyes pleaded with him. I didn't have anything to hold onto, anything to believe in anymore. I closed my eyes as my body began to weaken. The storm continued to rage, beating its fury against the house. The rattling windows seemed to create some unbreakable melody, lulling me further into the darkness.
�Star! You need to open your eyes! You have to stay with me!� he shook my shoulders. They lolled limply against his legs, my head rocked back. I didn't want to open my eyes. I didn't want to see his face change yet again.
�It�s not real. It�s not real.� I murmured. My voice was soft, scared.�A torrent of pain ripped through my soul. My eyes flew open as a scream tore out of my throat. Burning it.
He held me tighter to him. My mind clung to the thought of him as my soul began to shred. To separate.
�My Goddess,� he whispered as he looked deeply into my eyes. The pain in them almost sent me over the edge, tumbling into the never ending abyss.
My breathing became faster. I couldn't feel the energy anymore. It was too far out. The pictures on my wall began to tremble to the sound of the continuous thunder. They fell to the floor. The shattering glass adding to the melody of the madness outside, and the madness within me.
My vision began to narrow, blackness forming around the edges. I knew at that moment that I was going to die. My body couldn't handle this much darkness and this much evil. I couldn't process anything. Questions kept flowing through the waves of pain. Faces began to appear in my vision. Grotesque faces foreshadowing the worst horror, hauntingly beautiful faces showing the purest of light. My mind flashed onto the journal. It talked about a light. I wanted that light. Maybe in death I'd have it.
The door flew open, shattering my barely held control. Ms. Beckingdale stood in the doorway along with my mother. With one look at me, Ms. Beckingdale quickly moved forward, mumbling under her breath. I didn't understand what she was saying. Could barely hear over the howling of the wind through the open doors. Like the baying of a thousand hounds, the sound increased. Threatening me, deafening me. Mom stood frozen, her eyes wide with an unknown horror. Why were they here? Why were they together? The questions drifted away as another bout of pain came. I felt like my skin was being burned off, revealing nothing but charred remains underneath.
Ms. Beckingdale grabbed me roughly by my arms and hauled me to my feet, knocking Andrei out of the way in the process. I looked helplessly at him, begging for him. He stood there, rooted to the floor, fury flushing his face.
�You can't do this!� The harshness of his words cut through me. I knew that he hated me now, even if the reason was unclear, but I didn't know why he was yelling at me.
Ms. Beckingdale stopped in mid chant and sent an irritated look his way. �I have to! If I don't stop her, she will destroy everything! You know this! She will die!� My eyes flashed between them. A feeling of dread spread through my already shaking limbs. It was hard to focus on what they were saying when the pain was consuming me. The darkness was calling to me.
Andrei held my gaze for a moment longer, then moved closer to me, and placed his hands against my cheeks. His hot hands felt like they were branding through me. My body was so cold. I flinched and wished I hadn't as a look of hurt flashed across his face.
�Star, I need you to calm down. Samantha's here to help you.� Though his voice was soothing, his eyes held a different story. He was barely holding onto his own control.
�What's happening to me?� My voice sounded small, frail. I didn't care because that's exactly how I felt. Mom moved forward, reaching out to me. When my eyes locked onto hers, she froze again. She couldn't see this. She'd know. She needed to leave. My jumbled thoughts bounced around, becoming distorted.
They stopped as Andrei kissed me lightly on the forehead. Ms. Beckingdale, Samantha, started her mumbling again. My eyes shut tightly as I held onto the sensation of his lips warming me. I focused on that warmth as the pressure in me increased, bringing more pain. The storm raged harder, and seemed threatened by whatever she was trying to do.
�Goddess help us.� She mumbled. �Eleanor, I need you. Now!� There was nothing but the sounds of the storm, the feeling of Andrei's lips. �She will die! Do you hear me? Her soul is already starting to shatter! The power is too much for her in this state! You need to help me or your daughter will die!� My mind briefly caught on my mother�s indrawn breath before it started fleeing again. Digging deeper into the darkness.
The sound of chanting voices became louder. Beating down on me and tightening around me. I tried to escape the sound, to fall back into the nothingness that started to consume me, but it wouldn't have that. It felt like claws had been dug deeply beneath my flesh, pulling me, yanking me toward something. The pain increased until I felt like at any moment it would end. You couldn't feel that much and survive it.
