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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   That’s it. 
 
   I’m putting a for-sale sign on my parents. 
 
   Ok wait. Perhaps I overreacted.
 
   The situation wasn’t as miserable as I made it sound. I guess it could be worse. 
 
   Last night my parents told me that we were moving to a place in the Blue Ridge Mountains next year. Great, right? Wrong! I mean, what were they thinking? Did they seriously expect me to just pick up and leave during my senior year? Yeah, I know. Freaking nuts! 
 
   The unstable weather here along the New Bern coastline finally got to them. I figured if I send them to a hypnotist or something like that, then he can make them change their minds. All right, that probably sounded extreme. But a boy’s lifeline consisted of his friends, his posse, and the list of phone numbers programmed into his Droid. No, I wasn’t only talking about the ones I collected from my old girlfriends that I kept stashed away. 
 
   When I first saw the new girl walking down the hallways of Ashley-George High School, I lit up inside. I mean, everybody knew how much I loved girls. I was a Ladies Man, the kind of guy who was starving every day and night. What do my hunger pangs cry out for? Girls! I know—a shocker for a seventeen-year-old boy, right? Hey, go tell my hormones that. I don’t swing on fences of any kind. I craved food all day. Sex crossed my mind at least every ten seconds. Trust me folks, I didn’t have any doubts about my playa’s factor. Ask me about my girlfriends any day.  I’ll tell you what you want to know. The only thing I would never mention was how my ex-girlfriend broke my heart when she moved away three months ago. 
 
   This girl, the one strolling down the school’s hallway, wasn’t your average female, though. Nah. But then, I figured out she was one of them, the Walkers. That was what I called these strange ghostly people, the ones that nobody can see but me. 
 
   Almost instantly, my skin started to crawl. It wasn’t like I could help it. It was just natural. At least for me, because usually when I ignored them, they kind of drifted away.  
 
   “Hey, Caleb. Do you think she wants me?” my friend Kyle Wilkinson asked, nodding his head toward Erica Jensen. I wanted to ask if he could see the other girl, but then decided against it. Do I honestly need him thinking that I’m crazy? “Dude! Erica is so freaking hot.” I love Kyle. He always had something stupid to say. We’d been friends since the beginning of time. Well, that was what we always said, anyway.
 
   “If you were a girl, wouldn’t you want me?” Kyle asked.
 
   “Wait. Are you coming on to me?” I said. “‘Cause, you’re honestly not my type.”
 
   Kyle punched my arm. “You know what I mean. And you wouldn’t be my type either, for your info.”  We bumped against each other’s shoulders and shuffled down the hall until we got to class. I turned back to my locker. Erica passed by us, holding her nose up in the air as usual. “Just look at the way she moves. Here, kitty kitty.” Kyle formed a frame with his fingers, staring at Erica’s backside as she walked, and made a little squeal like a tortured tomcat.
 
   “All I can see is the way her nose hooks when she holds it in the air like that. But maybe you’re into witches. And what is that noise you just made?” I asked, still trying to ignore the Walker girl standing in front of the lockers on the other side of the hallway. She stood and stared without opening it. Somebody besides me had to be able to see her. 
 
   “It’s called the screech of death. As in, being killed by hot looking cheerleaders such as Erica Jensen,” Kyle faked a heart attack.
 
   Snobbish girls with snooty noses just didn’t do it for me. I don’t care how gorgeous they looked, or how much self-tanner they applied each morning. Conceit can’t be covered up or caked over with makeup—zits maybe, but definitely not snobbery.
 
   I glanced toward the Walker girl’s direction. She disappeared the way they always did. Figures. Sighing, I focused on Kyle as we headed toward the gym. 
 
   People who walked by us were lively. They laughed, stood in groups, and shared pictures from summer adventures. I’d experienced this scene every first day of school. It was the normal of an everyday life in the 21st century.  Everyone around me was your average kid. None of them could see the spirits of strangers standing and staring the way I always did. I guess that made me a freak, but to me that was the typical way of life. I wanted to enjoy my senior year in high school. Just one ordinary year without the weird ones showing up was all I asked for. But it didn’t look like I was going to get it. My life wouldn’t be normal if I didn’t see them standing around and following me everywhere. 
 
   “What’s your schedule look like? I hope you don’t have Old Barracuda Browning for Physics.” Kyle grinned, showing all of his teeth in a wicked smile. 
 
   “Nah. I’ve got Honors Trig first,” I said.
 
    “Ooh-oh. Look at you all fancy and over-achiever like. Wait. Let me see if I’m still allowed to touch you.” He moved a finger toward my arm, poking it the tiniest bit as he made a sizzling noise. “Yep! Just like I thought. You’re hot, man.”
 
   “Why don’t you go ahead and make that death screech the way you did a few minutes ago?” I teased back. 
 
   Erica and her groupies stood just outside the double doors. They were acting all bubbly and full of school spirit while they pinned flyers up on the activity board across the hallway. Kyle’s eyes almost bulged out of his head. “Okay, man. This would be my stop. Anyway, you’re smokin’, so, you don’t even need me around.” He wagged his eyebrows.
 
   “Whatever, dude,” I said. He gave me a mischievous grin. “What about Shani? How does she feel about all of this?”
 
   His face fell. “What about her? She’s doing her own thing now.”
 
   “Okay, right.” Shani Thornton was Kyle’s girlfriend. Or at least she was at the end of the last school year. Something funky happened between the two of them over the summer. Now they weren’t speaking again. Drooling over other girls wasn’t going to help smother his feelings for Shani. 
 
   Kyle’s desire to be a glutton for abuse amazed me. It was a school fact that Erica Jensen didn’t acknowledge anyone outside of “the circle.” I knew that, and so did Kyle. Her prominent family moved down here from a place called Barrow, Alaska. I swear her chilly attitude was probably just like the weather in her old home town. For the last five years, she’d made it a point to ignore us. No matter what we did, or what we said, she always ended up giving me and Kyle the cold shoulder. And it was with a great amount of honor that I made it my official duty to return the favor one day—but not Kyle. He and I had different opinions when it came to Erica Jenson. She has never in her life spoken to him because that would be acknowledging his existence. But Kyle was somewhat of a dreamer. If I were being truly honest, he also had a little bit of an inflated ego. It was like he woke up this year and started thinking that being a senior suddenly made him sexy. 
 
   Kyle’s desertion left me with no choice but to head into my Trig class too early. Nobody blazed a trail to be the first one sitting around and waiting on the teacher. Because of Kyle’s hormones, I faced looking super un-cool and nerdy. When you put those words together, you never came away looking sexy.
 
   Stepping into the room, I immediately noticed that I was right. I headed straight for the back row, turned around, and almost wet my pants. 
 
   The new girl was sitting in a desk at the front of the room. She wore that same faraway look they always have, these Walkers do. I gave them that nickname because sometimes a ghostly film trailed behind them. It always reminded me of angel wings. Otherwise, I guess they might be considered plain old ghosts. To label them as spirits kind of took away from their magic. The mystery people were always super gorgeous, like this chick: slick, dark hair that stopped just below her shoulders, a long oval-shaped face, and nice skin. And they always wore something dark: black jackets, jeans, and a tee shirt. 
 
   To admit this girl made my skin crawl sounded sissy and weak. This wasn’t the time to be a wuss. Manning up, I squared my shoulders before I sat down. The little kid in me wanted to run away like a baby. But then she laughed. It was a high-pitched giggle, a normal girl’s chuckle. It surprised me. That wasn’t right. I couldn’t ever remember the Walkers laughing before. 
 
   “Go ahead and run. I’ll just simply find you like I always do,” she said, her face still turned toward the teacher’s wipe board. 
 
   Her voice was smooth like a forgotten song, a hypnotic one. I could listen to it all day long. But even a super sexy voice didn’t change the fact that she pretty much read my mind. 
 
   “Have you decided whether you’ll run or not yet? I have an awful lot of things to take care of.” She turned her head the slightest bit to the side.
 
   My underarms prickled. I was glad that Mom forced me to start using the clinical strength deodorant this morning; to say I was nervous wasn’t even close to how I felt. 
 
   “Are you an angel?” I asked, my voice squeaking on the last word. What a dork. She didn’t frighten me too badly, but I wasn’t exactly ready to get her phone number either. As a little kid, I remember talking to a few of the Walkers. As soon as I hit my thirteenth birthday the ability to communicate with them disappeared. This was the first time I’d spoken to one in years. 
 
   “I hate to tell you this, but I’m not a ghost an angel or a zombie. Sorry.” She turned around to face me, an amused expression on her ridiculously gorgeous face. I inhaled sharply and held my breath. The word beautiful didn’t do this Walker-girl any type of justice. Her strange, dark eyes with the specks of blue and green inside the irises pierced into me.
 
   I swallowed hard and found my voice. “So then, what are you? You’re not the only one I’ve seen or talked to. And why do I have the honor of being the stalked one?”
 
   She made a light laugh and tilted her head. Her slick black hair flowed around her face as if it were made of silky thread. 
 
   “Others have come before me?” She seemed to have said it to herself rather than asking me. One thing I did know for certain. I was probably going to be committed to the loony ward after all of this. “I’m going to need your help soon, Caleb. So be ready.”
 
   “Be ready for what?” I asked, crossing my arms and feeling just a tad flirtatious. Desperate idiot. Kyle was chasing Erica the Stiff. And me, I got some sort of angel girl sitting in front of me. A good man always knows when to aim for the right goal.
 
   She glanced behind my head just before a sudden crash thundered behind me. My heart leapt into my throat. I jumped up and spun around thinking it sounded like gunshots. But I was being paranoid. It wasn’t a gun or anything at all threatening. The classroom clock had fallen. Bits and pieces of it lay all over the floor.
 
   I groaned. “Oh hell. They’ll think I did this.”
 
   “What in the world did you do, Caleb Wood?” a girl’s nasal voice asked me. I turned around to find Jillian Bowman and her tortoise shell glasses grinning at me. She was the last person I wanted to see. What, or rather who did I not find?—the Walker girl. She’d vanished. Something hitched in my chest. I wanted to know more about her. I’d never gotten so intimate with them before. She told me to be ready. Exactly what did I need to get ready for? The curiosity stung. 
 
   Jillian stood there smiling at me while I used a folder to sweep up the glass fragments of the broken clock. I shrugged. “What? I didn’t make this mess.”
 
   “What a way to start the year, Caleb, screwing up school property. You did it just in time for the teacher to walk in the door, too. Bravo.” She nodded her head toward Mrs. England walking through the doorway. She hadn’t noticed me on the floor yet.
 
   I sighed and shook my head. “And how was your summer, Jillian? Did you find any dweebs, oh I’m sorry, any other guys as smart as yourself to annoy?” I asked with sarcasm.
 
   Giving me a smug grin, she said, “No, you clumsy ox. I bet I know what Mrs. England found on the first day of school, though.” 
 
   Our gazes travelled over to where the teacher stood glaring down at me, her hands resting on her hips. I turned on the charm and said, “It was like this when I came in. I swear.” That wasn’t a total butthead lie. Would my dimpled grin work on the Ice Queen of Trigonometry who also just happened to be our assistant principal? Um, nope.
 
   Mrs. England pressed her lips into a thin line and folded her arms. More students shuffled through the door as I sat in embarrassment hell. “Class, it seems that we already have our first candidate for detention.” If the floor were quicksand, I’d gladly sink inside it. My face burned, and an uncomfortable sense of being watched by the entire room made me feel hot. Again, I found myself thanking Mom for the new deodorant.
 
    
 
   Standing among the kids gathered by the doorway was my Walker. I thought she had left. Seriously, I didn’t get why she just stood there watching me and kind of shaking her head a tad. That silky hair of hers flowed around her shoulders, highlighting the deep red of her lips. I narrowed my eyes at her, hoping my smirk came across just as sure of myself as I was embarrassed. 
 
   * * *
 
   “So, I heard that you’re the first person in detention this year,” Kyle announced. His mouth was filled with bread. “Come on, man. Get through the first day, won’t you? What happened?”
 
   I glared at him for a short moment. My situation wasn’t his fault, nope, even though he made me want to pound him. It was Walker girl’s fault, the one with the gorgeous hair, wicked brown eyes, and the nice, um yeah, I’ll just stop right there. Let me add to that: the Walker chick that suddenly started talking to me. That took them off of the ghostly list like I always figured. Nope. This girl belonged to something else entirely. 
 
   “I seriously do not want to talk about it,” I muttered, my mouth filled with pizza that tasted like cardboard. I glanced around the cafeteria, half expecting to see her. I didn’t though. I did see everybody else that I hadn’t seen over the summer. I spent most of the past couple of months working with my uncle at his surf shop. The strange thing was I didn’t see any Walkers while I stayed at his place. 
 
   Kyle had studied my profile a while before he said, “Okay. So how about we discuss something a little more, eh-em, interesting.”
 
   “No. As in, I don’t want to talk about Erica Jensen.” I bit into half of my roll so I didn’t have to say anything else. 
 
   “She’s single again,” he sang out.
 
   I smirked. “Just where do you think that information will get you? Repeat after me: Erica Jensen is not…for…me. Even better, Erica probably isn’t for anybody except Thorne. Somebody with a name like that will probably beat you to death for looking let alone speaking to her.”
 
   He scoffed. “Why you gotta be that way? Always bringing me down when I want to try to get close to someone?”
 
   “That’s not what I’m doing. I’m just trying to have your back. The jealous type was a term somebody made using Thorne’s face as the ideal example.”
 
   “I’m not worried about any of that. Besides I got a chance to speak with Erica…alone.” He emphasized the word alone and wagged his eyebrows. Yeah, I was slightly impressed. 
 
   Erica Jensen and Thorne Wiggins were an on again, I-hate-you-again type of couple. Where Erica had this disgusting love affair with the color pink, Thorne balanced her obsession out with his brutal track record. His father was an international heavyweight boxing champion, and Thorne was training to follow in his footsteps. He led the recent formation of the school’s first junior boxing league to victory. That was how he got his nickname. He jabs an unsuspecting punch into his opponent, and they fall. Usually his victim didn’t get back up for a long time. End of story. Why would Kyle want to mess with somebody like that? His actions proved to be way beyond my thought process. 
 
   “Hello, my people.” Shani clanged her tray on top the table, slid over to the seat beside me, and sat down. Kyle and I both perked up. “Hello, handsomely Caleb with the smoky gray-brown eyes. Did anyone ever tell you how much of a pretty boy you are?”
 
   “Yes, actually, Shani you say it almost every day,” I smirked. She was purposely ignoring Kyle. Over the summer, the two of them fell out over something serious. Although the three of us had been friends since elementary school, the rules tended to change when a relationship worked its way into the mix. 
 
   “Yeah, real smooth trying to use my best friend to make me jealous,” Kyle said to Shani. She glanced around like she couldn’t see him. Her waist length braid almost swung over into my salad. 
 
   “Did you hear that, Caleb? I think I heard a voice that should be apologizing to me,” Shani said.
 
   “All right. Look you two. Get it out and get it over with, real fast. Whatever crappy things you need to say, now is the time to talk about them. I’m not going to be the victim of your lovey-dovey issues all year. Understand?” I glanced from one best friend to the other, looking for some sign that they did at least realize how I felt. 
 
   They glared at each other over the table. Neither one intended to be the first to give in it seemed. I’d had enough. Between the Walker and my embarrassing moment in trig and the lover’s quarrel between my two best friends, I was ready to hit something. And we were only halfway through the first day of school. 
 
   “I’ll tell you what. I’m heading out to the gym. I need to pick up the list of students I’ll be training in my defense class. Maybe you two can smooth out your differences by the day’s end.” 
 
   “Fat chance,” Kyle blurted.
 
   “Ditto!” Shani replied without looking at either of us.
 
   “You two are hopeless. See you after the bell,” I muttered and walked out of the cafeteria. 
 
   On my way into the gym, I glanced at the sign-up board just outside the doorway. I’d taught self-defense classes to girls, and even a few guys after school for the past three years. Hey, it looks good on the college apps, alright? Mom and Dad made me take jujitsu lessons when I was a little boy. A couple of years ago, I stopped going. Although I had earned the brown belt, a respectable midlevel ranking, the status qualified me to train others to defend themselves. The energy I burned in those classes kept me calm and focused. To tell the truth, I looked forward to releasing the negativity pent up inside me. What better way to do that than to toss around a few tack heads.
 
    Glancing over the list, I stopped at the last names that started with a J. Crap! Boy was I wrong when I thought the day couldn’t get any worse. At the bottom of the page and written in curvy girlish looking letters, was Erica Jensen’s name. 
 
   I don’t know who was against me, but it totally looked like the last year of school was going to be my worst.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “So, tell me, Caleb. Do you have what it takes to turn me into the toughest girl in school? Or, is it true that you’re all talk?” Erica asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm, her jade green eyes with the weird brown highlights in the irises piercing through me. I hope she didn’t think for one second that I was going for any of her tricks. I’d seen the way other guys gushed over her. But now, she was in my training class. I was happy that I made it through the rest of the day without breaking something, or seeing that Walker. There was no way that I was going to let Erica Jensen mess up my sudden winning streak. 
 
   A full group of fifteen students turned out for my class. News of girls getting harassed in public places was spreading, so I expected a large group. Strange things happened every day. Stuff like perverts that hung out at the public library and waited for young girls to walk by so they could expose themselves. Seriously, get a life, right? What I didn’t expect was to see Miss Super Popular’s name sprawled across the bottom of my list. At least two other guys taught defense after school. Somehow I got to be the lucky dude of the moment. One question throbbed in my mind. Why?
 
   “Did you hear my question?” Erica said to me again, her voice rising just a tad.
 
   “Oh, I think you’re already pretty tough. I will promise one thing, though,” I said.
 
   “What’s that?” She batted her eyes and gave me her version of a sexy look. I didn’t fall under her spell. She was used to getting her way and I was just another challenge. But damn if something in my stupid chest didn’t flip the slightest bit. 
 
   Weak. Get over it dude. She’s so out of your league. And remember she has that hooked nose.
 
   “Nothing. Just a side thought. Why don’t you just get in line with the rest of the class,” I suggested, trying to sound tough. She turned, giving me a view of her butt in her tight pink gym shorts. Yeah she had a nice backside. But that was the kind of thing the other girls in the class would not like so well. She’d learn to understand the difference between her cheerleader friends and the rough necks in my group soon enough. Or she’d suffer the mean girls’ wrath, the ones standing in the corner whispering among each other as they stared. 
 
   By the end of self-defense training, Erica had kissed the mat at least a hundred times. The other girls singled her out. They knew she was untrained, and well, kind of the prissy type. The annoyance I felt when she flirted with me earlier almost increased to sympathy by the time the session ended. 
 
   On the way out, she refused to look at anyone, least of all me. I just had to do it. I couldn’t let it go with her getting humiliated by everyone else. I also wanted to prove the weakling in me wrong, the one that kept making me notice every detail of her hour-glass shaped body.
 
   “Next time you might want to bring your own mat. I don’t think the school would appreciate it if I let all the kids kick your butt on to theirs,” I joked. Laughter erupted around us. Erica’s face turned crimson. 
 
   To my surprise, she didn’t say a word. Instead, she glanced at me with tear-filled eyes. My insides twisted. I sucked at being tough on girls. Gathering her gym bag, she shuffled out the door, peals of laughter still trailing behind her. Her nose wasn’t in the air this time. Nope. Unfortunately, the sarcastic ass honor belonged to me. 
 
   * * *
 
   At some point, I had to face the parents. I ceremoniously dumped all of my training gear on the floor beside the couch. Dying of thirst, I headed to the kitchen. There were at least a dozen fruit salad bowls sitting in the fridge. Mom was on her health kick again. All I wanted was some water and something meaty to eat. 
 
   “Caleb, where in this world have you been?” She trudged into the kitchen, still wearing her yoga outfit. Her bleached blonde hair was pulled in a high ponytail and the navy blue leotard she wore only emphasized that she needed a touch up. The straw-colored hair seemed like a mistake on her naturally dark Lumbee Indian skin. Thanks to the heavens above that guys didn’t have to deal with torturing our heads the way girls and moms had to do. 
 
   Three days a week I taught people how to cripple would-be attackers basically by using a strategic placement of their knee. While I did the defense thing, my mother practiced meditative yoga techniques. Five days a week, she entertained ladies in these strangely twisted poses of torture. 
 
   Mom trudged over to the fridge, moved me out of the way, and pulled out two bowls of fruit salad. My heart dropped. Glancing into the living room, I waited for them, also known as, the yoga ladies.
 
   “They’re gone,” Mom said and went to work on the first bowl. Her friends enjoyed squishing my cheeks. I was just not in the mood to endure the torture of rough hands and sweat smells. Well, maybe if they looked like Rhianna or Katy Perry. But Mom’s group wasn’t overflowing with people my age. Even I was too young to be considered a cub. Scratch those thoughts. 
 
   I redirected my attention back to my mom. The only time she scoffed down food like that was when something weighed on her mind. 
 
   “Your father called and wants me to meet him downtown in a little while.” She immediately went back to inhaling the orange slices in her salad. “There’s something about a new contract to rebuild the inner city parks. Yada yada. I don’t understand any of it. But I’ve got to go down there and show my support.” 
 
   I perked up. The project she mentioned sounded huge. Sure, my dad worked on the city’s board of engineers, and he was over-the-top good with his designs; but maybe this project would put a hitch in my parents’ moving plans. Since I never got the chance to see him anymore, I lived through the social life I created for myself. While most of the guys on my lacrosse team argued over what seat their dad sat in at the game, I kept to myself. I knew that mine wasn’t coming. He never did. My mom filled in for him whenever she could.
 
   I sat down on the bar stool across from hers and pulled the second bowl over to me. Large chunks of strawberry sat in clear peach juice. A perverted image came to mind, making me think of Erica Jensen for some crazy freaking reason. I immediately cleared my head, vowing to beat myself for thinking about Erica in that way ever again. 
 
   Instead, I thought about the meaning behind my mother’s statement. If Dad found a new assignment that could possibly mean postponing a move. He would have to stick around to see the project through to the end. I made a hot damn motion in my body without actually letting my mother see me doing it.
 
   “He said something about working with Rick Jensen. They’re going to redesign the city’s boundaries just in case something big ever happened. I don’t know all the details.” She waved her spoon and spoke as if dad’s assignment bored her to death. 
 
   While Dad worked, Mom stayed at home, entertaining the yoga ladies and painting canvases of Italian landscapes. She always claimed to be the rock for her men. When I thought about it, I guess she was right. “You know Rick has that model-gorgeous little niece. What’s her name again? Erica, is it?” 
 
   It was almost like I felt my eyeballs roll upward even without me actually moving them. Mom lived to play matchmaker with me. This time she was way off the mark though. “Mom.”
 
   Ignoring me, she said, “Such a shame. Her story is so sad.” 
 
   I swallowed a chunky peach, and perked up just a tad. This wasn’t what I expected to hear. 
 
   “That poor child. I always hate to hear things like that,” she said. 
 
   “Mom. What? You’re killing me here,” I blurted.
 
   Sighing, she glanced at me with sad eyes. “Well, I don’t want to be a gossip. Just promise me you won’t tell your father that we discussed this. Deal?”
 
   I held my hands up. “You got it.”
 
   “Not good enough. I need the pinky,” she said and held out the little finger on her right hand, waiting for me to link mine with it.
 
   “Aw, come on, Mom.” I playfully rolled my eyes.
 
   “Agree, or the deal is off,” she said firmly. 
 
   I linked my pinky in hers and said, “Deal. Are you satisfied?”
 
   She sucked her cheeks in and rubbed the left side of her face, things she did when she wanted to either chew me out or ask if I needed any condoms. “Rick told your dad that Erica was attacked just before they moved down here. When they lived up in that cold polar cap region. Some crazy man barged in and butchered her real parents.”
 
   Bam! It was kind of like somebody shot me in the chest. I would never have thought hardcore prissy Erica Jensen suffered through something like I was hearing. “She—you said she was attacked?”
 
   Mom stretched her eyes as if sending her thoughts to me. “You know what I mean, Caleb.”
 
   “No, Mom, I don’t know,” I said, my heart sinking. I’d been a total douche toward Erica all of these years. Thinking about it made me feel bad. But then, how did Erica manage to keep something like being raped a secret? Even Kyle hadn’t caught on to it. He could draw every inch of her body like a pro artist just from memory.  
 
   Mom folded her arms and said, “She wasn’t violated, thank God. But he beat that poor girl to a pulp. A neighbor walked in before the maniac could defile the child. He almost had his way, too.” She shook her head slowly and then attacked her fruit salad again. 
 
   My tongue went numb. I was caught between trying to speak and staying silent. I guess it all made sense when I thought about it: Erica’s over the top eye-batting, the way she obsesses over coordinating the color pink with everything. Deep down inside, she was pretty much a scared little girl grieving over her parents’ deaths. 
 
   How would I be able to go back to school and face her? 
 
   “She’s in my defense class.” I spoke real fast.
 
   Mom’s eyebrow raised and then her eyes widened. “I’ll put you on eternal punishment if you say anything about what we just discussed.” With the silver spoon being pointed right at my left eye, I had no doubt she’d do just that.
 
   “Mom. Chill with the spoon threat, okay? I’m just saying, it’ll be hard to go back to school and act normal around Erica now.”
 
   Her face hardened. “We made the pinky promise before I even said a word.”
 
   My cheeks flushed. There was something about being a seventeen-year-old guy getting scolded about breaking a pinky promise that was just downright humiliating. 
 
   “She doesn’t remember anything. The Jensens want to keep it that way.” She reached across the table and took my hands in hers.
 
   “Why are you telling me all of this?” I asked, confused about Mom’s intentions. 
 
   A long pause passed before she said, “Because one day she might need someone to understand, to tell her that she isn’t alone. One day she will remember. They always do.” A faraway look crossed her face, and then she blinked several times. I thought she was about to tell me about the angels that walk among us again the way she usually did when she got that look on her face, but she didn’t. 
 
   Releasing my hands, she smiled, stood, and placed her empty bowl in the sink. But what she’d told me still drifted in my head. I’d probably be scarred for life. Any hopes I had of being a hard ass with Erica just flew straight out the window. 
 
   Mom disappeared up the stairway for about ten minutes, leaving me to bake in thoughts of how much of an ass I’d been toward Erica, a girl who already suffered through more than most kids our age. She strolled back into the kitchen. Her hair was loose, and she wore a plum colored casual business suit. 
 
   On the way out the door, Mom stopped and planted a kiss on my cheek. My face heated and I shook my head to make her think I didn’t want to get kissed by her. But I did. Craving affection starts at an early age for guys and we never lose that needful thing. 
 
   Now that I realized I was about to be alone, I felt indifferent. Part of me wanted to pull out the crucifixes and guard against the Walkers. The other half craved a chance to see the girl again. She’d spoken to me and seemed so real. But no one else in class acknowledged her presence; even while she stood in the doorway with everyone else gawking at my idiot moment.
 
   As soon as the coast was clear, I texted Kyle.
 
   * * *
 
    “So, you have the hottest girl in school flirting with you, right? And you got issues with that? Dude, what’s wrong with you?” Kyle smirked, plopped down on the loveseat across from the TV, and gave me an incredulous look just before he stuffed a burrito into his mouth. “Man I hate you.”
 
   “Hey, she knows good lookin’ and fabulous when she sees it,” I teased. That statement got me the king of glares. “Just kidding. Lighten up, alright?”
 
   “Why would she sign up for a defense class anyway? I don’t get it,” Kyle said.
 
   But I got it. After Mom’s conversation earlier this evening, I figured it had something to do with what she told me about her past. 
 
   “I know what it is,” Kyle said, “It’s that long hair thing you got going on. Girls tend to go for other guys who remind them of their eh-em, other girlfriends.” I put my fist up in the air like I was going to pass one into his face; but he held a burrito up in front of it, blocking my aim. 
 
   “That’s right. Hide behind your food,” I joked. “It’s not always about looks, my man.” 
 
   Kyle gave me an amazed look and set his burrito down on the plate. “Wait a minute. Where’d all this sympathy for the enemy come from? I mean that was you who said she’s pretty much alien territory, right?”
 
   Yeah, that was me, Mr. Hypocrite extreme. “People change. Besides it’s not always good to judge.”
 
   His cell phone saved me from that crazed look he had going on. Any number of stupid things could be expected to roll off those lips of his. Kyle groaned just before he mouthed the name Shani and answered it. He stood up and headed out the front door. 
 
   “Yeah, talk to me about being a hard ass next time, won’t you?” I teased. So I promised Mom I wouldn’t say a thing about Erica. Just how do you keep something like that from the person you discussed your first manga crush with? I wish she wouldn’t have said anything. Now I get to walk around and feel like a true douche for the way I treated her. 
 
   The extra marinara in the taco sauce made my stomach boil. Man, next time I’ll be ordering from that new little Italian place down the street. Stalking into the kitchen, I cradled my stomach, feeling thankful Kyle wasn’t around to witness my moment of weakness. I trudged over to the cabinet beside the sink and scoped the shelves. “Where’d Mom put those Tums?” That was when the smell hit my nostrils: sweet, strong, feminine. Crap! 
 
   Slowly I shut the cabinet door and made my way back to the living room. Nerves now mixed with the sauce in my stomach and my chest rolled up with anticipation. 
 
   She sat on the sofa, laughing at the television, and was eating the rest of my tacos. It was the Walker. 
 
   “I love these stupid funny people shows,” she said without looking at me. Right. A spirit, or angel, or whatever she was actually sat in my living room, laughing at my favorite television show ever. 
 
   I glanced at the door, swallowed the lump in my throat, and took a step toward the couch. Yep, I admit it. She kind of scared me. Who wouldn’t feel just a tad strange about a spirit that suddenly started talking to them while scarfing down their supper? Only someone ready for the white jacket, my man. 
 
   I glanced through the thin curtains draped across the window beside the front door. Kyle stood out there, waving his arms around. He was pretty much wrapped up in his conversation.
 
   “No worries. Your friend’s going to be on the phone for a long time,” she said and turned that dazzling face toward me. Black hair, dark and shiny like an expensive thread, glided across the jacket she wore. It was made of leather. I wondered whether she was burning up. I know, that was a pretty strange thought to have considering the circumstance, right? 
 
   “What do you want?” I used my deep, demanding voice. No way was I about to let her know how strange she made me feel.
 
   “I already know I frighten you, Caleb. Don’t be afraid. I won’t bite. But if I do it won’t hurt you,” she said and winked at me.
 
   I closed my eyes. When I was a little boy, my Uncle Mashu told me that if I imagined the spirits of the medicine men inside my head, then they’d protect me from evil things. Man, I hoped he still knew what he was talking about. I opened them and jumped back.
 
   “Whoa!” I blurted and stumbled backward. Walker girl stood right in front of my face. I didn’t even hear her coming. 
 
   “Easy, choir boy. You might hurt something useful,” she teased. 
 
   “Why are you—what do you, why do you keep following me around?” There went that damn squeaky weak voice again. 
 
   “I told you before. I need you.” A serious expression crossed her face. That perfect nose. Those cute heart-shaped lips. Damn. If only she weren’t a Walker. Her scent enveloped me, weakened me. I started to feel dizzy. What was she doing to me? 
 
   She moved closer to my body as I stood there plastered against the wall beside the entry to the kitchen. The way I figured it was if I needed to escape I now had easy access to the back door. 
 
   “I won’t hurt you, Caleb. But I need for you to be ready.”
 
   “Ready for what,” I muttered. My mind was spinning out of control.
 
   “The Dark Ones.”
 
   “The who?” 
 
   Someone or something banged against the back door. The noise startled me so badly, I almost wet my pants. Jerking my head around, I glanced at it. With my heart beating inside my throat, I turned back to face the Walker. Gone. Of course, she’d say something like she just did and disappear afterward. The banging increased. I was certain that the Walker didn’t do her vanish thing just to go outside and come right back in. Nope. Something else was out there. I hesitated a moment just before I swallowed my fears and headed toward it. 
 
   Outside the door, an aggravated Kyle stood. He shoved past me and stalked into the kitchen. “Alright, so, dude, didn’t you hear me banging on the front door?” 
 
   “Wha—um, no. Sorry, man.” Reel those nerves in guy. 
 
   “Did they bring Sakura wearing a bikini up on the screen, or something?” Kyle studied my face and frowned. He was talking about one of the hottest chicks in the entire Naruto series. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Yeah, man. Why wouldn’t I be?” Understated question of the decade. 
 
   “Duh! ‘Cause you locked me out. I banged on the door for a good five minutes,” he said, trudging through the doorway. “I’m still starving. Do you have any leftover tacos?” 
 
   “Sure.” I followed him, still feeling dazed and wondering what the freak was happening in my world now. “Everything all right with the ex?” I needed a serious distraction.
 
   “Yeah, she’s cool.” He shrugged and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know, bro. Shani wants me back. She mentioned something about her getting accepted at State and me heading out to Wake Tech. All of that bothers her. But what can you do? Girls be acting all crazy these days. Loving on ya one minute, and ready to hire a hit man to take out your ass the next. I don’t get it.” He made a funny light laugh which meant that he changed the truth up a bit. 
 
   Honestly, he was probably using the tough guy attitude right now to cover up for how he really acted while he was talking to Shani.
 
   “Are you sure that she’s the one all shook up by that news?” I asked, smirking. 
 
   “All right, already. We made up,” he announced.
 
   “Thank God,” I said, throwing my hands up. “One more pretty gray-brown eyes comment from Shani and I was seriously going to start looking into getting a pair of colored contacts that matches your eyes.”
 
   “Hey. You best be glad that you’re my boy. I’d hate to have to show the school how badly I could kick your ass. It would suck for you to lose your little self defense class over my ability to take you down.” He gave me a serious look. I laughed at him until I soon figured out that he wasn’t really joking. At some point I figured he would tell me what happened with the two of them over the summer. His situation got my mind off Mom’s news anyway. It didn’t erase the sinking feeling that the Walker with the cute nose and heart-shaped lips showing up inside my house meant that something big was most definitely about to go down.
 
   * * *
 
   On Wednesday, I ran into Erica just before I reached the third period class we shared. She stood on a stool, trying to pin pictures of the girls from her cheerleading camp on the “What Did You Discover Over the Summer?” board in the hallway. My first notion was to just kind of turn around and melt into the crowd. I still felt crummy about the way I treated her. But the gentleman in me—the weakling that got me in trouble with the last girl who was all wrong for me—told me to help her out. 
 
   She stretched toward the top of the case, attempting to put a trophy on the very top shelf. The stool started sliding just the tiniest bit to the left. I barely made it over to her before it moved all the way out from under her, sending Erica tumbling backwards right into my arms. 
 
   Gasping for breath, she turned around and leaned her forehead against my chest. So, this was a bit awkward as everybody in the hall decided to stare at us. I prayed that Thorne was nowhere around. Last thing I needed was to begin my lacrosse team’s Fall Ball season with a broken arm.
 
   “God, I’m so glad you caught me,” she said, trembling.
 
   “Yeah, me too,” I answered truthfully. Her body was light. I mean, yeah she was petite, but I swear she didn’t weigh no more than like sixty pounds, or something close to that. Okay, she probably weighed more than that, but you get the point.
 
   Glancing at my face, she gave me the chance to check out the strange green in her eyes. I wanted her to move back a bit. There were too many gossip hounds snickering and staring at us. Since we already stood there feeling embarrassed, it was a great time to make up for my less than stellar behavior. She brushed at her clothing, stepped back, and then stared at me, making me feel like walking away without saying a thing. 
 
   “Hey, listen. I’m—um. About the other day,” I began.
 
   “You’re forgiven, Caleb,” she interrupted and smiled.
 
   “I had a lot going on that day,” I added.
 
   “Yeah. Me too. First week jitters, I guess.”
 
   Why did she have to be so nice? I always figured that with somebody like her it was all about the designer bags and $200 jeans. I didn’t expect this girl who stood in front of me. 
 
   Sighing, I shuffled on my feet. I sucked at apologies. 
 
   “What has the world come to? A guy who is sensitive, trusting, and ridiculously sexy,” she gushed. Bam! That statement most definitely caught me off guard. “Maybe there is hope for mankind,” she said and walked away, leaving me standing there, looking all stupid with my body parts going wild. 
 
   * * *
 
   Training class that evening turned out to be an enjoyable experience for the first time in a long while. I was looking forward to them. Maybe life after my ex-girlfriend’s move to Nebraska wasn’t as doomed as I thought. 
 
   Somewhere in the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but to think about the Walker girl and the Dark Ones she warned me about. I could tell she was nearby. Something inside of me felt her watching, even though she managed to stay invisible. Maybe what she said made me feel paranoid; but I swear I felt the eyes of somebody or something else watching me too. 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The first week of school flew by. I found myself looking forward to my defense class. Plus, Fall Ball for the lacrosse team geared up. So on the three days I wasn’t helping my classmates to stay safe, I was on the field with Kyle taking out frustrations with my parents’ decision to move on the little white ball. 
 
   I found it odd that Erica didn’t show up for training that Tuesday or the following Thursday. The class would end in October. What good would a couple of sessions do for her? Whenever I passed by her and the rest of her circle, aka cheerleaders, in the hallway she just waved or smiled and politely moved on. 
 
   Trigonometry turned out to be my worst enemy. On top of everything else I already had going on, I just couldn’t get a handle on angles and arcs. If I wanted to be a computer engineer then I couldn’t blow off math like Shani who planned on becoming an English teacher after high school. 
 
   The library seemed deathly quiet, making me feel like all kinds of things watched me while I sat there waiting on my math tutor. Glancing in the library’s main office to the left side of the door, I jumped back in my seat. A man dressed in a dark trench coat stood just inside the doorway, and he stared straight at me. 
 
   Creepy! Now, mind you weird dudes dressed in all black normally didn’t bother me much, but something about this guy wasn’t right. The entrance doors swung open and Erica walked in with another girl on the cheerleading squad. She caught me staring and headed straight toward my table after saying bye to her friend. I stole a moment to glance back at the office. Surprise. The dude dressed in all black was gone, just like that. 
 
   “What’s going on, Caleb?” she asked, setting her book bag down. 
 
   “I’m—um, waiting on Mrs. Browning,” I said, still glancing toward the office and not able to concentrate on Erica.
 
   “You mean Barracuda Browning?” she asked.
 
   “Exactly. You know something I don’t?” 
 
   “She sent me here to help her students out today. Something about an emergency at home with her kid.” 
 
   Aw man. Crap. “You missed practice,” I said. I wanted to look like she wasn’t making me nervous.
 
   A strange look crossed her face. “Yeah, well, I broke up with Thorne. I needed some time.”
 
   The gut punching news just kept right on coming at me these days. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Don’t be,” she said, a smile creeping across her face. “He’s really a jealous jerk.”
 
   Oh hell. “Um, your new dating status doesn’t have anything to do with me, I hope.” 
 
   She sighed and tucked her lips. “Let’s just say that Thorne could use some work in the sensitivity area.” Smiling, she lowered her eyes; but not before I saw the tears. I thought of Mom’s conversation last week and the pinky promise we made. Most of all I thought of that spoon aimed toward my eye. 
 
   I opened my book and pulled out a pencil. I’d do anything to lighten the moment. Deep, dark, depressing, and dreary: those were the four d’s I avoided at all costs. 
 
   “And yes, Caleb, his friends tattled on us the other day. You know how guys are. They made it seem like we were about ready to make out.” She playfully rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue.
 
   I scoffed. “Aw, man. They’re gonna skin me alive! So at what point should I expect my castration to happen?”
 
   “No bodily harm will come to you. I promise.”
 