Suddenly, the pressure started to ease. A light seemed to come from somewhere, weakly pressing into the darkness. I focused on it, confused as to why it would be there. There was never a light within the darkness. Never any good within the evil. It drew closer to me with the increasing volume of the chanting. The storm outside started to die down, fighting to stay alive. As the light grew stronger, I felt myself start to return. Start to break through. I could almost see it. The perfect balance of the light within the darkness. Two halves of a whole.
I felt the pressure within me leave. I opened my eyes, and looked into the steady gaze of Ms. Beckingdale and that of my mother�s. Their eyes seemed to glow in the fading light as the darkness and the storm finally lost its intensity. My body began to relax as the shaking eased, leaving me exhausted.
She released me, and I fell gracelessly to the floor. I was gasping heavily for breath as I tried to sit up, but my arms wouldn't cooperate.
�It should hold, for now.� Ms. Beckingdale stated simply. My eyes slowly moved up her body, resting on her saddened gaze.
�Will one of you please tell me what's happening?� I weakly asked, tears still flowing freely down my face.
Andrei dropped his gaze, refusing to make contact. My mom fared no better. I looked at Ms. Beckingdale pleadingly. I needed to know. I couldn't live without knowing.
She knelt before me and brushed my matted hair away from my face. �There's a lot to explain.�
�Obviously.�
She smiled softly, then turned serious again. �Have you heard the legend of Shiloh?� I nodded my head, too weak to say anymore. My eyes kept moving to my mother, but she had turned away. Her shoulders were shaking. I knew she was crying. �Good. Well it's true. The story is true. Many years ago there was a Sorceress named Sarah,��my mind flashed to the journal, already knowing where this was going. �She was very kind, a true gift to the world and the most beloved of the Goddess. She fell in love when she was about your age to a warlock named Merlo. At first, he was just as kind, but he soon became greedy, wanting more power than the coven would allow. So he turned.
�He went against the coven, against the Goddess, and began seeking out one of the darkest Gods the world had ever known. He was granted more power, but the power started to consume him. Driving him to the brink of madness. Sarah, Goddess bless her, found out while she was pregnant with child. When it came almost time for the birth, she knew he must be stopped. He had grown too powerful, and only she was left with enough power to stop him. If she waited any longer, then no one on this earth could end his reign.
�She sacrificed her life in order to stop him. His power was trapped in the amulet that you have lost, and his soul was trapped within the headstone, waiting to be released. When you went to the graveyard that night, you set into motion everything needed to release him.
�You are the last of Sarah's descendants. While your mother and those before her held some small amount of power, yours will be unparalleled to any others besides Merlo's. You have lived your life without training, without knowledge. For that I am deeply sorry, for it has led you to this moment in time. Without the proper training, the power within you, and that of the amulet, will begin to consume you, just as it did Merlo. You will become lost, and anything good within you will be smothered into nothingness.� She held up her hands weakly then quickly dropped them. I stared at her.
This was what I was waiting for. What I had needed to know since the beginning. But now that I did, I wish I could forget it. All of it. I didn't believe in magic. I didn't believe in legends. I didn't believe that I could be a part of this. Any of this.
My mind screamed in rebellion. This must all be a hallucination. My mind must have finally snapped and I was just as crazy as everyone thought I was. That must be the answer. Yet, deep down within me, there was a small spark of belief. A part of me that was clinging onto the words she spoke, a part that believed. When I looked up at my mother, she was staring at me. A haunted look filled her eyes that I had never seen before. It felt shattering.
�Mom, is this true?�
She nodded as more tears fell down her face. �Yes. I didn't know. I swear to the Goddess, Star, I didn't know! This just doesn't make any sense! The child is supposed to have silver eyes! The only one in the bloodline without the pureness of amethyst! But you! You were born with the eyes of the pure. I just don't understand.� She pressed her hand to her mouth and moved away, barely holding on to her control.
Her words only served to confuse me. What did eye color have to do with anything? My mind was sluggish. I couldn't connect the pieces properly. �What will happen to me? What will happen if I just pretend none of this ever existed, if I went back to being normal?� I asked Samantha.
Her eyes glistened with tears as she smiled sadly. �There is no going back, Starlette. There is no escaping it. If you ignore it, Merlo will still be released and you will still lose every decent part of you. If you don't accept your fate, your destiny, then The Prophecy will shatter, and the world as we know it will end.�
I glanced at Andrei's face, but it was unreadable. He was completely closed off to me now, cold just like before. My heart sank in my chest. It was a lot to take in, to sort through. The words from Sarah's journal seemed to float through my head, mixing with those of Samantha's.