   “Yeah right. Hey listen, I’m good on all this. My mom’s been helping me out every night too.” I started to gather my books, but she placed a hand on mine.
 
   “Please don’t leave,” she almost pleaded. Something in her eyes, an almost desperate look, made me stay. “I really wanted to say thank you for saving me. But I got so caught up, and everybody was staring. I just kind of panicked.”
 
   I sat down and prepared to spend time with Thorne Wiggins’s ex-girlfriend. Okay, yeah. Kyle obviously wasn’t the only one who enjoyed getting punished.
 
   It took over an hour for me to get the hang of the various angles and the way they applied to the radian. I didn’t know how I was going to use any of this. I simply wanted to develop video games and form my own company. What did arc lengths have to do with Unreal’s playing engine? Okay, so maybe it had a lot do with it, but still that wasn’t the point. I could hire people to do this for me after I got rich. 
 
   Even though I wasn’t any good and I pretty much lied about my mom helping me out, Erica made me feel better when I screwed up. She teased me to no end, but hey, that was what made tutoring with her so much fun. 
 
   After about the fourth session, I was a radian pro. How could hanging around somebody that was all wrong for you begin to feel so right? The way I figured it was that hell froze over without me knowing it. That must be what happened because in some bizarre way I think that I was starting to enjoy her company.
 
   “So Janie told me your parents wanna move in the spring,” she announced suddenly. Where did that come from?
 
   I shrugged without saying a word. “I didn’t want to leave my home in Alaska either. But my aunt and uncle…” she stopped and sighed. “My parents are gone.  Anyway, I had a best friend that I left behind. We still talk. But I know how you feel.” 
 
   “Yeah, I guess going through trauma made it easier to leave.” Oh hell. I squeezed my eyes closed. I promised Mom that I wouldn’t talk about this with anybody.
 
   She scoffed a light laugh. “You know about that? Wow.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “I can’t believe my Aunt and Uncle told people.” 
 
   “I won’t say a word to anyone. I promise.” My words fell on deaf ears. She stood and gathered her things, dropping her calculator, and refusing to look me in the face. 
 
   “Erica, how can I fix this?” I asked, standing up too.
 
    “You can’t. No one can.” She gave me a teary-eyed look and then walked out of the library without saying goodbye.
 
   * * *
 
   It was quite obvious that Shani and Kyle made up, and then some. My friend and his girl slobbered all over each other at the lunch table. Grossed out didn’t even touch the way watching them made me feel.  
 
   “What costume are you going to wear for All Souls, Caleb?” Shani asked, coming up for air after kissing Kyle one last time before Principal Armstrong walked into the cafeteria.
 
   I scoffed. “Are you kidding me? I’m not going. That’s nothing but a dumb waste of time.”
 
   “Can we say somebody’s in a rotten mood these days?” Shani blurted.
 
   “That’s because I keep getting shot at by spitballs. That would be the back slap from the two of you slobbering all over each other every day.” They wanted me to go to the All Souls Dance, a time to celebrate the city’s ghostly and mythical tales, an overinflated version of Halloween. We’re supposed to dress up like one of the mythical creatures (ghosts, pirates, vampires, mermaids, Bigfoot, whatever) and coordinate with our date. It’s embarrassing, believe me, I know.
 
   “Okay, bro. Time for some serious talk,” Kyle said and scooted his chair closer to me. “I liked your girl Tammy. She was cool. But she’s gone. You know, I kinda want my friend back. Remember him, right? He wasn’t such a hard ass.” 
 
   I glanced over at Kyle and cringed. Tammy was my ex’s name. I had sworn off speaking it ever again. 
 
   “I’m not interested in dancing,” I said. 
 
   “I have plenty of friends who’d love to go with you,” Shani suggested. 
 
   “Y-ouch, Shani. You think I’m date starved?” I asked.
 
   “Well, I don’t see anyone waiting in line for you to ask them out. Or do you have a secret stash of chicks that I don’t know about?” Shani replied. She really had a way of making you feel retarded. 
 
   “See, there you go. Excuse numero uno is down the el draino,” Kyle teased. “Plus it’s unhealthy for a guy to go so long without…well, you know what I’m saying.” He wagged his eyebrows, and I frowned. 
 
   “Dude, seriously.” I tossed a piece of bread at him. “Shani, thanks, but I don’t need the hookup.”
 
   “Uh, yeah you do,” Kyle corrected. “I know. What about Erica Jensen? You two seem to have hit it off pretty good. Heard from Thorne, yet? By the way, one of our teammates said you’re on his ass-kicking list.”
 
   I could’ve knocked him out—then again, not really. I would never hurt my friend that way. But Thorne was a different story. Plus, I was still mad about Erica giving me the silent treatment over the past few days. 
 
   “Erica Jensen is probably the most self-centered, too-much-pink wearing girl in the entire school,” I began, “Do you really think she’d give you or me or anyone who wasn’t born to have a doctorate’s degree a chance?” 
 
   I should’ve shut the freak up when I noticed my two friends giving me the wide-eyed look. But no, that infamous Wood temper just had to keep on going. I wanted to say: “she’s standing right behind me isn’t she?” I kept quiet. Erica said it all for me.
 
   “Wow, Caleb. Try not to hold back on telling us how you really feel,” a familiar female’s voice said. Every cell in my body froze. I couldn’t even bring myself to turn around. Reigning in my ego, I turned in my seat.
 
   “Erica, uh, what’s up?” I said, my face on fire as I tried to put on a cheesy face.
 
    “I mean, I knew you hated my guts at one point; but geez, Caleb. I kinda thought we had this bonding moment thing going on over the past few days,” Erica joked.
 
   “I didn’t—”
 
   “Save it. I just wanted you to know I’d be back at defense class today.” She didn’t give me a chance to say anything before she turned around and walked out of the cafeteria. 
 
   I wanted to melt through the floor.
 
   “Bonding moment? With Erica? Uh-huh. Is there something you aren’t telling us, bro?” Kyle asked, the largest grin ever plastered across his face.  
 
   “Caleb the traitor,” Shani chimed in. “No wonder you don’t think any of my friends are good enough.”
 
   I spun around to face her. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
   She shrugged. “It’s pretty obvious. You’ve got the hots for the lead cheerleader.”
 
   “Hots? Update your vocabulary next time you find yourself studying the dictionary on nerd day,” I blurted.
 
   “Whatever,” Shani said.
 
   “My man, scoring with one of the pom poms,” Kyle said and held up his fist for me to punch. I did and then stood up before they could torture me anymore. “Have fun in defense class today,” Kyle said in a sing-song way.
 
   “Yeah, and you two have fun tongue wrestling,” I said and walked toward the doors, feeling all screwed up inside about defense class for the first time since I started teaching it.
 
   * * *
 
   “Where’s the rest of my class?” I asked Coach Pitaro as I walked into the gym.
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot. Rick Jensen asked if I’d talk to you about that,” he answered.
 
   “Right, and that means what exactly?” I asked, a creepy nervous feeling inching through my mid-section. 
 
   “Erica’s uncle wanted his neice to have a couple of private sessions because she missed so many of the last few classes. I cancelled your other ones scheduled for this week. You can handle that, right?” he said.
 
   “Do I have a choice?” 
 
   He stopped and gave me the strangest look. “You always have a choice, Caleb. Do you have a problem with Erica? Need someone else to fill in?”
 
   “Nope.” Of course I’d say no. I had this little issue of college credit to handle. Pitaro was the one who held the key to that little tidbit of the physical education requirement.
 
   “Then it looks like you’re on,” he said, nodding toward someone behind me. I turned around. Erica was walking across the gym floor, her light brown hair and super tanned skin was highlighted by all of the pink she was wearing. 
 
   “I’m sorry I made you wait,” she said, coming to a stop in front of me. Nervous beyond reason, I glanced back to tell Coach Pitaro I’d see him around. He was already gone. I faked a cough and turned back to Erica. 
 
   “Um, are you ready?” I didn’t give her the chance to answer. Instead, I set up the mat, making a mental note to avoid situations like this one at all costs with my next class.
 
   “Caleb, I didn’t mean to ignore you these past few days. But, I don’t know, it just felt super strange to hear that you knew so much about me,” she said quietly.
 
   My stupid chest got all funny feeling inside as I pretended to be listening to everything she said. Okay, so I was freaked out because she was opening up to me, alright. I’m supposed to be Mr. Hungry Stud in control of his raging hormones, and not the other way around. After my ex moved away, I made a deal with myself that the only girl who could dominate the way I felt ever again would be a manga queen. 
 
   I shrugged and said, “No big deal. Wait. That’s not right. I’m sorry, okay?” 
 
   She smiled and kept staring at me. I sucked at apologizing and I was also a crappy liar. “No, it’s really a big deal. I don’t remember what happened that day. The psychs told my aunt and uncle that it’s me who’s repressing everything. They say I don’t want to remember what happened.” A faraway look clouded her face. She was pretty in a fragile, dainty kind of way. Plus there was something else that I couldn’t quite finger.
 
   “They make me feel weird. Kind of like they don’t believe the whole awful experience is over. I mean, my uncle changed your entire class today. He’s hell bent on making me into a jujitsu warrior.”
 
   “Yeah, well, like I said the other day, your secret is safe with me,” I assured her. I didn’t know what else to say.
 
   “I know. You’re the real thing. That’s what I like so much about you,” she said in a breathy way that made me get all brain tied.
 
   I inhaled sharply and said, “All right. Are you ready?”
 
   The session went a lot smoother than I thought it would. She was a fast learner. By the end of the class she had me on my backside a couple of times. To be such a petite girl she packed a lot of muscle. No wonder Thorne acted so crazed in the head about her. 
 
   “Alright, time out,” I said after slamming against the mat for a third time. “You know what? I think you’re lying.” She held out a hand for me, pulling me to my feet. 
 
   “Come again?” she asked.
 
   “You don’t need this class,” I said, shaking my head and trying to be cool, even though my ass throbbed.
 
   A smile crept across her lips. “I’m a quick study. It’s always been that way. Let me make it up to you.”
 
   “Make what up to me?” I asked.
 
   “For all of the Ben Gay you’ll need to buy tonight.”
 
   “Ha ha. Real funny. But if you’re talking food, then let’s get cleaned up and meet back out here in ten,” I said and headed toward the boy’s locker room. On the way in, I had a little pep talk with myself. No, I think it was more of a get real, what are you doing kind of speech going on in my head. I undressed down to my boxers, strutted over to the showers, and reached into the first stall. Turning around, I almost swallowed my tongue. 
 
   “Wow, Caleb. I gotta hand it to you. Charm is definitely a strong point for you,” the Walker said to me as I stood there in my underwear. Mortified didn’t come close to how I felt right then. I snatched my towel off the shower bar and wrapped it around my waist. 
 
   “You have got to stop doing that,” I blurted. 
 
   “Doing what?” she asked innocently. 
 
   “Stalking me, and—and showing up like a weirdo ghost,” I said. My whole body blushed. I could feel it just like I felt the heat coming off the water in the shower. 
 
   “Guys spy on girls all the time. So are you saying you don’t like it when things are the other way around?”
 
   “Oh yeah? Newsflash time. You’re not a normal girl,” I said in a low voice. I hated admitting it, but she had a point. I wanted to be the one in control. Getting stalked by a female, a gorgeous one let me add, boosted my ego by a ton, and made me feel vulnerable at the same time.
 
   “I gotta hand it to you,” she began. “I didn’t guess you’d be that type of guy.”
 
   “Right. Fill me in on what you’re talking about, please,” I said, feeling a tad more confident around her than I ever had before. 
 
   Her face got all serious just before she said. “I didn’t expect you to have such passion for life and goals. I thought you would turn out to be, well, arrogant and flighty. Instead, I see somebody completely different from those things.” 
 
   We stared into each other’s eyes for the longest moment. What did she mean? Damn, she’s hot. Dead soul or angel or maybe a potential brain-eating zombie. Um, nah. Whatever she was, it didn’t matter. Why do I feel like I know her so well? What am I saying? I gotta get a grip, she’s not even a real person. But the electricity flying between us was very much human. My very needy body reacted to it in a most embarrassing way by lifting my towel in a salute. 
 
   “You have a cherry bomb girl waiting outside this room. Better not keep her waiting,” she said, holding my gaze before she glanced down and giggled.
 
   Losing myself in her strange dark eyes with the greenish-blue speckles inside the irises, I finally lost the idiot in me and found my voice. “Cherry bomb?”
 
   “Someone obsessed with various shades of red. You know…like pink, for example.” 
 
   “Oh, that explains everything,” I teased, inching closer to her, and feeling thankful that my towel was large enough to wrap around me twice. She had this effect on me, something hard to describe. That can’t be good, either.
 
   “Do you normally hang out in the boy’s locker room?” I asked.
 
   “Only when necessary. I came here to tell you to watch your back,” she said quietly.
 
   “Okay, thanks for all of these empty warnings. But I can handle the Walkers.”
 
   “Your ego is what worries me the most.”
 
   “Y-ouch,” I said, wincing. 
 
   “I’m leaving now.” She broke our spell. The steam drifting around us evaporated along with whatever else had been there in that room between us. Damn.
 
   “I do. Wait, I mean, I have things to do. But I don’t mind if you leave,” I lied and held my arm up so she couldn’t walk away. “First, you have to tell me the magic word.”
 
   “I don’t have to do that.” A smile crept across her heart-shaped lips. 
 
   “It’s an easy one. Tell me your name,” I said. 
 
   Her smiled faded at once. “Never.” 
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “Because I don’t want to. It would complicate things,” she muttered and hugged her shoulders. 
 
   I moved back so she could walk by and wondered what spooked her out so much about me asking for her name.
 
   “Aren’t you going to evaporate, or walk through a wall, or something?” I asked.
 
   She gave me a sad smile and said, “Not this time.” Then she walked out of the doors of the boys’ locker room as if she were human.
 
   “Whoa,” I said, turning back to the shower. 
 
   Outside the locker room, Erica was already dressed and ready to go. The two-minute shower I took gave me an excuse for my flushed skin.
 
   Erica’s idea of treating me was a trip to the local coffee shop downtown on Broad Street. After we took our seats, she bought me a smoothie, something I didn’t really care for but accepted because she seemed so excited to be drinking one. Hey, I can be a gentleman. My mom the spoon wielder taught me well. It didn’t matter that my mind was completely hooked around the mystery Walker and what just happened back in the boys’ locker room. 
 
   Focus. One girl at a time, my man.
 
   For the next couple of private lessons Erica worked hard to master the moves I’d worked into her lessons. We did her training after the students in my main class left. She was a fast learner, and could probably run circles around some of my dojo mates who had years of experience before they even reached the second of the five master levels. 
 
   Two things were for certain: a) Erica wasn’t a bubble-head like I thought, and b) I’d never again tease another girl about how well her ass might bounce on a mat.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Four 
 
    
 
   The lacrosse team’s Fall Ball practice started the following week. But that didn’t thwart Kyle and Shani’s make out sessions one bit. I caught them kissing in the hallways, the lunchroom, between classes. The final straw came when Kyle stepped out on the practice field with Shani hooked on his arm as usual. When they locked lips this time, the hoots and hollers erupted around me. 
 
   “All right, that’s enough. You two are gonna dehydrate if you keep that up.” I stalked over to where they stood in front of the bleachers and pulled them apart. Shani gave me the death look while Kyle grinned and flexed his muscles. More hoots came from behind me. “Haven’t you two had enough of each other? Geez! Save it for the weekend when I don’t have to watch. Kyle you need to leave some energy for the field, my man.” 
 
   I led Kyle away by his collar. “I’ll be right here, Romeo,” Shani assured him as we headed toward our teammates. After we reached them, I turned and faced Kyle. “Do I have too much wax in my ears? Because I think she just called you Romeo.” A grin crept across my lips.
 
   “I’ll pound you if you pick on me about it, Erica’s new lap boy,” he teased. He just had to say something in front of the teammates. I got all kinds of slaps on the back for that one. 
 
   “So, Wood, rumor has it that Erica Jensen is your date to the big All Souls Dance,” Corey Haines announced to my complete surprise. 
 
   I scoffed. “Looks like the rumors know more than I do.” I stepped away and assumed the flight position before they had a chance to say anything else. But fate never turned out to be a friend of mine. About thirty minutes into practice, Ashley High’s cheerleading squad drove by the field. I’d catch hell now for sure. About eight girls were packed into Erica’s convertible Mini Cooper. To my complete humiliation, they all made a point to wave in my direction as the car rolled by. 
 
   “Careful, Caleb. You just might start drooling if you open that mouth any wider,” Kyle teased
 
   I smirked. “Nah. You and Shani wrote the book on slobbering all over each other, I think.”
 
   “Hey man. Leave me out of it,” Kyle said. “In my eyes, you’re like a god right now. Everybody’s talking about this sudden, er, friendship thing you got going on with her.” 
 
   “Yeah. That’s exactly what worries me the most.” This image of Thorne’s boxing gloves meeting my less-than-petite nose haunted me. Somehow, I managed to shake it off and finish practice. First thing I vowed to do tomorrow was to confront Erica about this mystery date I’d somehow been drafted to take her on.
 
   The next day added to my confusion instead of solving it. In the lunchroom, Erica sat with the Circle. I hadn’t even seen her all day, this girl who I was supposed to take to the All Souls Dance. She  glanced in my direction a few times. Of course this brought teasing from both Kyle and Shani. To them it probably seemed like I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her. But in reality I was just trying to figure her out. Thorne trudged over to their table. Any mystical magic that might’ve been forming between us flew up and out the window. I turned to my tray of food for the first time since lunch began. The fake hamburger had already gotten cold, and my French fries got soggier by the minute.
 
    I glanced back at Erica’s table. Big mistake. I caught Thorne with his arm draped over her shoulders, his hand dangling right over the middle of her chest. Something in me stirred the slightest bit. She was supposed to be my unofficial date, right? 
 
   Kyle, my razor-eyed friend, caught my mood swing right away. “I thought they broke up? Are you just gonna stand for that big Duff putting his paws all over your woman like that?” 
 
   I shrugged. “Not my problem.”
 
   “Hello, she’s going to be your date on a very popular night, let me add,” Shani announced. 
 
   “Thanks for pointing out the obvious,” I snapped.
 
   “What’s she going to dress up as, anyway? The ice queen’s daughter?” Shani asked me.
 
   To answer that required some knowledge. The information you learned by talking to your date versus watching her get felt up by her ex-boyfriend while you sit there like a dud. Girls, I’ll never understand them. “I have no idea.” I swerved around in my seat and stuffed my face with cold hamburger. I was so heated up that I didn’t even realize how bad the meat tasted. 
 
   “I’m sure you two will work it out,” Kyle said. 
 
   I gave him a hard look, and said: “What’s there to work out? I know nothing about this big date. She hasn’t asked me. I haven’t asked her. I have no freaking idea what’s going on. If she wants to let Rocky over there touch her then fine. Let him.”
 
   “Chill with all this talk about the two of us. Do I look like the meathead football player type? I don’t drool over conceited girls. Nope,” I said. 
 
   “Wow, Caleb, you have a tongue that could put even the bitchiest girl to shame,” Shani said and glanced at someone behind me. “Eavesdropping alert.”
 
   I was batting for zero and none these days. I knew Erica stood back there even before I turned around to face her. 
 
    “That’s all right, Shani. I’ve already figured out that Caleb is all bite when he wants to be. But the good thing about dogs is that they’re trainable.” 
 
   That did it. She might be used to bossing Thorne around, but I wasn’t having any of that. I spun around on my chair. “We need to talk. Now.”
 
   She gave me the widest, no wait, the most devious grin I’d ever seen on a girl. All that tough dude talk I intended to lay down on her flew right out of the window along with the burnt meat smell lingering in the air around us. 
 
   “Calm down there, Tiger. What are you doing after school today? Could you stop by the auditorium, and we could talk then? I got the role of Coco in Fame. I’d love for you to check it out.”
 
   “Sorry. Drama isn’t really my thing,” I said, even though I was a tad intrigued. Her face fell the slightest bit. “Maybe next time. Besides, I’m much more interested in talking about this date I’m going on with you. You know, the one that we never asked each other about, or even bothered to see if the other one had plans?” Ha! That’s what she gets for planning my future and then humiliating me by flirting with Thorne in front of the entire lunchroom. 
 
   “We’ll talk after tomorrow’s defense class, if that’s okay. I’m sorry if I upset you. It won’t happen again,” she said quietly and then walked away.
 
      ”Oh boy. Careful, bro. My disease is contagious. Next thing I know, you’ll be the one drooling in the hallway. That is, if you can learn the art of being smooth and not crude,” Kyle joked and flexed his arm.
 
   “Hey, I’m nothing like Miss Stuck Up of Ashley George High,” Shani said.
 
   “Don’t count on me catching anything like that,” I said, wanting to believe that I meant every word.
 
   * * *
 
   The sounds of ninja battle calls blared through the living room when I walked through my front door. One of my parents was watching my Naruto discs? No way. The possibility of that happening was about as slim as our chance of ever seeing over two feet of snow fall here on the North Carolina coastline. The scent, that lavender and vanilla combination that drove me wild, teased my nostrils before I even found her sitting on my couch. The Walker.
 
   She held a bowl of popcorn, one of my strawberry Fantas (Yeah yeah, I know. Not cool for a dude) and was actually laughing at one of my favorite shows. She sat with her feet propped up on Mom’s glass coffee table; but she was considerate enough to position a pillow between the glass and the black combat boots she always wore with every outfit. My first notion was to kick her out. I took my Naruto seriously. Somebody laughing at it that way heated me up. Right. This girl could walk through walls. Force wasn’t an option. 
 
   “Oh my. These black box things amaze me,” she blurted and threw her head back, laughing at Sasuke and Naruto taking out their frustration on one another. 
 
   Yeah, so all of this was getting out of hand. I had one girl assigning me to school functions as her obliviously stupid date; and the other one, the ghostly diva, stalking me.
 
   I stood there and gawked, closed my eyes, counted to ten the way I always did, and waited. I opened my eyes. The Walker stood within inches of my face. “Shit!” I blurted and stumbled backward. I didn’t even hear a shuffle of popcorn, or anything. 
 
   “Why do you tease me like that?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know. You make it easy, and fun,” she snickered and took a step back.
 
   “Stalking somebody in the boys’ locker room is one thing, but giving a guy a heart attack is fun?” I asked. She smiled, a ridiculously sexy one that set the bells off in my head. 
 
   “You’re not like the other Walkers,” I said.
 
   “That’s pretty obvious, I think.” 
 
   “Are you like my guardian angel, or something?” 
 
   She rolled her eyes upward and said, “Be more original, Caleb. Will you feel better if I just say that I am?” 
 
   “Possibly. I’d feel even better if you just tell me why you keep popping up, warning me about some kind of dark dudes, and then leaving.” 
 
   “You can’t handle the truth. You’re not ready,” she said.
 
   “So have you been watching my dad’s DVDs too? I know where that line came from,” I teased, feeling agitated.
 
   “Things are about to change.”
 
   “How?” 
 
   “Wait and see,” she said.
 
   “For what?” I urged, closing the distance between us. Her body held some kind of magnetic energy that drew me to it like a drug. But why? 
 
   Lights flashed through the living room’s windows. A terrified look passed over her face. She took my hand in hers. Her touch heated my skin and a slight buzz of what felt like electricity surged through my arm. 
 
   I doubled over a tad. “Whoa! What are you doing?”
 
    “All of your answers will be revealed soon enough, Caleb Wood. I promise,” she whispered, her lips grazing my ear and setting my soul on fire. At once she released my hand and headed toward the back door. She opened it, gave me a slight smile, and walked out into the night.
 
    I stood there wondering what the hell was going on. Most of all I wanted to know why she used doors now instead of simply evaporating through the walls like she used to do.
 
   * * *
 
   Something about my new guardian angel without a name being able to show up whenever and wherever she pleased unnerved me. Don’t get me wrong, like every hot-blooded guy, I enjoyed the extra attention. But I wanted it to be on my own terms. 
 
   Erica had been acting nonchalant since I rejected her drama offer a couple of days ago. She spoke to me and everything, but it was nothing like the gooey eyes she made the first few times we spent together. And then she started to completely ignore me, all because I felt funny about the All Souls Dance. Okay, so yeah, I avoided her on all of that. She had no right to go and set us up that way. My bad attitude was her fault, right? Alright, maybe I can be a jerk; but I always managed to set things right in the end.
 
   My life was suddenly way out there. The most conceited girl ever had turned out to be cool. And the most annoying, but super sexy Walker chick was stalking me. But I had to admit that Erica ignoring me set my chest on fire. Why? I had no idea. I never suffered from anxiety before; but I guess even the big dogs can be molded just as Erica suggested. 
 
   I needed a distraction in a bad way.
 
   Kyle and Shani stood across the hall engrossed in each other, ignoring me, and making me feel needy. “Don’t worry. Girls like that always get over themselves at some point,” the Walker said as she leaned on the locker next to mine. My heart didn’t just skip a few beats. I swear it stopped altogether. 
 
   “Why do you do that crap?” I snapped.
 
   “The same reason you wear a navy blue shirt every day, because I want to. She shrugged and beamed a smug grin at me, her ruby red lips drawing my attention to them. “It’s your own fault, anyway.” 
 
   “My fault? How so?” I asked. 
 
   “Don’t you know anything about guardians? They react to body temperature. You watching your little cheerleader stroll by, sent your temp flying off the celestial radars, babes.” 
 
   I smirked and scoffed a laugh. She was the kind of person I enjoyed: light-hearted and somewhat dirty minded. 
 
   I moved a tad closer to her and folded my arms, forgetting that we stood in a hallway with hundreds of other students walking by. I turned my head just a tad. I didn’t want people to think I was talking to my locker. “You like that, don’t you? Feeling my body heat all over you that way.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. Today they seemed brighter than usual, but still crazy hypnotic. “Careful there, player. Drooling over too many girls at once can be risky. You might find it hard to cool that bomb of a body temp thing down. You just might explode,” she said and faded away.
 
   * * *
 
   “I think that a guy who hangs out in gardens is kinda sexy,” Erica said as she prepared to change out of her training gear. We had reduced her private sessions to once a week. The main program would end for everyone in another month. 
 
   I shook my head. Did she really think I believed her? “Seriously. Are you trying to make up for drafting me as a date and then ignoring me all week?” I asked.
 
   “Nope. You should feel flattered anyway,” she teased.
 
   “Yeah, right. Try not to be so humble, Miss Jensen.” 
 
   “Just kidding. I’m glad to be your date. And I’m sorry that I told people about us without running it by you first. But I…” A strange faraway look clouded her features.
 
   “You wanted to make your ex jealous, didn’t you? I know that you’re using me. That’s cool. I can play along. I just like to know when I’m in danger of having my nose reconstructed,” I explained. 
 
   She gave me a strange look, her shoulders tensed. “I’m not using you, Caleb. Why would I do that?”
 
   Control man. Don’t let her fool you. “Do you really want to know what I think?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Your type doesn’t go for my kind,” I blurted.
 
   “What do you mean by ‘your kind’? You make it sound like you’re an alien, or something,” she said quietly. 
 
   “Nerdy, odd, loner. Somebody who doesn’t give a crap about what the in-crowd thinks of my car. That’s me,” I said.
 
   “You mean that midnight blue Challenger sitting out in the parking lot? That’s yours, right?” She smirked and shuffled on her feet. 
 
   “Maybe. But it’s not a BMW 3 Series or anything snooty like that.”
 
   “Whatever. It’s still sexy as hell, though.” She scoffed and playfully rolled her eyes. I never expected to get to know such a down-to-earth version of this girl. She gave me a taste of something I lost when Tammy left town. It was hard to find the right word. “Oh, and let me just add a few things.”
 
   “Go on,” I urged, unable to stop the silly grin spreading across my lips. 
 
   “He’s ambitious. He has striking gray eyes, with dashes of sugary brown in them. And he has an IQ that most jocks would kill to get. What’s not to like?” 
 
   Damn she’s good with words.
 
    I shuffled on my feet this time. “Don’t think for one second that I’ll dress up as a sparkly vampire. That’s not happening.”
 
   “Fine. That is, as long as you don’t expect me to put on a skin tight dress and turn into Mermaid Barbie.”
 
   “You’re killing me. What girl doesn’t want to be a mermaid?” I asked, feeling all giddy inside. Again. Control, dude.
 
   “This one doesn’t. Don’t let the pink clothing make you think I’m all sugary and nice. Agreed then?” She held up her fist for me to jab with mine. 
 
   “Seriously, do you really expect me to do that with you?” 
 
   “I really do, my man,” she mocked, holding back a grin.
 
   “Alright. You got it.” We bumped our fists together and smiled, making a promise to do something I wasn’t quite sure I wanted—not with Erica, anyway. 
 
   Holding our gazes, both our smiles faded. She moved closer to me. Right away, the gym seemed to be closing in on me. I had to hand it to her. The way she used her girlish charms was working overtime on my hormones. I cleared my throat, and the distance between us decreased. I didn’t even see it happen. 
 
   How long had it been since I kissed a girl? Over three months? That was the last time I saw Tammy. She told me that she’d chosen to move away with her father instead of staying here in New Bern with me. It killed something inside me. A part of me still drifted around in nowhere land, waiting for that one chance to feel a spark, that flame to fire up my soul again. Could Erica be that person? I had to know; even if I wasn’t a hundred percent on our relationship.
 
   I lowered my head, my heart beating like a drum solo. If she moved against my chest, then she’d definitely feel every single thud. Our lips were less than one inch apart, and my head spun wildly. 
 
   Claaaaang! What the freak?
 
   Both of us jerked toward a crash of metal that sounded like it came from the girls’ locker room. “Stay here,” I said to Erica. 
 
   “No way,” she replied and followed me to the locker room. “Besides, they’ll think you’re a pervert if they catch you in there without me.”
 
   “Shh, listen,” I ordered. A low moan, a shuffle along the darkest areas of the gym, and something that sounded like a whistling wind came from inside the doorways of the locker rooms. 
 
   “Caleb this is freaking me out,” Erica whispered. “Let’s just leave.”
 
   She wasn’t the only one feeling all crazy inside at the moment. I felt them before they revealed themselves. Walkers. They stood in the entryways to both the girls’ and boys’ locker rooms alike. 
 
   I clenched my jaws. Two men dressed in black clothing: a trench coat, dress pants, shoes, and dark glasses stood there watching us. This was getting freaky. There were about four or five dudes wearing the exact same outfits as the strange guy I spotted at the library a while back. None of the Walkers had ever made their presence known in this way. 
 
   I recalled the Walker girl’s warning about the Dark Ones. Well, men wearing sunglasses in a building and decked out in black clothing didn’t get any shadier.
 
   Staring them down, I placed a protective arm in front of Erica and guided her toward the exit. 
 
   “What is it? What do you see?” she whispered.
 
   “Nothing. Do you need to get anything out of your gym locker?” I asked without moving my gaze away from the strange men. 
 
   “Heck no. I just need to grab my bag off the bleachers.” 
 
   “No, I got it.” I trudged over to the benches, thanking the Heavens above that her bag was on the one closest to the exit leading to the parking lot. 
 
   “Let’s break up out of here,” I said, turning around to catch one final glimpse of the dark dudes. But there was nothing but the exit signs flickering off and on like someone gave them a mind of their own. 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The next few days were rough. I almost failed an English test. I added too much salt to my lab partner’s volcano project, resulting in the chemicals blowing up in our faces. I forgot my lacrosse stick. Now I would be forced to use the old ratty one that the coach set aside for just such emergencies. Yeah, it was a bummer of a week.
 
   The Walker’s words worried me. The dark dudes that kept popping up in odd places like the locker room and the library at school made me paranoid. I kept looking out for others like her, normal looking Walkers with ordinary faces and things. They never came. It was like they’d all suddenly disappeared when the dark dudes showed up. I wondered if it had anything to do with her sudden ability to use a door.
 
   Walking down North Hall, I came across something that wound up being the perfect end to a crappy freaking day. Thorne and Erica stood at her locker, intimate looks passing between each other. Flirting wasn’t the right word. Try to use the term sexual tension, instead. She’d missed the past few days of our training. As her drafted party date, I felt like I deserved some kind of explanation. 
 
   I hung back near the wall by the water fountain where they couldn’t see me. I glanced around to see how many others would be witnessing my humiliation. Everybody knew that we made plans to be each other’s dates. People also talked about how much closer we’d gotten over the past few weeks. So to see my ‘girl’ all hugged up with her ex, heated me up.
 
   I mumbled, cursed, and clenched my jaw, completely unable to move my feet, even though I knew what was about to go down. Then it happened: the kiss, the goo-goo eyes look, and the embarrassment of the decade for me. This crazy feeling rushed through me. All I could think about was my ex’s sudden departure and my dad’s decision to move the family away without even talking to me. Respect was seriously lacking in my life lately. 
 
   Yeah, I always knew Erica was untrustworthy, and she made it clear that she was sort of using me, but damn.  Thorne glanced up, caught me staring, and frowned. Erica turned around and gave me a smile that was about as phony as Jillian’s hair pieces. That was until she really focused on my face, and then her grin slowly faded. I moved in front of the water fountain and pretended to be taking a drink.
 
   “Girl troubles, my brother?” one guy asked as he walked by, laughing at me hunched over the water fountain, and looking like a complete fool. 
 
   “That’s it. I’m outta here.” I turned around and trudged down the hallway. Everything around me seemed all stuffy and strange. The mannish voice inside my head kept teasing me and saying: I know Caleb Wood didn’t fall for the wrong girl. Idiot!  That’s not possible. But that annoying voice kept on tapping inside my head. It kept picking at me, making me feel like everybody else in the school was laughing too. 
 
   “Forget this,” I spat aloud and slung my bag over my shoulder. I needed a beach trip and fast. Nothing cured anger better than surfboarding. Ever since the Walker told me about the body heat thing, I’ve been aware of how I feel.
 
   I wasn’t the least bit surprised when I heard ‘the voice’ beside me. “Caleb, wait!” she called out to me. I didn’t want to be bothered by her either, so I kept on going. 
 
   “I know you’re upset, but you really shouldn’t go to the beach today,” the Walker girl suggested.
 
   “Stop mucking around in my head,” I blurted.
 
   “I bet they can feel your body heat all the way on the west coast,” she said, struggling to match my pace.
 
   “Get lost,” I ordered.
 
   “Can’t do it. Not this time,” she said and followed me out of the exit and to my Challenger sitting in the parking lot. It was my free period, and there was no training class today. 
 
   At the car, I turned to face her. She wore that black leather jacket over a white tank top, a dark gray skirt, and leggings with boots. Her honey colored skin seemed strange today. It had a glow under it like she might’ve tanned for a longer time than usual. I doubt very seriously that Walkers used tanning booths though. 
 
   “Oh, come on. What can you possibly want? In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m leaving. And I’m kind of in a hurry. That means you’ll have to find some other time to pop up and annoy me.”
 
   I turned around and unlocked the car door. She placed her hand on my shoulder. A warm current surrounded the spot that she touched. The same thing happened before when we made physical contact with one another. I glanced into her eyes. Her face was strained, and she looked worried. “Please don’t go surfing today. Wait until another time to burn off your ego-steam.”
 
   “What is it with girls today? Do I look like I need three mothers?” I scoffed and hopped in my car, not wanting to hear the Walker’s response. I sped away from Ashley-George High School, heading toward a place where the waves waited to please me like no girl could at the moment. 
 
   * * *
 
   The water covered my body as the tides roared around me, thrashing in my ears. Soothing liquid cooled off my temper just like I knew it would. The ocean was unusually warm for this time of year. The strong waves cradled me, shoving out all of the girl thoughts. The more I surfed on my board, the better I started to feel. Usually Kyle and I did this kind of thing together. But I couldn’t stand listening to one more story about how he and Shani will work out their college life, get married, and have kids. Plus, he’d be mortified at the thought of skipping a class.
 
   I stroked toward the next wave and glided onto the peak of it. This time I didn’t wait long enough for the tides to ease up before I moved on top of it. The force knocked me off my surf board. I plunged deep down in the ocean. Salty water spilled in to my mouth and eyes, choking and blinding me. Damn it stings. I struggled to pull myself up. No luck. Something felt kind of like it was tugging at my ankle, holding me under the water. Panic set in on me. 
 
   Why can’t I pull my leg free?
 
   Something was holding on to me, and damn if that thing didn’t feel like somebody’s hand. At once I was tossed against some rocks, my left arm blinding me with pain on top of my panic. 
 
   Pressure filled my lungs. Holding my breath, I started to experience a burning sensation inching through my chest. I heard the stories many times before. How some dumb swimmer thought he could beat the rift tide and wound up drowning? Well who’s the dummy now? 
 
   My muscles turned to jelly, and the urge to open my mouth took over. More water rushed down my throat.  Something in it stung like hell as the liquid blazed a path down to my stomach. I was getting burned and scorched at the same time. Oh snap! I’m seriously about to drown. I thought of my parents, the yoga ladies, Kyle, and even Erica just before the brightest white light I had ever seen surrounded me. The soft glow filled me with peace and made me smile, even though I knew this was the end. 
 
   * * *
 
   My eyelids fluttered open. 
 
   Boy, they were heavy. I felt kind of like somebody replaced my skin with stone. My breathing was strange, too. Each gulp of air felt like a scrape inside my chest; and my head ached on the left side. The stench in the air reminded me of alcohol mixed with some other stale odor. 
 
   Glancing around the room, I took in my surroundings. I figured out a couple of things right away: this was a hospital; and I wasn’t dead. 
 
   My mother stormed through the door first. She ran to the bed and covered my face with kisses. The nurse walking in behind her smiled. My face flamed up. Even with my tanned Indian skin, I knew I was beet red. 
 
   “What were you thinking, Caleb? Skipping class and surfing all by yourself? You could’ve been killed. Just wait until your father gets here.” She said all of this and was still kissing me and crying at the same time. 
 
   “I needed some alone time, Mom. Sorry,” I croaked. My throat felt like sandpaper.
 
   “No excuses. I’m always here to listen. You know that.” She sat on the edge of my bed and moved strands of hair back out of my face. Her red-rimmed eyes looked like she’d been crying for days. I hated seeing my mom upset this way. I attempted to lift my left arm. The king of all painful feelings surged through it. That was when I first noticed my arm wrapped inside a cast.
 
   “Don’t move, hon. It’s broken.”
 
   “What? I didn’t even hit anything that hard,” I blurted, my voice feeling stronger.  
 
   “The people who found you said your body was drifting near the rocks on the shores,” Mom explained.
 
   “Who found me?” I asked, feeling uneasy about all of this. I clearly recall that someone’s hand held me under the water. If I did hit a rock then I was pretty sure that whoever found me was the guilty one.
 
   “Son, take it easy,” the nurse ordered as she checked the tangle of machines set up around my bed. 
 
   “A young girl and her grandparents spotted you. Thank God they recognized you from defense class. You could’ve been killed, Caleb. Don’t ever do something like this again,” Mom scolded.
 
   “I got it, Mom. Okay, I’m fine now,” I assured her.
 
   Her cell phone buzzed through the room. The tune was one of her meditative songs that used a bunch of flutes and bells to create the melody. “It’s your father. I’ll be right back. Do not move.”
 
   “Trust me, I don’t intend to lift anything,” I groaned.
 
   She walked out of the room along with the nurse.  My stalker Walker stood behind the closed door. Yeah, I got all fluttery inside. I was a tad happy to see her this time. But she warned me about going into the water; which meant she had some idea of what would happen. 
 
   “You know your guardian skills suck, right?”
 
   “Hello to you too, lovely Caleb,” she said and walked toward my bed. 
 