I looked to my mother again, but she still wouldn't face me. �If my eyes aren't like the prophecy said they would be, then how do you know? How do you know I am the one?� I couldn't be the one. I wasn't strong enough. I couldn't even fight the darkness inside of me yet they expected me to save the world.
Andrei left my side, and returned a moment later with a jagged shard of mirror. I looked at him questioningly. He angled it to where I could see the upper half of my face. What I saw stole the breath from me.
Mom must have not been looking close enough. I knew my eyes had turned silver when the darkness unleashed, when the destruction started. It was never there when I was normal. As normal as I could ever be. The shape of my eyes were the same, but the color was wrong. Violet now only rimmed my eyes, seeming to fight its way toward the pupil. From the pupil outward was silver, fighting for supremacy. My mind flashed to the light, how it had morphed within the darkness, creating a perfect balance. Now I knew that the silver represented the darkness, and the violet the light. I took a deep breath and removed my gaze from the mirror shard. I didn't need to see anymore. I understood.
This was one of those moments that changes the course of your life forever. Where you have to decide whether to be selfish, and turn away from everyone and everything that matters, or where you let go of all you ever wanted, and set out on a terrifyingly new journey. I�ve never been one to martyr myself, but I�ve never been selfish either. The air shuttered out of my lungs in a slow whoosh as the faces of the people I love, along with the faces of the nameless millions, flashed before my eyes.
I was terrified, but I really only had once choice. One chance. If in some way I could fix the damage I had done, repent to those that I hurt, and make it to where I'd never unknowingly hurt someone again, I had to do it. I took a deep breath, gathered whatever courage I had left, and faced Samantha. �Alright, I�ll do it.�
Even as I watched the relief seep into her body, I couldn�t help but wonder if there were two sides to me now. The perfect balance of darkness and light. Will the light that now resides in me be enough? Would I be enough to save those nameless millions? Or will the darkness consume me, making it my master?
To Be Continued�
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CHAPTER ONE
OF
Blood Rule
By
Heather Hildenbrand

Listening to headphones at maximum volume with your back turned to the doorway is a fantastic way to get the crap scared out of you. Cambria had said those exact words this morning when she�d come up behind me and I�d dropped an entire gallon of milk on my kitchen floor.
In my tent reflecting on that incident, I felt a hand close over my shoulder. I screamed. In one violent move, I scrambled to my feet, ripped the headphones free and chucked them aside, and swung out with my fist.
Wes jerked back in time to avoid getting smacked.
�Geez. It�s just me,� he said, throwing up his hands.
I relaxed. �Sorry. You scared me.�
�Obviously.� He was fighting a grin�and losing. I stuck my tongue out.
He stood in front of me wearing nothing but a pair of jersey shorts, the drawstring untied. They were a little long but they fit around his hips. In a really yummy sort of way. My heart tripped over my diaphragm in my attempt to breathe evenly. �Where�d you find those?�
�George�s, I think. I�ll put them back when I leave.�
I backed up so Wes could fit into the small square of canvas that was mine in this chaotic communal space of woods. He reached back and closed the flap. The moment we were hidden from view, he pulled me into his arms and sank onto the pile of blankets so that I fell into his lap.
His mouth found mine in the middle of my laughter. �What is this for?�
�I haven�t seen you since yesterday. I missed you.�
�I missed you too.� I returned his kisses and wrapped my arms around his neck, enjoying the feel of his bare arms pressing against me.
We rarely shared moments like this anymore. Privacy was nonexistent. Nowhere, no matter how secluded, was without interruption. As proof, my cheeks flamed with the growing awareness in my mind. I jumped when the mental voice became audible.
�Gross, you guys. Get a room.�
Wes pulled free and glared at George in the doorway. �This one was working just fine until you showed up.�
�You act like I wasn�t here the whole time.� George pointed at his temple. From outside the tent, I heard someone snicker.
�Shut up, Derek,� Wes said, but that only made him laugh harder.
�George, you need a life,� I said.
George mopped his brow with a towel. �Don�t hate me because I choose a different method of calorie-burning.�
�We�re not the haters,� Wes muttered. I pretended not to hear.