   “So what did you do? ‘Cause I was about to be a goner. My mom said some old people and their granddaughter found me floating near the rocks.”
 
   “That’s the short story version of the way it happened.” She eased to the side of my bed. I attempted to lift my body. No luck. My tired muscles failed, and the cast on my arm was clunky. I felt weak and looked stupid. “Don’t try to sit up. You need your strength. You can play the macho guy role another day.” 
 
   “Damn. How long have I been out?” I asked.
 
   “Three days.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “You suffered a concussion.” Lowering her head, she muttered, “I told you not to go.” A worried look was mucking up her gorgeous face. She appeared to be more tense today.
 
   “Yeah, well, next time be more aggressive. Use some magic mojo stuff or whatever on me,” I suggested. 
 
   She smirked. “Stop being so dramatic.” 
 
   “Right. Now that you got me all broken up over you, how about a little info on some things,” I pried. 
 
   “I can’t tell you anything. Not yet,” she said, her strange eyes boring into mine. 
 
   “Why not? Make me feel better about the busted-up bones job I got because of you,” I snapped and wiggled my left arm, the one with the nice heavy cast on it. 
 
   “I can’t tell you what I don’t remember, okay,” she blurted. Her lips trembled. Something inside my gut flipped when she stared at me that way. Whatever that thing was floating between us didn’t just happen because of her beauty. Nah. Something hitched inside my head each time our gazes met. She glanced away. 
 
   “Well, you better hurry up and tweak that little issue. I saw your dark dudes hanging around the school the other day. That can’t be good.”
 
   The color drained from her face. The infamous Mr. Caleb Bad News Wood strikes again. 
 
   “When did you see them? Tell me,” she demanded.
 
   “Ooh, I see. I dish out the info, while you get to play the selective memory game. Smooth, even for a guardian,” I said smugly.
 
   “This isn’t a joke, Caleb,” she whispered, tears in her fearful eyes. Why do you act this way, dude?  “I’d do anything to keep you from getting hurt again? Can’t you see that?”
 
   I stared at the ceiling and shook my head. 
 
   “Is that right? You’d really do anything?” I asked. 
 
   “Anything,” she confirmed.
 
    “Then tell me your name.” Silence. 
 
   “Not yet,” She placed her hand on my good arm. I didn’t move it, even though I wanted to. Well, sort of, anyway. After experiencing Erica’s embarrassing lip-lock show, I needed the attention of this walking spirit girl or whatever she considered herself to be. 
 
   “You’re just like everybody else in my life. Always promising, but never delivering,” I said. Wincing, she sighed and moved her hand away. 
 
   “I have to go. But I’ll have something for you when I return.” She gave me a weak smile, making me feel like a Grade-A jerk. Why was this particular Walker hanging around so much?
 
   Almost as soon as her form faded the door to my room flew open. At once I was assaulted by arms, hair, and fruity perfume that trickled into my throat. It was Erica Jensen. “I’m so sorry. So very sorry,” she mumbled in my hair. 
 
   “I got it,” I said, keeping an eye on her super huge pocketbook moving closer to the cast encased on my left arm. She pulled back and stared at me, her eyes filled with tears. 
 
   “I thought—No, I was terrified in thinking I’d never see you again. I was so scared I wouldn’t ever get the chance to tell you how I feel.” Her words perked me up a tad, and I wanted to feel all jittery inside the way I did before. Erica Jensen confessing her feelings for me—what more could a guy ask for than the most popular and beautiful girl’s heart? Instead, an image of Erica and Thorne sucking faces in the hallway kept on replaying in my head. Trust didn’t come easily for me. Especially after the way my ex treated me at the end of our relationship. 
 
   I should’ve been about ready to hop out of my bed and fly home, cracked elbow and all. But I didn’t. There was something strange about Erica Jensen and I just couldn’t place what that was. 
 
   I fumbled around my head for something to say. I guess the words were stuck back in the hallway along with that memory I couldn’t shake. Plus, the Walker girl left me with a few things to haunt my thoughts, too. 
 
   “This is my fault. I’m so sorry, Caleb. Please forgive me,” Erica pleaded. 
 
   “You didn’t dump me off the board. It was my retarded decision,” I said. 
 
   “But you were upset because of what you saw,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. Seriously, I can’t handle all of these crying girls: Mom, the Walker, and now Erica. 
 
   “Not really,” I lied, “So just chill, okay?”
 
   Kyle and Shani (aka the slobbering birds) charged through the door. Kyle’s eyes briefly scanned Erica’s hand sitting in mine. A knowing look passed between her and Shani. Just what I needed—the Dynamic Public Display Duo making fun of me holding hands with the lead cheerleader.
 
   Erica stood up. “No wait, you don’t have to go,” Kyle said right away, a smug grin on his face.
 
   Clearing her throat and giving him the wide-eyed look, Shani said: “Yes, she does. It’s your turn to speak with your friend...alone if you need to.” She emphasized the last few words. 
 
   “Hey. It’s all good,” Erica said to Kyle and then turned to me, her eyes filled with concern. Maybe I should try wave boarding at bad times of the day more often, just without the almost drowning part next time. I’ll leave off the piece where I swallowed the salt water, too. 
 
   Erica bent over and kissed my forehead, her velvety soft lips lingering just long enough to make me feel a stir. I had to admit I was a little disappointed because there was no current like what I experienced with the Walker. Even with the pain waving through me, my body still reacted in ways that made me very glad to have the covers wrapped around me.
 
   “I’ll be back soon,” she said, stroking my hair. I could feel Kyle’s grin before I even saw it. 
 
   On the way out the door, Erica gave Shani a piss-off look that she perfected back in the ninth grade. She might be different around me, but the way she looked at Shani made me remember who I was dealing with. 
 
   Kyle sat down and showered me with questions. I didn’t get the chance to answer the first one before he moved on to the next subject. He kept making this nervous laugh in between each demand, things my best friend always did when something had upset him like me almost drowning, for example.
 
   “What gives here, bro? Why would you try to surf alone?” Kyle asked as he leaned over on the bed.
 
   “I needed to clear my head,” I answered.
 
   “Good deal. I hope you erased all thoughts of having a relationship with the pink lady out of your head,” Shani blurted. I almost forgot she was in the room.
 
   “Shani, please,” Kyle began. “We got this, all right?”
 
   “Uh-huh, yeah, I bet he does get it now. It only took a broken arm and being in a coma to make him understand. Erica is into Thorne, Caleb. She’s using you,” Shani announced, her voice filled with passion. 
 
   Kyle’s smile faded. He snapped his head around and gave his girlfriend a look that was just short of a glare. Shani blinked, lowered her head, and glanced toward the window. Even I would’ve cringed under his stare. The only time my best friend ever looked that way was when either somebody died or hurt his feelings. Something went down between them over the summer, and neither one of my two closest friends wanted to fill me in on the details. 
 
   A couple more people were now added to my list of the ones who hide things from me. I had a bad feeling that group of names was about to get even longer.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The burn in my lungs lasted forever. 
 
   I probably would’ve come out better if I had drunk a glass of lye and got it over with. Alright, that sounded overdramatic, but you get the point. I didn’t know any other way to describe what breathing felt like for me these days. The doctors said it was because I swallowed too much salt water. But I clearly remember the burn starting just before I saw that weird light and passed out. 
 
   I hadn’t said a word to anyone about that experience, not even to the Walker. My family, especially my dad who never even came to the hospital, would be ready to commit me. They already halfway believed I did it just to get attention, to ‘materialize my anger’ about the move next January. Right. What normal person uses terms like that, anyway? Psychologists that wanted to take my parents’ money, that’s who. 
 
   I was on hospital lock down for four days. The Walker came every day, sat by my bedside, and even read some of my favorite poetry to me. Don’t even try laughing at me. I can name about four other dudes on the lacrosse team who secretly enjoy reading poetry. 
 
   For me, Edgar Allan Poe was a genius, a poetical psychologist. Listening to his words flow off the Walker’s ruby red lips put me in a blissful state I never wanted to leave. She had a musical voice, the kind that made Poe’s somewhat dreary works sound like a sunset on the beach. Since she came into my life, the other Walkers disappeared. I guess somebody had decided this one girl was it for me. I couldn’t have been happier with the choice. 
 
   “Will you ever tell me your name?” I asked, anxious to hear the answer. Yeah, I know. The desire to know her name was turning into something like an obsession.
 
       Her face drooped. “In my world, telling someone your name is like handing over your death certificate to be signed and delivered.” 
 
   “Right. Are you a fairy? I read somewhere they can’t hurt someone who calls them by their real name.” 
 
   Sighing, she smirked and said: “Repeat after me. I must not read fairy books written by people who don’t know anything about them. Got it?” 
 
   “You’re a fairy, then?” I asked again.
 
   “No, you deaf person, I’m not.”
 
   “Then what is your group called? Are you ghosts? Angels? Vampires? What?” 
 
   “Seriously, Caleb. The idea of drinking blood stinks. Do you see any bird wings growing out of my back? Um, no. I’m not dead. I swear, if you say that I look like a ghost, then I’ll make you one! Got it?” she asked, tapping her little foot on the floor.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I laughed. She was a ton of fun, never a dull moment or any insecurity in her body. 
 
   “What if I told you I could be all of those things you mentioned?” She didn’t laugh with me this time. 
 
   My grin faded. “Don’t tell me you’re serious? How could you be all of those things? That would make you a paranormal mutant kind of like the X-Men.”
 
   “You watch way too much of that Naruto show,” she said, a grin lighting up her face.
 
   “What do you expect? You’re all secretive about where you come from. You pop up in my living room whenever you want, read my mind, teleport the way they do on Star Trek. Like I said, you’re a mutant.” What I really wanted to say was that no normal girl could ever be so beautiful, annoying, and intriguing all together. 
 
   “Caleb, just leave it alone. I’m more than what you think. If I told you, it could hurt you. Just trust me. I’m doing this for your own safety,” she said and grinned back at me. Now I was the one who didn’t laugh. 
 
   “I have a special poem for you today,” she said. 
 
   “Did you get your hands on a Poe original?” I asked, waiting like a goofy little kid. 
 
   “Sorry, it’s not Poe.”
 
   I crossed my arms and smirked. “I’ll have to do some serious thinking on this one,” I teased.
 
   Stepping closer to the bed, she sat in the seat across from me. I wanted her to touch me again, to help me understand why she invaded my thoughts this way. She was a girl who was a phantom inside of a living dream, haunting me like no one else has ever done before. Slowly the vow I made to stay single until the next lifetime was beginning to dissolve. 
 
   “Do you want to hear it, or what? I wrote it myself,” she said. 
 
   I shut up at once. One thing for sure, I looked forward to her appearances, longing for them. And when she returned my symptoms eased up a tad. I didn’t understand what was happening, but it felt right. The differences between us didn’t matter. Well, not to me.
 
   Sighing deeply, she began reading her poem:
 
    
 
   ‘I dream of a face from a time long ago. 
 
   The one who haunts my dreams, 
 
   He surrounds me with a slumbering kiss. 
 
   And when I awaken I’m empty. 
 
   If I lie still, my tears carry me away in a river of grief. 
 
   I hope the waters take me to him, my path to relief.
 
   I want so desperately to be free of loneliness’ game.
 
   But if I leave, the others will never be the same.
 
   Making a choice is like finding a pot of gold, 
 
   Doing the right thing with it will bring you peace.
 
   And the wrong thing can rip away your soul. 
 
    
 
   “It’s a bit rough around the edges, right?”
 
   “Wow,” I muttered. “No, no. It’s perfect.” 
 
   I didn’t know what to say. If I said anything else I would probably freak her out with my heavy breathing. Nah. I had the feeling this girl didn’t scare easily. We stared at each other until my eyes dried out. She hid a little message in that poem. 
 
   What was it? I wanted to know. I had to know. 
 
   “Tell me your name,” I whispered.
 
   “If I do, then we both will suffer,” she said quietly. I moved my hand toward hers. I made the first move for a change.
 
   “I’ll protect you this time. I promise.” I meant every word, too. 
 
   Leaning toward me, she moved her face down until it was within inches of mine. The room sizzled. It wasn’t the medicine in my IV doing it, either. She hesitated one more agonizing moment, before she said, “My name is—” 
 
   The doorknob rattled. Someone barged into the room. I glanced over at them. Erica shuffled through the door, her arms filled with textbooks and Butterfingers, my favorite candy. I turned my head to the side. Of course the Walker was gone, taking part of my joy with her. 
 
   “It took me forever to get through those Wal-Mart lines. Everybody and their grandmother were buying Halloween candy. It’s not even October yet,” Erica said and unloaded her things on the chair beside my bed. 
 
   When the Walker wasn’t whispering sweet poetical nothings in my ear, then Erica was there with my assignments. She arrived no later than 3p.m. She even missed cheerleading practice a few times. Although she was trying harder than ever to make up for her behavior, the smidge of trust that I had developed for her was damaged. 
 
   Kyle teased me every day. I didn’t get a break from his jokes about me doing myself in just so I could get closer to Erica. He said the word had spread around the school like head lice. That probably wasn’t a good thing. Even though Erica had sworn she and Thorne were really over this time, apparently her hot headed ex-boyfriend didn’t think so. 
 
   Boxing season was right around the corner, too. That meant our boy Thorne trained every day. Now I’d be dealing with a ticked off jock raging on testosterone. That part of school I could wait to get back to. 
 
   * * *
 
   On Monday morning, I returned to class, my left arm still wrapped in the cast. Kyle was all gaga because of the new girl everybody kept talking about. She was a pro skateboarder named Gia Jones who enrolled at our school.
 
   “I’ve never in my life heard of a Gia Jones,” I said. I was a tad curious, though. 
 
   “Come on, Caleb. I know you’re into your Manga and all that, but are you really that far out there? Who doesn’t know about Gia Jones? I mean, she’s North Carolina’s local skate board hottie. Get this, now. They say she’s one of the first girls to get sponsorship from a major shoe company.” Kyle grinned and wagged his eyebrows. 
 
   “Is that right? What do they say about guys who know all of this stuff? You know the ones with a girlfriend standing behind them.” The petrified look on Kyle’s face was worth giving up about five of my favorite Marvel comic books. He spun around. No Shani. “Just kidding.”
 
   He punched my good arm. “That’s what you get for teasing me,” I grinned. My smile faded real fast when I spotted the girl Kyle gushed all over. I almost threw up all of the Cookie Crisp I ate for breakfast. 
 
   Our skateboard hottie was my stalker Walker.
 
   She stood among a gang of students, breathing and laughing and stealing my sanity. In the hallway, all kinds of things were happening. Football players were lined up along the lockers, doing what they did best—using testosterone to get a new girl’s attention. The cheerleaders surprised me the most. A couple of them stopped to chat with her, even going so far as to invite her to a practice. Why not? Decked out in her skirt over ripped tights, a tee shirt with the words P-Rod slashed across the front, and fingerless gloves, even they had to admit she was sort of a Punk goddess. 
 
   “Gia Jones,” Kyle said beside me. “Her name oozes with sexuality.”
 
   I looked at him, frowning. “Yeah, well, if Shani hears you saying that you’ll be oozing blood from your open skull.” 
 
   “It’s not like you’re doing any better standing there gawking like that. Besides, I got Shani all wrapped up around this.” He held up his pinky and grinned. 
 
   “Whatever you want to believe, my man,” I muttered and turned my head back to where the Walker who was named Gia Jones stood. Finally, I knew her name. I don’t know what I expected, but I didn’t think it would be a name as simple as Gia. And Jones was about as plain as it got. Together they rocked, I guess. The more I mentally pronounced it, the sexier it sounded. I’d bet all of my vintage 80’s albums that her real name wasn’t anything close to the words Gia Jones.
 
   She headed into my first period class. No way. I couldn’t help but think of the last time when the two of us were alone in that classroom. Strange things happened that day. As far as I knew, I was the only lucky person assigned to seeing weird people walking in dazes and drifting between this world and some other one. Now everybody could see her. What the freak?
 
   About the time I decided to turn away, she looked up, her gaze locking with mine. Strange feelings jolted through me: awe (Kyle was right about the sexiness in her name) confusion (Walkers had never turned human on me before) and anger (she could outsmart any secret agent with her lie tactics). That last one had to be obvious. She played me the entire time. If she stood there in the flesh today, she could already have done so before. I broke the connection between us and turned away. Eagle-eyed Kyle didn’t miss a beat. 
 
   “Um, did I just see the two of you eyeballing each other?” He pushed against my good arm again which aggravated my bad one. “Whoa, I’m sorry, dude. I forget that you’re fragile these days.” He grinned and glanced behind me. 
 
   “Caleb, there you are,” Erica laced her arms around my waist, lifted up on her tiptoes, and kissed the back of my neck. I managed to turn around and face her even with her arms around me. 
 
   “What’s that all about?” I asked, feeling strangely aware of the Walker—scratch that, Gia—watching us from across the hallway. I didn’t realize we’d moved up to the PDA ladder. Behind us, Kyle made a wheezy laugh until I silenced him with a look. “Don’t think my other arm isn’t functional,” I warned him.
 
   “Oh, I think you’re in good working condition,” Erica said, smiling in a way that should keep any thought of the word Gia from clouding over my mind. I still wanted to turn around. I worked hard to stay focused on Erica standing there in front of me. 
 
   The rest of the day consisted of Erica acting clingy and Gia avoiding me. After school, the four of us headed to the County library. Shani and Erica made a sort of unspoken arrangement where they mentally agreed to get along for me and Kyle’s sanity purposes. 
 
   We sat down at our favorite table, the one beside the magazine rack and took out our books. About the time Kyle started talking about the car wash his church was holding over the weekend, Gia walked through the doors. She wasn’t alone this time, though. A guy who must’ve been a giraffe in another lifetime walked in behind her along with two girls—a redhead that reminded me of Rose from that old Titanic movie my Mom watches almost every day, and a girl with blonde hair who gave Rhianna a run for her money. According to Kyle they were all on the same skateboarding team. Right. Of course he would know that. But I also knew this group was part of another race. The skateboarding thing was only a disguise.
 
   They sat down at the table across from my group. Gia pinched the giraffe dude in the arm, stood, and headed toward the bathrooms out in the lobby. It was time to make my play.
 
   “Hey, I’ll be back,” I whisper-yelled as I nearly tipped over my chair.
 
   “Where are you going?” Erica stood up too.
 
   Shani sighed loudly. “Oh please. Have some dignity. Let him go pee if he needs to.” Erica obeyed even though I could tell she didn’t want to. I held back a smile, feeling thankful for Shani’s in-your-face personality. I took advantage and trailed behind Gia without being too obvious, I hoped. She stopped at the water fountain and took a drink. I stood behind her and folded my arms.
 
   “Hello, Gia Jones. It’s so nice to finally meet you,” I said with all the sarcasm in my voice that I could manage. Yeah, so, I was a tad annoyed with her because she didn’t say a word to me the entire day. Wasn’t she the one who stalked me at home, at school, and the locker room? Hell, she even stalked me at the hospital. And then she had the gall to pull out the vintage Poe poems on me. It wasn’t fair to use someone’s weakness against them. Come on, a guy can get spoiled by things like that. 
 
   “Who’s your fan club?” I asked. She turned around. I controlled my urge to touch her, to find out what a Walker in the flesh felt like. Would she feel the same? Different? Most of all, I wondered if that electricity between us would still be there.
 
   “Just some groupies I hang out with. I was going to come check on you. I hadn’t seen you in a while, my buddy,” she said. Gia acted like we saw each other every day at the library.
 
   “Yeah, I noticed. Why was that? Were you too busy prepping for your grand entrance?” I was failing at my attempt to stay neutral about my feelings.
 
   “I hate that you’re angry,” she said and moved closer to me. That vanilla mixed with lavender scent drifted in to my nostrils again. She stood so close, our noses almost touched. “Then again, jealousy is incredibly sexy on you.” Her gaze travelled up and down my body. I fidgeted and nodded my head, reigning in my loss of control. I’m not used to being visually undressed by a girl; but damn if it didn’t feel good. 
 