George and Derek had taken up running on two legs right around the time they�d realized neither was faster than the other on four paws. They�d invited me along but I declined every time. No way was I getting in the midst of all that testosterone.
�You�re just mad I�m better at this than you are,� I shot back.
�Oooh.� Derek elbowed George in the ribs. �She would know, right?�
�Whatever.� George abruptly retreated only to reappear once more. �Dude,� he said, staring at Wes. �Are you wearing my shorts?�
�Maybe.�
George grinned like he�d just figured out the punch line of a really good joke. �Guess you�ve got all my hand-me-downs now.�
Wes picked up a bottle of water and sent it hurtling through the air but George was already gone. The sound of his and Derek�s laughter faded as they went.
I couldn�t stop my own giggle from escaping.
�What�s so funny?� Wes asked.
�The look on your face,� I said. �If looks could kill ��
�You shouldn�t be laughing. Your ex-boyfriend just called you a hand-me-down. It was an insult.�
I shrugged. �He just wanted to outwit you. He doesn�t really think that.�
�How do you�? Never mind.�
I smiled and pointed to my own temple. �Exactly. So, lighten up.�
�Forgive me if I get a little touchy that I spend most days with the other guys you�ve kissed.�
Guys. He�d said guys. Plural. Were we finally going to have this talk?
I sat back. �Where is this coming from? It�s just George. You know there�s nothing between us.�
�This bond is not nothing. I can�t even kiss you without him knowing. I might as well be kissing him.�
It was an old argument with no solution. While I knew it was a point of contention with us, I was determined to not let us fight about it. Not today. �Um, that would be awkward. Then he�d have my hand-me-downs.�
Wes pursed his lips. �You�re hilarious.�
I poked him in the ribs and his glare dissolved into an unwilling smile.
�I do what I can,� I said relieved he�d chosen to let it go.
I trailed kisses down the side of his face and felt his smile widen. When I got to his jaw, he turned his head so our lips met. I drew him closer and held on, letting the heat creep in. I still sensed frustration under the surface but I knew I couldn�t extinguish it completely. The bond bothered him just as much as it bothered me�maybe more. Unless it was broken, which was impossible aside from death, there was no getting rid of his frustration, not entirely.
I ran my hands up the back of his neck and let my fingers tangle in his hair. The kiss deepened. I could feel him relaxing by a few more degrees.
He broke it off before we could get carried away. I knew he was thinking of what George must be sensing right now, but I didn�t want to get into that again. On top of that, the noise in my head was getting a little distracting for the sort of activity we were engaged in.
At least the rest of the pack couldn�t read me as well as George could. With practice, I�d gotten better at filtering what slipped through into their awareness. I�d tried to do the same with George but I just couldn�t seem to keep him out. It�s like he tried extra hard to stay inside my head. The rest of them felt weaker, more agreeable to my pushing them out. Vera said it was an alpha thing. Which didn�t comfort me much since I couldn�t manage to do the reverse. I heard every single one of them, whether I wanted to or not.
I needed a break. A deep breath. Not that it helped in clearing my head. Nothing did.
I looked around for my headphones.
My thoughts clouded and jumbled as the volume increased. Someone yelped out loud and it echoed through my skull.
�What�s that?� Wes asked, drawing away and raising his face to the ceiling.
I sniffed. The smell of burnt hair permeated the air. I didn�t waste time trying to cover my face against the odor. Instead, I jumped to my feet and shoved the flap aside, searching camp for the source.
My tent had been constructed in the center of the clearing. All around me, makeshift tarps and tents and everything in between that could possibly be used to escape the elements had been thrown together in haphazard rows. There was no system, only open space and taken space. The boundaries of each shifted daily.
For once, I was glad to be in the center of the chaos the hybrids called home. It gave me a great view for searching out drama and mischief�of which there was plenty.
�Where is it coming from?� Wes asked, joining me.
�There.�
In the far left corner, beside a wounded-looking tent, an aging Werewolf-hybrid cowered underneath the menace of Nick. He was a hybrid as well, turned from Hunter to Werewolf in his prime. He was stronger and faster than a lot of the others. But not me. Not the alpha.
�Be right back,� I said.
�I�m going with you.�
Wes and I picked our way around tents and other obstacles. Shoes. Clothes�some shredded, some coated in mud from being left outside during last night�s rainstorm. Any other personal effects were out of sight. Possessions were limited and therefore closely guarded.