   “Jealous? Dream on, babes.” I scoffed, smirked, and folded my arms across my chest. 
 
   She was right, though. And so full of herself with that smile she gave me. The same one that rocked my bones when I looked at her. Today wasn’t going to be the day she would get to me. 
 
   “Want to explain some things?” I asked. 
 
   “Why, Caleb, whatever do you mean?” she said with a sly smile, still not moving her eyes away from my face. Today, the color in them reminded me of something else. Honey, or maybe even that weird crayon in the big box called burnt sienna. 
 
   “Don’t be like the rest of the girls around here. We have enough fake Polly Sues, okay?” I said.
 
   Scoffing, she did a little movement with her head that tossed the black hair over her shoulders. And that crazy wild scent, the vanilla-lavender one, rushed around me. It almost made me think she teased me on purpose. “Well, Wave Rider, I figure somebody needs to keep an eye on you. We don’t want you to go washing away if you decide to go surfing again.” 
 
   “Haha. That’s so funny. At some point, I might even decide to laugh. What are you doing, Walker? I mean, you’re not real.” You’re a girl from my dreams and damn if you don’t look hot in that ripped tee shirt. I figured if I kept on saying that she wasn’t real, then maybe I’d start to believe my words. 
 
   “Just leave it at thinking that you have a guardian angel watching over you,” she said.
 
   “I thought that the word angel was on that none-of-the-above list of supernatural things I asked you about, right?” Gotcha! 
 
   Twisting her mouth, she glanced off to the side. “You didn’t listen, did you? I said that I was a creative mix of all those things.”
 
   Maybe not gotcha. She had a point that I didn’t want to acknowledge so I decided to change the subject. 
 
   “What kind of name is Gia? It’s fake, and you know it,” I blurted.
 
   “How do you figure that?” 
 
   “There’s no way a name so—well, uh, sort of simple like that would hurt anything if I said it aloud.” 
 
   “Oh boy, Caleb. I do hope you’re planning a career in psychology with that sensitivity thing you got going on,” she teased.
 
   “That’s not your real name. I can tell,” I said, inching closer to her. She affected me this way. It was hard to describe what the pull between us was like, but I didn’t fight it. 
 
   “Stop worrying about it. Anything is better than Walker. See you around, Rider.” She smiled and strolled away toward the girl’s bathroom, leaving me hooked in a whirlwind of racing thoughts and questions. 
 
   * * *
 
   We shared our first and third period classes together, Gia Jones and me. English class where Gothic literature and poetry was the monthly focus showed me yet another intriguing side to her. She was well versed in meter, sonnets, and even those haiku things. 
 
   By the end of the week, the word about the skateboarding group had spread through the school. Yeah, sure, New Bern was a hip island located just off the North Carolina coastline. Our hometown came complete with a big fancy movie studio and stuff like that; but it was still southern. So it wasn’t too long before Mom’s yoga ladies were all talking about Gia. 
 
   That Monday when we returned to school, Kyle told me about how many dudes had paid him to write their English essays last week. Far be it from me to ruin a man’s money gig, so I kept quiet. I sucked at writing, so I knew that me doing something like that would never happen. Give me a surf board or a Stan Lee internship, or give me nothing. 
 
   Kyle glanced behind me. He had this amused, but faraway look on his face. I followed his gaze. It was Gia, go figure, strolling along the hallways, her fan club trailing behind her. A new sidekick walked among the group. It was a girl who reminded me of Taylor Swift with dark blonde hair sweeping her shoulders. She was dressed in jeans and a green tee shirt with a smiley face on front. The Rhianna look-alike standing beside her was dressed the same way with the exact same colors; but her high ponytail swept across the middle of her back. 
 
   In a strangely twisted kind of way, all three girls resembled one another even though their skin tones were different. I couldn’t quite put my finger on the reason. The intrigue with the way they looked so much alike wasn’t only about their matching outfits. 
 
   A dude eased up behind Gia. I’m talking skyscraper tall with a slick of silver in the middle of his spiky dark hair. It was the giraffe again.
 
   “His name is Raze,” Kyle said. “They say he can Ollie over the thinnest stair rail.” 
 
   I shrugged. “So what?” I could care less about watching dudes use a skateboard to jump over a ramp. Now watching the females do the same thing, well that was a different story.
 
   “You’re way too hard to impress, bro,” Kyle said.
 
   The beanpole thin Raze slipped up behind Gia and placed an arm across her shoulders. I barely heard what Kyle said next. My mind was focused straight ahead, and my gaze locked on what appeared to be the new competition. Hey, if Gia preferred the hipster type over the classy and stylish kind like me then dealing with that little issue was all on her. 
 
   I wanted to rip Raze’s hand off of her; but I forced myself to turn around and head to class. But damn if that nag in my chest wasn’t trying to make me glance back to where she stood. 
 
   You will not be weak. 
 
   You will walk to class without glancing behind you. Did my pep talk work? Umm, nope.
 
   

 
   
 
  
 
Chapter Seven 
 
   “I thought you might want to know I applied to some colleges today,” I said to my dad, hoping that my academic future would be interesting enough to pull his attention away from that project.
 
   “That sounds great, son. Let me know how much money you’ll need for the applications,” he said without looking away from his computer. Since my dad returned from his business trip he spent more time sitting in his study than he did with us, his family. 
 
   “I missed seeing you at the hospital,” I said. “I thought maybe you’d show up later on.”
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. Much more is going on than you might realize, Caleb,” he finally said, giving me a strange sideways glance. “How’s the arm?”
 
   “Better. Every now and then it throbs a little. But the cast is made out of stuff that feels like iron.”
 
   “I hired the best doctors. They’ll see to it that you’re all healed up in time for the official lacrosse season to begin, I’m sure,” he assured me.
 
   “Yeah. Good old money buys everything, doesn’t it?” I said. 
 
   “Caleb, I don’t see what you’re getting all bent out of shape about. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to spend much time with you. But please understand that this project is important.”
 
   I scoffed a laugh. “It always is Dad.” I saw him look my way; but I didn’t stick around to find out why he did. 
 
   My chest puffed up, and my eyes started to burn. I refused to get all emotional. Our relationship had always been strained. But lately it was becoming unbearable. The more he worked on this big project, the less time Mom and I got to spend with him.
 
   Our house was close enough to the shoreline that I could easily walk to the beaches, but I didn’t. Stepping outside, I inhaled a chest full of fresh air, and strolled down to the end of our super-long driveway. My Dad’s absence always messed with my head, even though I didn’t want to admit it. The night air caressed my skin with a cool touch, the perfect thing to calm me down. There was always something soothing about being in nature and listening to the crickets and frogs and other creatures. Tonight an unusual silence blanketed the area, though. 
 
   At the end of the driveway, I stopped and leaned against a tree. “So handsomely beautiful, he is. Yet, so naive. I can see why she risked everything for you,” a girl’s voice said from beside me, filling my head with echoes of its last words. 
 
   I jerked toward the sound. The redhead from Gia’s group, the one they called Paige stepped toward me. A strange girl that hung out with a gang of Walkers posing as humans showing up at my house can’t be a good thing.
 
   “What’s up, Paige?” I asked nervously. Something about the way she stalked toward me without saying another word bothered me. With her fiery red hair flapping in the wind, she kept her gaze locked on my face and held her hands out to the sides. The streetlights played on her pale skin, giving it a weird glow. There was nothing normal about her.
 
   I walked backward until my backside hit the tree behind me.  Next thing I knew, my body was pinned against it. Some kind of invisible force held me down. I couldn’t move an inch. My injured arm throbbed under the pressure. I clamped down on my bottom lip. Whatever she did was crushing me. 
 
   “What the—what are you doing to me?” 
 
   I wanted to slam my hands over my ears. There was this ringing in my ears that hurt like crazy. Not only did it echo in my mind, but the throb also made me feel like someone was shaking my head, turning my brain into mush. 
 
   “I want you to remember tonight, Caleb. When you fall asleep, the things you forgot will begin to come back to you,” Paige said in what sounded like a chorus of demonic tones from hell. Seriously, I felt like somebody threw me into one of those stupid Saw movies that Kyle and Shani liked to watch all of the time.
 
   “Can a get a little hint on what I’m supposed to remember?” I said through the pain.
 
   She gave me a wicked smile. “I need to know a tiny thing—an insignificant little nuisance, really. I need to know the name of the one who watches over you.”
 
   I made a light laugh, even though not a thing was funny. She was talking about Gia’s real name. I was pretty sure of it. “That’s easy. Her name is Gia.”
 
   “That’s a fake human label, and you know it,” she hissed. The pull on my injured arm deepened to a dizzying level of pain. I cried out.
 
   I liked it better when the Walkers were quiet little spirits drifting through my room, minding their own business, and leaving me out of their issues. Now, here I stood with my body pinned against a tree and getting tortured by weird bell noises. Note to self: Gia’s got some real explaining to do tomorrow. 
 
   “Caleb!” Mom called. Her voice had never sounded so sweet. And this was coming from a guy who would never in his life admit that. Well, not out loud, anyway. 
 
   Paige scowled and hissed just before she jerked her face back toward me.
 
   “I’ll return soon, handsomely one. Get the name.” She moved real close to my body. I wanted to throw up because my stomach turned with nausea and my voice caught in my throat. This chick was bad news all year long. 
 
   “Don’t feel sad. If she doesn’t want you, then I’m waiting patiently in the wings.” On that note, she kissed my cheek with her lips that felt like ice cubes. A strange odor surrounded her. It reminded me of salt water and some other strange smell.
 
   “Caleb!” Mom’s voice was more aggressive this time. It sounded closer to me too. 
 
   Crap! She was headed down the driveway. 
 
   “How sweet, Mother’s on the way,” Paige said and giggled before she stepped around the tree, gliding away like a cat with red hair and a dark body suit on. Her knitted shawl flapped in the wind, making her look kind of like bat girl, or something like that. Whatever thing had been holding my body against the tree released me in a flash. My arms and knees and even my abdomen loosened up as I fell away from it. The way I gasped to get air back in my lungs made me think that her mojo magic crushed my windpipe too. 
 
   Glancing around, I was all alone now. I didn’t want Mom to see me this way. So I straightened up and hurried toward the house. 
 
   “Did you not hear me calling you?” Mom scolded, her all-seeing eyes scanning my face like an owl.
 
   “No. I’m sorry, Mom. Is something wrong?” I asked, trying my best to control the nausea and to not fall over on my face. Plus, my ribcage and arm throbbed something crazy. Yeah, I was about as tough as guys come, but that Paige chick did something strange to me. 
 
   I held my breath and tried to talk at the same time. Mom, being the super-mom type, caught on to my distress right away. 
 
   She gave me the suspicious sideways glance before she said, “Erica called. She wanted me to remind you about the game after school tomorrow. Did you forget about her?”
 
   I shrugged. “No, I spoke to her a little while ago.” The nausea rose up to my throat. Another second of standing here and I’d be barfing all over my mom’s orange Crocs. “Thanks for the reminder. Can I go in now? Need to go drop a couple of rotten eggs.”
 
   “Oh. Yes, sure thing, honey,” she said, giving me a knowing smile for my off-beat joke. Underneath it, she hid her sadness. I wasn’t the only one dad neglected. He spent hours at a time with his friends at the studio lab, while Mom entertained her yoga buddies. Smiling through my pain, I walked around my mom, past Dad’s study, trotted up the steps, taking two at a time, and barfed in the toilet. 
 
   After I finished losing my dinner, I thought about Paige. It wasn’t like I could call Kyle to ask for his help. Something told me to keep my friends out of this mess.  I wonder if Gia knew her buddy was attacking her friends. What did Paige mean when she said that I needed to remember? Was she only referring to Gia’s name? Or was she talking about something else? 
 
   Everybody was messing with me. The intrigue with my stalker Walker made me feel frustrated. Erica’s charade with Thorne, Gia’s ghostly act, my dad’s neglect, my mom’s sad smile: all of those mixed feelings swirled around in my head. 
 
   Heat flushed through my tensed muscles. My heartbeat raced. I stormed to my room, trudged over to the wall beside my window, and slammed a fist through the drywall. I stumbled backward, knocking over the books with my lucky red starfish sitting on top. Man, I was glad it didn’t shatter. Taps sounded at my bedroom door. 
 
   “Caleb, honey, is something wrong?” Mom asked.
 
   Oh snap. My parents will disown me when they see this. I won’t have to worry about moving away because I’ll be living in the streets. 
 
   “Yeah, everything’s good. I dropped something, that’s all.” It wasn’t a complete lie. She hesitated. Mom mostly respected my privacy because of that one time she caught me in an intimate moment with a magazine. 
 
   “Yell if you need me?” she said through the door. I could sense she wanted to open it.
 
   “Okay. Will do,” I answered. She didn’t leave right away. Crap! She was about to open the door. “I’m so dead.” 
 
   “You didn’t bring the file I asked for,” my dad’s voice said. I let out a long, but quiet sigh. He came out of his work cave just in time to distract my mom. “What’s happening to me?” I blurted, feeling confused and a tad crazy in my head. 
 
   Whatever Paige did when she had me pinned up against that tree might’ve messed my head up, but something else happened to my body. I just used my broken arm, the one that the doctors claimed would take weeks to heal, to mutilate the wall. 
 
   The funny thing was I didn’t feel one bit of pain.
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The gym was filled with people, foam fingers, and school colors. Although basketball season didn’t start for another month or so, this teaser game brought everybody out in packs. I struggled to keep my attention on the girl I was supposed to be watching. Erica ordered the other members in her squad to form one of those cheerleader pyramid things. There was no sign of Gia. Where was she? Plus, Kyle and Shani hadn’t arrived yet. So I sat on the bleachers all by myself, looking like the loner of the decade.
 
   “Where are you?” I muttered, studying the crowd and trying to keep my paranormally healed arm in the sling. My gaze drifted past Erica who smiled and waved her pom poms at me. Nice, Erica! Go ahead and point out the loser dude who doesn’t have any friends to hang with. Now everybody would see me sitting here looking stupid. 
 
   “It’s all in your mind, Wave Rider,” a girl’s voice said from beside me. My heart made about five flips in a second. I knew who that voice belonged to before I even turned to face her. 
 
   “Miss Gia Jones. Aren’t you afraid your boyfriend might see you?” I asked, trying to ignore the smug grin creeping across her lips. 
 
   “Who do you mean? Raze? You couldn’t possibly be jealous, could you? Not you, Mr. Cocky.”
 
   All right that statement kind of hurt my feelings this time. Why were this girl’s words always getting to me these days? Pansies, that was what they used to call the guys back in the day that acted like me. 
 
   “No worries, though. They can’t see me right now,” she said, her smile fading. 
 
   “Wait a sec. So, you’re doing that—that invisible thing again?” I asked.
 
   She nodded and lowered her eyes. I glanced around. “Great. Now everybody will think I’m sitting up here talking to myself.”
 
   “You’re probably right. But you don’t want Miss Insecure down there to see me, either. You think she follows you around now. Just wait until she catches you talking to me.” Her smile returned. She leaned in close to me. “We need to talk.”
 
   “Got that right. Your little friend Paige visited me last night,” I announced.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Wait. Did you send her?” I asked, feeling heated.
 
   “Careful, hot boy. Remember what I told you about getting all worked up that way. Let’s go outside.”
 
   “Hm. In my world, the guy usually says something like that to the girl,” I said, tilting my head a bit and then smiling at the frowning couple that glanced back at me. I held up my cell phone and said, “Reception in here sucks.” The boy and girl smirked and turned back to watch the players warming up. 
 
   “All right, so now—” I spoke to an empty seat. Gia was gone. “Seriously, she needs to stop doing that.” 
 
   I hopped down off the bleachers and headed for the parking lot outside. The early October nights were already turning cool. I pulled my jacket closer together and glanced around at the empty cars. I waited. A half hour passed. I stood outside a little while longer. Gia wasn’t coming back. I’d been stood up. Sighing, I turned and went back inside the gym to find my friends. 
 
   * * *
 
   On Saturday morning, I drove down to Hatteras Island. The beaches there were more isolated than the hot spots further up the coast, giving me time to be alone with my mind. Plus, it was the place where I found my lucky starfish when I was younger. I even nicknamed it Ticky. 
 
   Walking along the beach, I tossed a few rocks with my bad arm that turned good overnight and headed toward the old lighthouse in the distance. For the first time in days, I was able to control my raging emotions.
 
   “That lighthouse has a history like you wouldn’t believe,” her voice said behind me, my stalker Walker, Gia Jones. “Stories of shipwrecks, pirates, plagues, and a lot of other spooky things.”
 
   “Is that right?” I turned to face her and inhaled sharply. Today, she wore a long, light-colored dress under a jean jacket, and her hair blew loose in the wind. She always wore an aqua colored necklace that shimmered in the daylight. The vibrant blue-green colors in the stone were perfect for her. I can honestly say that she was the first official girl who ever took my breath away. 
 
   “Something wrong?” she asked.
 
   “You stood me up the other night.”
 
   “Oh yeah. Sorry about that. Something came up.” She shuffled in the sand and held her hands behind her back. Today she seemed so much younger than whatever age she pretended to be each day.
 
   “Your arm seems to be much better.” She moved closer to me. How long had she been watching me toss those rocks? 
 
   I shrugged. “Thanks to your red-headed friend. But then, I’m thinking you already know about her.”
 
   “Paige isn’t my friend anymore,” she said quietly. 
 
   “Why is that?” I asked.
 
   A sad look crossed her face as she hugged her shoulders. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”
 
   “Any idea of what she did to me?” I asked. “No wait. Maybe you can tell me why she thinks you chose to watch over me.”
 
   She sighed and frowned. “I wish I could tell you more. I want to, but I can’t.”
 
   “I don’t have time for this. Anyway, I came here to be by myself and that doesn’t include you. Sorry.” I moved around her and trudged toward my car.  
 
   “Caleb, wait! Please don’t be mad,” she trotted to catch up with me and blocked my path. “Don’t leave like this. Please.” 
 
   My determination melted. But I still wanted answers, so I worked hard to not give in too easily. “Do you remember the words to the poem I wrote?” 
 
   “Sure I do,” I muttered. 
 
   How could I ever forget something like that? 
 
   She placed her hands against my chest. Just like the other few times when we touched the warm current eased into my skin. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. It seemed like forever passed until she opened them.
 
   “Ask your questions. I can’t promise an answer for all of them, though.” She was giving in. 
 
   “How do you always manage to find me? It’s freaky, you know. One minute I’m all alone. Next second there’s your voice speaking behind me.” I started with the first thing that crossed my mind.
 
   “My people can choose to walk along something called the veil. It’s a place between my world and yours. With our connection, it’s easy for you to see me.”
 
   “We have a connection? How?”
 
   “A long time ago I did something incredibly bad. It put all of my people in a lot of danger. That’s all about to change. Trust me. Everything will start to make sense, soon enough.”
 
   “I trust no one,” I blurted. “Especially weird girls with friends who try to suck the life out of me.”
 
   She flinched. “I’m sorry about Paige. I didn’t know she’d betray me that way.”
 
   Scoffing, I held my arm up for her to see. “It’s not like she hurt me. I’d say she helped me out. What do you think? That’s a heck of a lot more than I can say for you.”
 
   On those last words, her bottom lip started to quiver, and she placed her head down in her hands. “I’m doing everything I can to fix things,” she muttered.
 
   Seeing her almost in tears that way crushed the jerk inside me. I put my arms around her, something I’d wanted to do for the longest time. The frustration she caused me didn’t matter. I hated to see girls cry. I most definitely despised being the reason for the tears. She was in trouble. Maybe if I offered to help instead of picking at her then we could solve each other’s issues together. 
 
   “Let’s make a deal,” I began. A pair of red-rimmed eyes glanced at my face, making her look like the human that I knew she wasn’t. “How about we start over. My name is Caleb Wood. Athlete and occasional asshole.” 
 