I approached Nick warily. Lately, he seemed to be the force behind more and more disputes. I wasn�t sure what the deal was, except that he had some need to exert authority over the others. That wasn�t going to fly. I had the authority here.
�Nick,� I called. My voice was at normal volume but the severity of it was enough to get the attention of everyone in sight. �What the hell is going on?�
�Rafe decided to sneak into my tent and go through my stuff,� Nick said.
I looked at the older hybrid. His yellow eyes were wide in contained pain. He was missing fur in several places on his shoulders and face. What was left smoked faintly. The smell was worse standing this close.
�Is this true?� I asked.
Rafe stared up at me where he lay flat on the dirt before Nick. Behind the pain in his eyes was defiance. �He took my watch. It�s the only thing I have from before. I want it back.�
�You went into his tent because he went into yours?� I asked. Rafe nodded. �Nick?�
He scowled and averted his eyes. I followed their track to the ground and found a pile of shredded fabric underneath Nick�s paws. And half buried in a pile of pine needles, a lighter.
I bent down and picked up the lighter, making sure Nick watched me pocket it. Then I marched over and got in his face. �Apologize to him.�
He blew a short breath out of his nostrils. It hit my face and I almost gagged. Werewolf Nick was in desperate need of some mouthwash. �For what?� he spat. �I didn�t do anyth��
�Give him back the watch and apologize,� I said, cutting him off.
�Is everything �?� Cambria walked up behind me but stopped short when she saw Rafe. �Holy cow. Are you all right? What happened?� Before anyone could answer, she clapped a hand over her nose. �You really stink.�
I shot her a look. She shrugged. �Well, he does.�
�Should�ve stayed out of my tent,� Nick muttered.
My hands tightened into fists at Nick�s nasty attitude. I had to will my shape to stay solidly human. I badly wanted to shift, but I�d already ruined two outfits this week.
Rafe made some noise of protest and Nick growled.
�Nick, calm your ass,� Cambria snapped.
�He went through my tent,� Nick said.
�Stop stealing from people and they�ll stay out of your tent,� I said, my voice rising as my patience thinned.
�This is bullshit. He had it coming.� The way Nick spat out the words, his lips pulled back from his teeth, made it hard not to bite him�without even shifting first.
I could feel my wolf rising to the surface. Nick was pushing me. My wolf wanted to push back. �Bullshit, huh?� I said. �He came for his property and you burned him.�
�Punishment.�
�Who are you to give punishment? Or pass judgment?�
He didn�t answer.
�Come here,� I said. I held up the lighter.
�No way. You�re not using that thing on me,� Nick said, backing away.
He didn�t get more than two steps before he bumped into something and lurched forward. He turned to see what he�d hit and came face to face with another wolf.
This one didn�t have the yellow eyes of the hybrids. He had russet fur and broad shoulders. Even on four paws, he stood almost a foot taller than Nick, and he glared at Nick with a ferocity I hadn�t seen in weeks. �Do what she says,� Wes growled.
Nick hesitated, which surprised me more than anything. Did he really think he could beat Wes? But then he seemed to come to his senses and hung his head as he shuffled forward.
�Do it,� Nick said, obviously assuming I was going to hurt him somehow, which was ridiculous. I wasn�t a masochist.
I waited, drawing out the suspense as long as possible while Wes moved in behind Nick. Cambria scooted left and nodded at me. Ready, she mouthed.
I bent down so Nick and I were eye to eye and wiggled the lighter in my hand. �See this?� I dropped it on the ground in front of me and brought my heel down on it, drawing on my wolf for strength, until it finally cracked and broke.
Nick winced.
�This is over,� I said, straightening. �I am alpha. Not you. Stop trying to force your own authority or you�ll regret it.�
Nick raised his head. The fiery temper was gone but there was something else. A thirst for something I couldn�t understand. Revenge?
�And give back his watch,� I added.
Nick went to his tent, stuck his nose inside, and came away with something silver in his mouth. He dropped it in front of Rafe and looked back at me. �Are we done here?�
�Yes.�
�Good. I�m taking a walk. Watch my tent.�
�We�ll do that,� Wes said before I could respond. Probably a good thing. I�d only come back with something sarcastic and I had a feeling Nick wasn�t far from wanting to stay and make this into something bigger. Something he shouldn�t.