   She giggled. It was high-pitched, but still kind of a nice sound. “My name is Gia Jones. No, that’s not my real name. But if you be patient with me, then I promise I will tell you everything,” she said without moving out of my arms, her gaze locked with mine. With the ocean thrashing by my side and the wind rustling through our hair, I felt kind of like I drifted in some kind of dream.
 
   Voice number one said: Go ahead, kiss her. You know you want to. The second voice said: Try it and she’ll smack you. Or even worse, she’ll fry your ass.
 
   I inhaled and went with voice number one. I closed my eyes and lowered my head toward her lips. Right away, she moved back. Never again will I listen to that first dude’s voice. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she whispered. “We should head back soon.”
 
   “Is that right? Don’t tell me you need a ride?” I teased, giving her a playful bump on the hip.
 
   She rolled her eyes and smiled. “You know I don’t. Although that’s a pretty cool car you got there. The offer is very tempting. Love the color too. It reminds me of the sea.” A sad look on her face dampened the moment. Bummer. I really needed a distraction.
 
   “It’s going to be hard to keep playing the broken arm card. I mean, how am I going to hide this when I go for x-rays? I’d love to know how she healed me.” I studied her face.
 
   “I don’t know. I have an idea. But I’m not sure,” she said glancing at me with those baby browns. Her eyes that were filled with mystery studied my face, glancing over it as if this were the first time she really noticed me. She told me to be patient. I intended to try. 
 
   “I love listening to the ocean. Will you sit with me for a while longer?” she asked and held out her hand. 
 
   Are you kidding? Do you even have to ask? 
 
   “Maybe for a little while,” I answered, turning into Mr. Mush no matter how hard I tried not to. I was still feeling a bit rejected after the botched kiss attempt, too. 
 
   Scoffing, she said, “Caleb, it is just fine to go easy on people every now and then. It’s okay to say yes, Gia, I’d like to stay. Now come with me.” She held out her hand and gave me an expectant look. I smiled a tad, but not too much, and then I took her hand. 
 
   We sat down and listened to the waves. Gia leaned over and rested her head on my shoulder. I don’t think I ever recall feeling so comfortable with someone before; even if that person were keeping secrets from me. 
 
   Just what happened to the girl leaning over on my arm? Yeah, it had something to do with me. The secrecy was hard to handle. The words that she didn’t say told me everything. The way she glanced out at the water, the desperate look on her face each time she did, told me that the ocean also played a role in the mystery of Gia Jones.
 
   I wanted to shower her with questions. I’m an honorable guy, though. I could be patient. She assured me that she’d tell me her secrets, soon enough. 
 
   The funny thing was for the first time in a long while I actually trusted someone again. 
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When I walked through the front door, I found Mom sitting on the couch. Right away, she averted her eyes, but not before I caught a glimpse of the tears in them. The good mood that showered me all day long faded in a flash. What did my dad do to her this time?
 
    “That’s it! I’m going to do something about him,” I stood up and glanced at the door like he’d walk in at any moment. Ignoring me was one thing; but making my mom cry, I wasn’t having it. What kind of a man did I have as a father? Heat flushed through my body, and another strange feeling that was similar to little electrical shocks zipped through me. 
 
   “Calm down, Caleb. That man is still your father,” she said through her tears. Her large brown eyes reminded me of Gia’s strangely colored ones.
 
   “Really? Let’s see. He never came to any of my defense tournaments, not one time has he ever asked about my grades. Don’t even get me started on the hospital gig.” My blood raced through me and I wanted to hit something. One thing I did inherit from my father was that infamous Wood family temper. “What did he do Mom?”
 
   “Your father is under a lot of pressure, right now. We should be supportive of what he’s doing,” she said in a way that made it seem like she was talking to herself rather than to me. Her right foot shook and she rocked back and forth on the couch. That usually meant she was hiding something.
 
   “Speak for yourself. He always has excuses. And you let him get away with it.” I needed to leave the room before I said something that I knew I’d never be able to take back. 
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked as I stepped toward the door.
 
   “Out,” I said without looking at her. 
 
   Part of me blamed her for allowing my father to become a douche. The other half of me hated myself for putting something like that on my mom. She could no more change her husband than I could get the man to tell me that he loved me. At the end of the day, we were both screwed. I mean, sure we were taken care of financially; sitting pretty in a society that measured you up by the size of your house; and I had things that made girls like Erica chase after me. But in the long run, Darren Wood’s house was empty, devoid, lifeless, and I didn’t want to be in it anymore.
 
   “Please, stay, hon. I need you here with me,” she pleaded. I didn’t need to ask why she wanted me to stay. My dad wasn’t going to come home. His damn job and that committee that kept him working into all hours of the night always came first now. 
 
   “Fine,” I said and took off up the stairs. The little boy in me, the kid who cried himself to sleep when his father left him alone at eight-years-old, still hurt inside. 
 
   What could be so important? Could it be another woman? Would he cheat on Mom and his family? Or was it really his work? 
 
   Storming into my room, I sat on the edge of the bed, my thoughts racing. I clenched my fists and stared out the window, my body heating up to a point where even I could easily feel it now. Ever since that Walker named Paige touched me with her icy finger, I felt as if my limbs had been taken over by something else. 
 
   Or maybe it was someone else.
 
   “There’s no one inside you, Caleb,” Gia’s voice said. I was not in the mood for her schemes tonight. Plus, I still felt rejected, even though we shared a bonding moment by the sea. I still wanted that kiss; so I ignored her. Well, I acted like she wasn’t there for as long as I could, anyway.
 
   “I want to be alone,” I lied. 
 
   “No you don’t,” she said.
 
   “Stay out of my head,” I snapped.
 
   “I don’t need to do that. Your body heat takes care of everything for me,” she spat back. 
 
   “Why is that, huh? Ooh that’s right. It’s a big secret I’m supposed to accept for now, right?”
 
   “You have a great music collection,” she said and removed a couple of vintage vinyl albums from the rack beside the window. 
 
   “Smooth subject change, Gia Jones,” I said with sarcasm.
 
    She continued looking at my records without flinching. “Tone Loc, Club Nouveau, Elegy, Evanescence, Prince? Your taste in music is…different.” 
 
   “Is there something wrong with Prince? Do you even know who he is?” I asked, as my anger faded. Talking about music or surfing calmed my nerves every time.
 
   “Of course I know about Prince. I’m a skateboarder, remember? The old stuff is like a mantra for us,” Gia said. 
 
    “They used to belong to my father. It’s kind of hard to believe he ever did anything fun, though. My mom told me how they played the songs, old tunes from the 80’s.”
 
   Walking over to my desk, she stopped beside the record player and ran her fingers across Ticky’s legs. 
 
   “That’s my good luck starfish,” I explained. She gave me the strangest look when she glanced back at me. “I ran across him a long time ago. I guess it was more like he found me.”
 
   “Does he have a name?”
 
   No way will I tell her that. “Nah. I really dig the color of his body. It’s not like a normal starfish’s shade, you know. He’s all bright and red. Weird.” 
 
   “He’s sad because you won’t tell me his name,” she said quietly as she lined her fingers up with Ticky’s legs. The strange way his legs bunched together fit perfectly against her hand. Before I could say anything she strolled back over to the record rack.
 
   “Music always makes me feel better. It gives me peace,” Gia said as she held up a record of a bluesy tune called House of the Rising Sun, my favorite. “What’s this one about?”
 
   I stood and moved closer to her, careful to keep dude number one’s voice from sticking any new ideas in my head again. “That’s a sad one. It’s about somebody who doesn’t want to go back home. It’s like a prison, or something.”
 
   “This one sounds perfect,” she said and placed the record on the player.  
 
   I frowned and shook my head. “I won’t be held responsible for what happens if you play that song.” The tune blared through the room. The singer, Sinead O’Connor, was an unknown person among my circle of friends. But her voice was still seductive enough to send me reeling. 
 
   “Is that a threat, Rider?” She gave me this look: part wild, somewhat innocent, crazy sexy. 
 
   “Maybe.” I did move closer to her this time. Her mood changed. Somehow I believe dude number one’s suggestion might actually have a chance to work this time. “Dance with me?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I heard you’re practically engaged to Erica,” she teased.
 
   “Is that right? Well, somebody told me that you’re into giraffes. Wait, I’m sorry. That was rude. I meant to say Raze,” I teased. “Besides, Erica is just using me to get back at Thorne.”
 
   “Since we’ve figured out that we’re both the jealous types, are you going to try and kiss me again?” There was no distance left between us. And she didn’t reassure me about Raze the same way I did with my Erica revelation. But it didn’t matter. Lacing her hands in mine, she placed her head against my chest. 
 
   Oh snap! I knew her touch would affect me in a strong way; but damn. I never expected to feel a lightning bolt. Okay so I was being a tad dramatic. Warmth from her body pressed against mine, causing a shiver to run through us both. She lifted her face and gently moved my head down to her lips. “I’ve waited for this, so long. I can’t even begin to tell you how hard that has been,” she whispered into my ear. Tingles shot up and down my neck, my face, my chest, even to unmentionable places. 
 
   What did she mean by that? I wanted to know. But I wasn’t about to break this spell, either. 
 
   “You never answered my question about Raze,” I muttered against her ear, my face buried in that hypnotically sweet floral scent in her hair. 
 
   “It’s not what you think, Caleb.” Her lips grazed the tip of my ear, and her arms tightened around my waist. I pulled her up against me, my heart thrashing in my chest. I lifted my head and moved my lips over to her forehead. Another shiver followed by a deep sigh escaped her lips. “If we do this then there’s no turning back,” she said. Her words sounded like a warning to me.
 
   How could a kiss be so bad? 
 
   Hasn’t she ever kissed anyone before? 
 
   “No. You’ll be my first kiss,” she whispered, her forehead leaning against mine. That explained why she pulled away from me earlier today. The creepy mind reading thing she managed to do when my body heated up this way didn’t even bother me as much this time. I was in the zone, hers and mine. 
 
   “You make me feel like I’m losing my mind, Gia Jones.” I lowered my head down to her neck, using my lips to trace the delicate curve, easing my way up to the goal, a spot she claimed was forbidden to touch in that way for some reason. “I warned you about that song.”
 
   “Likewise, Caleb Wood.” In response, she arched her body deeper against mine, giving me full access to her neck. Gently, I nibbled the skin, careful not to leave any marks. The last thing I needed was for her to be paranoid about me leaving bad boy evidence all over her. “I won’t put you in danger this way. I’m sorry.” She gave me a pained look before she eased back out of my arms, this girl who made me believe in something unreal again. “I can’t let you kiss me.”  
 
   There were tears in her eyes, as I’m sure there were in mine. Pulling away from her ripped something out of me. It took everything to rein my hormones back under control. She drifted into my life one day, and the whole world changed for me. Now I couldn’t even do something as simple as showing her just how much she meant to me.
 
   “What could be so bad about a kiss?” I asked.
 
   “Everything,” she whispered, fading into that veil thing she told me about. “Goodbye, Caleb.”
 
   “Wait!” I called out, too late. 
 
   I was all alone. 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    “Take care of Ticky for me. You have to do it since I saved you,” a young girl’s shaky voice said. She had pulled me up out of the water and we both plopped down on a rock, panting and staring at each other. Now she wanted me to take care of this red starfish she placed in my hands. 
 
   When I was a little boy, I almost drowned in the ocean near Hatteras Island. Ever since then, I kept having this dream about a young girl who pulled me out of the water that day. Freaking nuts! Right? I was never able to figure out which part of the memory-dream was real. I just knew that something or someone pulled me out of the ocean that day.
 
   “Ticky? That’s a stupid name,” I blurted. In the dream that was really part of a memory, I was a little boy again, young and foolish. Even back then, I was already mastering the art of how to make girls cry. I can’t remember how I’d gotten away from my parents and attempted to swim on my own. If it weren’t for the little girl sitting on the rock across from me, I would’ve drowned. Even though her face inside my dream was blurry, I could tell I hurt her feelings. 
 
   She lowered her head and was silent for the longest time.”Next time, I’ll let you drown,” she snapped.
 
   “Then I won’t be able to save your Ticky,” I managed to say through my coughing. 
 
   In the distance, my parents called me. Their voices were filled with panic. My mom was closest to me. I could tell by the strength in her tone. My chest got all tingly because deep down I was scared. Even at seven-years-old I didn’t want the Walker girl to know it.
 
   “They’re about to find you. I’m leaving now,” she said.
 
   “Wait. You need to explain to my mom,” I suggested, still holding on to Ticky even though he was all slimy and red and strange in my hand. 
 
   “If you ever need me again, just rub Ticky one time on each leg. You have to call my name when you’re done,” she explained. 
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked. The spiritual me, the part that realizes you’re dreaming as you float inside these things, tuned in like a hawk. She leaned over, whispered in my ear, and then kissed me straight on the mouth. It was a little kid’s peck, but still a memorable one all the same. 
 
   Why couldn’t I hear what she said? She was a mystery to me that day, and her image still haunted me in my dreams. This was the first time I dreamed about her in three years. 
 
   At once, Paige’s face appeared over us like a storm cloud. The girl screamed, shattering our clumsy kiss. Reaching out with hands shaped like claws, Paige grasped my rescuer by her shoulders and lifted both their bodies into the air. Creepy white things fell over me, tickling my skin. Wait! The little dots that looked an awful lot like maggots weren’t tickling me. Instead, pinches erupted around my body. Spiders—colorless ones with claws that nipped and attached to my skin. 
 
   I woke myself up, thrashing against something that wrapped itself around me. Startled and feeling just a tad crazy, I found myself tangled in my Donkey Kong sheets. 
 
   Jumping out of my bed, I swiped at the jeans and tee shirt I was still wearing. Nothing. The spiders or whatever those creepy things were had disappeared. Chest heaving, I worked to control my gasps. Beside the record player, the star fish named Ticky lay. 
 
   I thought about Gia. Let me rephrase that statement. I remembered the kiss she and I almost shared. My stalker Walker was like a mystery, or a puzzle, the complicated kind that had the odd-shaped edges. 
 
   I was always the sucker for those. Mom and I sometimes sat for hours putting 1000 pieces together. One thing I learned from that experience was patience. Oh yeah, and strategy. My brain was conditioned for tackling challenges. 
 
   I had the feeling that solving the Gia puzzle was going to take everything I had in me.
 
   * * * 
 
   I drifted downstairs, walking in a daze. Mom prepared a breakfast for kings: sausage, eggs, hash browns, the works. She was humming and had already put on her yoga clothes. I felt bad about the way I treated her last night. 
 
   “Where’s Dad?” I cut right to the core. Someday I’ll master the art of thinking before speaking. She frowned and did that little nervous thing she always did, chewing on the cuticle of her index finger. “Never mind. Don’t answer. I can guess.”
 
   “This is going to be a great day, Caleb. No more being negative like last night,” she said and brought a plate filled with hash browns, cheese eggs, sausage, and toast over to my place at the table. The smell of the food made my stomach happily flip a cartwheel, a happy one. I was starving.
 
   Mom sat down across the table from me, her hands folded in front of her, pretending to read the newspaper, something she never did.
 
    I inhaled my food in record time. She waited patiently before she said, “Your father will be out of the country for the next couple of weeks. He told me to tell you that he loves you.”
 
   The rest of my appetite vanished. “You don’t have to lie for him. I know he didn’t say a thing about me.” I stood and cleared my spot.
 
   “Caleb, honey. Please,” she began. 
 
   “I’m kind of in a hurry. See you after school, Mom,” I said and walked out the back door.
 
   * * *
 
   Erica called and said she needed a ride to school. I debated on how long I should let this pretending-to-be-into-her thing go on before I told her the truth. I already had to deal with my mom’s mood swing. I couldn’t handle two upset females in one day. Under much consideration, I decided to let things ride for the moment. Okay, maybe I’m a coward, but keeping the peace and my sanity was on top of the survival chain at the moment. 
 
   In first period, Gia strolled into the room with one of her new bodyguards named Marisa (a Taylor Swift look-alike) and her usual sidekick, the girl everybody called Lelo (a Rhianna clone) at her sides. Right away, my heart sped up. I waited. Sure enough, Raze bowed through the doorway behind them. How they managed to get themselves placed into the same classes for almost every single period amazed me, even though it probably shouldn’t have. I rolled my head and shuffled in my seat a tad: things I tended to do when I wanted to act like a girl didn’t faze me. 
 
   Who are you kidding, my man? I couldn’t keep my eyes focused on that board anymore than Gia could. I kept thinking about how different she seemed last night. The skateboard girl attitude was gone, and a softer side came through for me. It was something I needed…desperately. A missing thing I wanted to feel again. 
 
   That was until Thorne strolled through the doorway and took a seat beside her. Erica’s ex-boyfriend scooted over until he was close enough to place an arm over Gia’s shoulders. Here I was stressing out over the giraffe when my attention should’ve been focused on Rocky. Either the teacher had better come in or Gia needed to do something quick. 
 
   My blood boiled inside me and a rush of adrenaline surged up to my brain. He had his arm around my girl. The one I had just spent the night with while we talked about a dead starfish and slow-danced to an old song.
 
   “Today we’re going to talk about how the pyramids can help us to understand the elements of trigonometry,” our new trig teacher, Mr. Pendleton, announced. “Who can offer an explanation on how that might work?” He glanced over the classroom, his gaze focusing on Erica.
 
   Thorne raised his hand. “I think the pyramids were created because all of the hot babes belonged to the pharaohs. So, they needed a place to hide and get it on right.” Laughter erupted around us. Only Thorne could get away with saying something like that. 
 
   Payback time, my man. “I know the answer, Mr. Pendleton,” I blurted. Gia’s head turned in my direction. I didn’t dare return her glance. “It’s a theory, sir. See, what happens is you take one brick, walk up to the top of the pyramid, and then drop it on top the head of idiots who give retarded answers in math class.” 
 
   More laughter erupted throughout the room. Neither Mr. Pendleton nor Gia looked amused. Even Erica got a good laugh out of my bravery. The scowl Thorne made was priceless. I gave him one of my best smart-ass smiles. Later on I would say goodbye to my face after Thorne’s fist collided with it. Until then, I intended to enjoy the satisfaction of making him look stupid. 
 
   “Well, Mr. Wood and Mr. Wiggins, those are both very interesting theories. Care to discuss them a little more today after school, while you’re stuck here in detention with me?”
 
   “Sure, why not? Sounds fantastic,” I answered. 
 
   What the hell has gotten into you?
 
   After school that day, Erica volunteered to train the first group of students since I was in detention and still supposedly handicapped. She was good enough to be able to take over the lead for me. 
 
   Each time I spotted Gia hanging out with Thorne, my mind drifted into something like a daze. Last night she told me goodbye. Her actions today didn’t make a damn bit of sense. The thought of Thorne being the first one to kiss her put me in a wild mood. Erica went about her day as though nothing happened at all. She acted completely laid back about Thorne and Gia dating one another.
 
   “So did the two of you have sex yet?” a girl’s hard core voice said behind me as I made my way toward the boy’s locker room. I turned to face her, the red-headed nightmare wearing designer blue jeans. Paige. 
 
   “What Gia and I do is none of your concern,” I stated. 
 
   “It’s every bit of my business, and some. You owe me, Caleb.”
 
   “What? How do you figure that? Wait. Oh, I see. You think because your ice hands healed me, that I now have to report the details of my sex life to you?” I scoffed, feeling brave because anger fueled my temper. 
 
   “The name of your little girlfriend. You were supposed to get it for me.”
 
   “Her name is Gia Jones.”
 
   “That’s not her real name, you fool. Don’t make me do something you’ll regret, Love,” she said in a low voice.
 
   “What are you gonna do? Pin me to a tree and try to rape me again?” I said sarcastically.
 
   “Do not tempt me. My kind has had our way with you humans for ages. Don’t think that being a guy makes it any safer for you,” she growled in a low, but deadly voice. I had no doubt she meant every single word. I shut up and swallowed hard. 
 