I let him go.
When he was gone, I knelt beside Rafe. �May I?� I asked, gesturing to the singed spots on his fur.
�Go ahead.�
The burnt hair was coarse underneath my fingertips, interrupted by the strangely smooth patches of exposed flesh. �Cambria, can you take him to the house so Fee can look at these?� I asked.
�Sure,� she said.
�I don�t need all that,� Rafe protested. �I�ll heal just fine in my own time.�
�I know that, but Fee�s special tea will help the process along.�
Rafe made a face, his snout lifting until his front teeth showed. �That tea of hers is an atrocity. I�m sure I�ll heal just fine without it.�
I caught the laughter just before it escaped. �It is an � acquired taste,� I agreed. �But I need you feeling better. I need us feeling better,� I added, with a pointed look.
He sighed. �Fine. I�ll drink the tea.�
�Thank you.� I patted his head before I could help myself but he didn�t seem to mind. �I�ll check on you later,� I called as he followed Cambria back through the maze of camp.
�Check on me too,� Cambria called.
I cast a long look into the trees in the direction Nick had gone. If I expanded my senses, I could hear his footsteps as he moved farther away from camp. His voice in my head wasn�t as pronounced as I was used to. It felt muted. I strained to listen.
His mood was � gray. I wasn�t sure what it meant but it wasn�t the first time I�d felt it from him.
�You all right?� Wes asked.
�Hmm?� I turned my attention away and found Wes studying me. �I�m fine.�
I began making my way back toward my tent before he could argue. I didn�t want to have this conversation here. Or anywhere, really.
�I�ll meet you there in five,� Wes said, bounding into the trees. Probably in search of shorts so he could reappear on two legs.
�Hey, Tara, is Rafe going to be okay?� Emma, a blond hybrid around my age who preferred her human form when her body would cooperate, stood before me with watery eyes and a trembling lip.
�He�s going to be fine,� I assured her. �He just went up to the house to have some of Fee�s tea so he�ll get better even faster.� Emma grimaced.
I began walking again but she stopped me. �Is there anything I can do for you�or George, or anybody?� she asked. �I want to help.�
�Um, well. You could try to make some of these tents more stable,� I suggested. �Some look ready to keel over in the next big wind.� I suspected those were the ones whose owners couldn�t shift to their human form. No fingers and thumbs made bolting a tent down pretty hard.
�No problem. Janie and I will get right on it.�
�Thanks,� I said as she hurried off in search of her sister.
I picked my way back through camp, fielding questions and containing squabbles. Nothing like what�d happened with Nick. More like what came from living in close quarters with the same people day in and day out.
Wes was waiting for me when I finally made it back. He pulled me in for a hug and I pretended not to have a pounding headache as I listened telepathically to the rest of the pack try to figure out what�d just happened. Or whether Nick had lost his mind.
Please don�t ask me to explain any of that because I have no idea. 
�He�s getting worse,� Wes said when I pulled away.
�Yeah.�
�What�s his problem? Can you read him?�
I shook my head. �Not with this. It�s � I don�t know what it is. But it�s not him.�
Wes frowned but said nothing. I needed to change the subject. To move on�back to normal � ish.
�So what are your plans for the day?� I asked, making a special effort to lighten my tone. �Are you and Jack still heading out?�
�That�s the plan. Jack�s in the weapons room doing a reorganize. Figured I had some time.�
�He must be stressed if he�s doing that.�
Wes nodded. �The packs are getting nervous about this thing with CHAS. It�s rubbing off on him.�
�You know we won�t be able to find anything in there for days once he�s done.�
�I know. Fee started baking when she saw what he was up to.�
�Great. So I�ll stay away until at least tomorrow.�
�Probably best. What are you going to do this afternoon?�
I rubbed absently at my temples. �Go for a run. Then the hospital.�
He didn�t answer right away. I felt the slightest increase in pressure from his arms around me. It was the only indication my answer bothered him. �Well � be careful,� he said finally.
Obviously, we still weren�t going to talk about it.
�I will,� I promised. I kissed his nose before stepping away. �You too. I�ll see you when you get back.�
�I�ll call you tonight.�
The strain between us, though unspoken, tugged at me. At my tent�s entrance, I turned back. �Wes, the bond�� I paused, searching for the right words.
�What about it?�
�It wasn�t something I chose. You are.�
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