   “A miracle. That mouth of yours can actually keep quiet. Get the name, Caleb. You have until the All Souls party in three weeks,” she ordered.
 
   “I don’t know her damn name,” I hissed. Paige stepped closer to me, her strange smell invading my nostrils and stinging them. 
 
   “Get it. Or I will come back and slam you against that tree again and again until all that’s left of you is blood and meat. I’ll enjoy it, too.” 
 
   “Are you deaf? She won’t give it to me.” It didn’t matter. Paige could tie me to a tree and rip my insides out a thousand times before I’d tell her anything to hurt Gia.
 
   “Why can’t you just do as you’re told?”
 
   “I’m not your little lap dog,” I spat, my fists clenched, and my chest heaving. 
 
   A smile spread across her face. “It’s working.”
 
   I scoffed a laugh. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You can’t even see what’s happening to yourself,” she answered, smiling with that wild look in her clear blue eyes. I glanced around her head.
 
   “Paige, it’s so not nice to see you again,” Gia blurted coming up behind my interrogator.
 
   “I can be patient,” Paige said to me and turned to Gia. “It’s only a matter of time, now.” She slinked around Gia, bumping into her shoulder. “That arm looks fantastic, Caleb.” She gave me a wide grin and walked out of the gym.
 
   “What did she do to you this time?” Gia asked.
 
   “Explain her to me,” I said. “No, even better, enlighten me on your weirdness first. As in, why is Thorne slobbering all over you?”
 
   “Paige wants to know my name. Maybe you should give it to her,” she said quietly, skipping over the Thorne statement.
 
   “Let’s see. The only time I’ve ever heard your name is, uh…never. You won’t give it to me. Even after I shared my record collection with you and talked about my Ticky,” I scolded. A slight smile flickered across her lips. 
 
   “So your starfish does have a name?” she asked.
 
   “Changing the subject isn’t going to work,” I said.
 
   “Okay. Ask your questions,” she said, her dark-eyed gaze boring straight into mine.
 
   “How is it that a skateboard queen turns out to be a Walker? What kind of demon chick is Paige? I need answers.”
 
   “You have to trust me, for now,” she said.
 
   “No, I don’t trust anything that walks through walls instead of doors.” 
 
   “Go back to Erica. She’s a normal girl,” she whispered. My mouth fell open. 
 
   “That’s crock, Gia. You never struck me as the type to play games with someone’s head. Then again I seem to attract crazy females these days,” I said before I thought about what I was saying and who I was saying it to. My clout score for being a jerk must be off the charts by now.
 
   Gia looked like she was ready to smack me, or something like that. “I’ll see you around, Caleb, after you’ve had a few calm-down pills.” She turned and trudged out of the door, refusing to look back at me standing there with my dog house face on.
 
   That night I lay on my bed and stared at the star fish again. The one a girl with a blurry face in my memory gave me a long time ago. Was she real? Or was she just a product of my imagination? I held it up to the light, studying the way the tomato red color had little highlights of orange scattered across the arms. Twice in my lifetime, I’d been saved from drowning. The little girl helped me out that day on Hatteras Beach. Mom said some old people and their granddaughter found me this last time. 
 
   What were the odds that those two events were coincidences? Slim to none. I closed my eyes and listened to the House of the Rising Sun for the hundredth time. Something soft tickled my ribs. I felt Ticky lift away from my stomach, and my heart raced like crazy.
 
   “Keep your eyes closed,” a girl’s voice whispered. She was leaning over me. Gia came back. “You can’t make Ticky work for you by staring at him that way.” 
 
   “Just rub it in now that you know his name,” I teased. I wanted to see her face. 
 
   “If you disobey me, then I’ll disappear again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I was an ass,” I admitted and didn’t wait for her to respond. Boldness was on my side tonight. I wanted to know that she was truly mine. I opened my eyes and pulled her into my arms, inhaling the strange sweet, but flowery smell that always surrounded her. I forgot about Thorne, Raze, Erica: they were all side thoughts. 
 
   “I told you to keep your eyes closed, you stubborn thing,” she said.
 
   “You can’t leave. I won’t let you.”
 
   Her face was within inches of mine. Our eyes locked, and the heat from my body combined with hers. Any celestial radars tuned in to our signals were guaranteed to explode. “Why did you come back?” I asked. 
 
   “You wanted a kiss,” she whispered. No more words were necessary after that statement.
 
   I crushed her lips down on mine, parting them. Her breath was sweet, and she tasted the same way. Heaven sent me an earthly angel. My heart sped up when she moved her hands up under my shirt, caressing my skin. Tingles erupted across my chest. 
 
   She is mine. 
 
   We’ve both waited long enough.  
 
   Electricity shot through me. Someplace deep in my mind I realized that I should ease up. I didn’t care at the moment. All I wanted was right here with me. Her skin was so soft, her lips sinfully tender. It didn’t matter one bit that she belonged to a group of strangers I’d yet to understand. We lip locked that way for a good five minutes or so before she pulled away, gasping and glancing at me, those baby brown eyes with the strange blue highlights tearing through my soul. 
 
   “Slow down, Wave Rider. Save a little for next time.” Only Gia would say something sassy after a moment like the one we just shared. Burying her face against my shoulder, she eased down beside me on the bed. Wrapped in each other’s arms we stayed that way until we fell asleep. 
 
   The next morning she was gone.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Our first Fall Ball lacrosse game was scheduled for tomorrow night. I was pumped up and ready. Thoughts of the kiss I shared with Gia a couple of nights ago still lingered in my head. That was until she walked by the practice field with Thorne by her side. 
 
   Standing among the cheerleaders and my teammates, I tried to hide my disgust. Everybody started filing off the field, testosterone in full swing in anticipation of tomorrow night’s game. I stalked toward my car, my head spinning. Girls make no freakin’ sense. 
 
   “Caleb! Wait!” Erica trotted toward me. “I thought you said you needed help with those trig formulas tonight.” 
 
   “Yeah, sure. Do you need a ride?” I asked.
 
   “Geez, do I ever need one. The girls want me to teach the newbies how to flip, and all that. I told them you needed me more,” she said, smiling.
 
   My eyes followed Thorne’s Silverado with Gia inside (something I couldn’t even get her to do) until it left the parking lot and disappeared around the bend. Scoffing a laugh, I turned my full attention to Erica, and said, “You know what? I do think I need you. We can study at my house.” When we reached my car, I opened the door for her and loaded her cheerleading gear into the trunk. 
 
   “Wow. Your arm healed really fast,” she noticed.
 
   Oh snap! I forgot that I was supposed to be using my right arm to lift things instead of my left one. “Yeah, well, the break wasn’t as bad as the doctors thought. It has been a month, you know.”
 
   “Are you all right? You seem dazed,” she said. 
 
   I shrugged. “Yeah, sure.” 
 
   Sitting at the table in my kitchen, Erica and I plowed through my study guide. Well, she did, anyway. She was a natural at math. The medical schools she applied to will be lucky to have her as a student. 
 
   Gia. The name just wouldn’t stay out of my head no matter how hard I tried to focus on Erica’s instructions. 
 
   “Then the cow jumped so far over the moon that his heels touched the surface of Mars,” Erica said, her hazel-green eyes boring a hole in me.
 
   “What?” I asked, focusing on her words. 
 
   “You’re out there, Caleb. Come back to me.” She placed her hands over mine. “Have you thought anymore about what you wanna be for All Souls? I figure that’s more interesting to you than trig, right now.” 
 
   “Yeah. Sasuke,” I said.
 
   “The ninja from that manga show?” She made a light laugh.
 
   “It’s a lot better than a sparkly vampire. What about Thorne? What’s he going to be?” I asked. She moved her hands away, lowered her eyes, and sighed. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.”
 
   “Thorne and I are both haunted by pasts that were colored by abuse. That doesn’t mean we’re right for each other. We’re both moving on, though. I mean, Gia is great for him. She’s gritty, beautiful, popular, and—”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. No one is good for Thorne, but himself.” Gia was right. Jealousy was too nice of a word to describe the way I felt about the scene I witnessed earlier today. I needed space—lots of it. I wanted a father who I could easily approach about these relationship things, a man to give me advice instead of his attitude when I tried to talk to him. I stood, feeling my body heat up. “I need some fresh air. Will you be ok here for a bit?” 
 
   She sighed, but her facial expression wasn’t a blasé one. “Take your time.”
 
   Walking down the driveway, I purposefully tried not to calm down. My body was heated up again, and it didn’t take long before I felt her presence. “I’m getting pretty good with that heat trick,” I said without turning around. “Why are you here, Gia Jones?”
 
   “There are things about me, and my people that you just don’t understand,” she said quietly. I spun around and stalked toward her. 
 
    “Gia, for the first time in my life I have a connection with someone besides my mom,” I admitted, hating that my voice was almost at the begging level. There was no way I’d let her off easy this time. Pulling her into my arms, I kissed her. Yeah, she could probably zap my lips off or something; but I also felt she needed me in the same way that I wanted her. The kiss winded me, making me feel a touch dizzy. What the heck?
 
   “No, Caleb. This is goodbye, I’m so sorry,” she whispered, pulling herself out of my arms.
 
   “Fine. Go on then. Run away. Or rather, go hide in that mask thing the way you love to do,” I snapped. 
 
   Her eyes filled with tears just before she slipped into the veil, leaving me with a chest full of rocks tumbling inside me. I stood there for about ten minutes before I realized that my mouth had struck home, yet again. 
 
   Behind me, Erica’s voice broke through the silence, that deafening noise as Poe described it in one of his poems Gia read to me when I was in the hospital. That’s what it felt like—a scream quietly floating across the night, falling on deaf ears and dead hearts that don’t give a shit.
 
   “Can you take me home, now?” Erica asked.
 
   I forced my body to move back toward the house. We didn’t say a word to one another during the drive to her place. Easing the car to a stop outside of it, I said, “Thanks for the help.”
 
   She gave me a sad smile. “You know, I might not be as shapely and pretty as Gia, but I have a lot of heart.”
 
   “Where’d that come from?” I asked, a sinking feeling creeping through my chest. Did she catch me talking to Gia? Nah. We would’ve sensed her presence, right?
 
   “I just thought it was something you might need to hear.” She leaned toward me and planted a lingering kiss on my cheek. “Good night, Caleb.”
 
   Could life get any more complicated? One of the most popular, attractive girls of Ashley-George High just put herself down because of me. It was retarded in a way. Why should I cry over the unreachable girl, someone who isn’t human, when I have a living breathing person right here beside me, aching for some affection?
 
   * * *
 
   “What’s wrong with you, Wood? You’re way too easy to trash tonight,” the guy with the dreadlocks yelled at me. 
 
   “Is that right? Keep on talking, man, and I’m going to cram my garbage down your throat,” I warned. Dreadlocks (aka Zeke) and his teammate (aka Ethan) glared at me through their helmets. The visiting team was beating the crap out of us on our own turf. We trailed them by one stinking point. Mom always worried about the violence in lacrosse: the swearing, the sticks, the direct hits to the chest. But until tonight, I never realized just how much of a stress relief it could be. 
 
   Somewhere off to the side, Kyle yelled to me about concentrating and staying against the rush. My mind was screwed. All I could think about was Gia. Nah. I also thought about my dad’s sudden absence, and my mom crying herself to sleep. At some point my life spiraled out of control. I didn’t even see it coming, just like Paige pointed out that day in the gym. Was it all connected?
 
   Across the field, a few members of the football team arrived. Oh no. Gia held on to Thorne’s arm, throwing her head back and laughing. She acted like nothing had happened between us at all. I clenched my jaws shut and huffed. The chill in the air that bothered me earlier in the night didn’t seem so bad anymore. 
 
   Beside the bleachers, Erica and the pep squad did their thing. She managed to talk about five or six of the other cheerleaders into coming tonight. Lacrosse didn’t get the same respect as basketball and football. Everybody knew that. It meant a lot to me that Erica went out of her way to set up my own little cheering section. Right now, everything that she did showed me a girl who was willing to stand by my side, a normal girl as Gia put it. Erica was someone who lived an ordinary life and who didn’t have weird stalker friends following me and pinning me up against a tree. 
 
   So what’s the problem, my man? 
 
   Why was I ready to pile drive Zeke and Ethan just because my blood boiled each time I glanced over at Gia and Thorne? Shoulders and helmets rammed into me, knocking me backward. I glanced up at the sky, and cleared the stars out of my eyes. 
 
   Okay, they got me; but our team scored a point.
 
   This rush of heat fired through me, along with something else I couldn’t finger. I lifted my body up off the ground, yet again, and dusted my pants. The opposing team’s score was now tied with ours. As the defense guy, my job was to change all of that. Zeke and Ethan exchanged a few words just before they glanced my way. I was pretty sure they intended to bum rush me again. 
 
   “Not going to happen, my mans,” I muttered and assumed the stance in front of their goalie. 
 
   I had a different plan, though. These two tack heads were in for a surprise. They charged. I did too. A few of their teammates tried to block my way. Not a good idea, dudes. I plowed through the middle of the group, knocking a few dudes over as though they were babies. The only opponents left were Zeke and Ethan standing by our goal. 
 
   “Go, Caleb!” Erica’s squad roared. 
 
   I ran until I collided with Zeke. I passed my stick across Ethan’s chest with a force that knocked him on his backside. Whoa! What happened there? No time to think about it. Just keep moving. 
 
   My team’s ball zoomed past my head and hit the net. Just like that, we won the game. I found myself lifted up in the air, hero style, the adrenaline rush I needed. Somewhere on the sidelines, Gia and Thorne stood watching this moment, my time to shine. Cheers roared around me. But wait. Something was wrong. A rumble worked its way through the team and the crowd. The noise sounded like a stampede. 
 
   Right away, the dudes who held me up dropped me. I thudded to the ground, landing on my bad arm. Cursing, yelling, and a crap load of unfs and other scuffling noises erupted around me. A fight broke out. I was about to get my face caved in if I didn’t get up.
 
   Glancing through the tangle of arms and feet wrestling around me, I attempted to cover up my face. Something feathery brushed over my hands. I moved them away. The thing that tickled me was actually long red hair hanging down from a girl’s head. Oh boy. Something that felt like either the cleat of a shoe or somebody’s lacrosse stick struck the inside of my left leg. I cried out as my thigh was almost ripped open. The culprit was Paige. 
 
   What I thought was either a cleat or a stick actually turned out to be a high heel. She stood in the midst of the fight with me pinned under that strange hold thing she placed on me before. A crazed grin mucked up her face. My head filled with an empty void, and all I could hear was her voice. “Did you get the name, Caleb? You should remember it now. Better hurry up and tell me, Love. Do you see these block heads fighting all around us? Guess what? They can’t see you. But you’ll feel their feet crushing your skull at any moment.” Her cackle echoed through me.  
 
   At once, Raze’s face appeared over me. And then Marisa and Lelo shoved their way into the mix, tackling Paige like two football players. Damn. Everybody around me moved like they were inside of a fight scene taking place in slow motion. But my body came out all right. 
 
   Raze yanked me out of the heap just before the largest lacrosse player on our team slammed another dude down on the spot where Paige tried to kill me. I slid across the grass, staining my purple and gold uniform. A whistle shrilled into the air. Coaches, teachers, and Principal Armstrong all hustled around, pulling people off of one another.  
 
   “Caleb, are you alright?” Erica threw her arms around me. I searched the bleachers for Gia and Thorne. Nothing. Kyle was busy calming a few of our hot-headed teammates down.
 
   “I’m good,” I lied and limped toward the field house located beside the playing area. Erica was right on my heels. I plopped down on the benches just inside the doorway, pain ripping through the hole in my leg.
 
   “What the freak, Caleb? Did somebody ram their pole through your leg?” Erica asked, her face all screwed up and her eyes filled with worry. “Here, apply pressure directly over it. I’ll grab the First Aid Kit.”
 
   I nodded. The pain from my stiletto wound wasn’t anywhere near as piercing as the stab in my heart. Erica trotted back over to me and set to work cutting the fabric away from around the gash. In a matter of minutes she stopped the bleeding and dressed the area.
 
   “There you are,” Coach Pitaro’s voice said as he approached Erica and me. “What the hell just happened out there?”
 
   “I think it was called me winning a game,” I answered, standing up to face him.
 
   “Is that right? Well, I think you’re suspended for the rest of the season,” he announced. I scoffed a laugh.
 
   “You can’t be serious,” I said, even though I knew he was. Beside me, Erica placed a hand on my shoulder. “But it wasn’t my fault. Those two dudes on the other team attacked me first. It was either me or them at that last play, coach.”
 
   “You purposely set out to hurt those two boys. Do you even realize how strong you are?” he asked, staring at me kind of like he’d never seen me before.
 
   “Coach, this is lacrosse, not ballet. Violence is part of the game,” I answered.
 
   “Contact, yes, calculated moves to injure others, no. I’m sorry. You’re out.” He gave me that hard look that he always used when benching someone. Only I wasn’t about to be warming my butt cheeks on the steel. I was kicked off of the team. I stood there and stared at him for the longest moment. “Next time you need to consider your actions before making an angry mistake.” He turned and walked away. This was yet another thing I love taken away from me. 
 
   Even though I knew Erica stood beside me, I still felt a million things rush through me: anger, fear, neglect, jealousy—extra emphasis on that last word. Spinning around, I slammed my fist into the drywall, denting it. 
 
   “Caleb, stop it!” Erica said putting her arms around my waist and burying her face against my chest. My heart throbbed so hard I thought it might burst through my ribcage and smack her one. 
 
   “What’s going on with me?” I hissed through gasping breaths. All I could think about was what Paige said a couple weeks ago. She told me that the change had already happened, but I just didn’t see it yet. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Erica suggested. I allowed her to lead me out of the field house and to my Challenger parked outside in the school parking lot. 
 
   * * *
 
   Gia disappeared for one full week of school. To be as deadly as he was in the ring and on the football field, Thorne walked around like a lost puppy. The two classes that she and I shared felt dull and lifeless without being able to see her smile light up the room when she walked in. I needed some serious get-over-Gia therapy.
 
   So, when Kyle and Shani suggested a Friday evening beach trip, I jumped at the chance. He took Shani in his car, and Erica rode with me in mine. It was the privacy thing. At least it was for Kyle and Shani, anyway. About twenty or so other kids met up with us at the spot where we intended to set up the bonfire. 
 
   Sitting on a hill about fifty feet away from the ocean, Erica and I watched all of our friends play Light-Up Frisbee in the cold dark night. The only other lights shining on our little gang were the ones lined up along the walkway behind the place where Erica and I were sitting. 
 
   “Will you get mad if I say something?” Erica asked. 
 
   “Is that a trick question?” I answered.
 
    She inhaled deeply, and said, “I sense another girl in this picture.” Crap. I knew it was going to be something like that. I kept silent and stared out across the black void over the ocean. “Can you at least give me a little hint? Am I right?” 
 
   I did look at her this time. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “Exactly as I thought,” she said, exhaling.
 
   She brought her knees up to her chest. “You don’t have to tell me who it is.”
 
   I had the feeling she already knew. What she didn’t understand was this inner pull that held me under Gia’s spell. A prisoner was the word that best described me. Gia held the key. By now she’d probably either lost it or threw it away, holding me inside her cell forever. 
 
   Staring at the fire blazing in the pit we brought, I felt Erica’s hand caress the hair along the base of my neck. “If I told you a secret would that help to bring down this wall between us?” 
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know.” 
 
   “Whatever, right? I might as well go for it. I think there’s something happening that our parents aren’t telling us about,” she announced, her face serious. That got my attention. Erica’s uncle worked with my dad in Triton Laboratories. The research they did was confidential and time consuming. Her words bothered me. Something told me I didn’t really want to know this secret. But I asked anyway.
 
   “What makes you think that?” 
 
   “My uncle keeps bringing water samples home. I was really curious about what he was doing, right? One night I snuck into his lab.” She lowered her head and took a deep breath. This was going to be important. “There was a really weird looking folder on his desk. It was made out of some kind of funny brown leather. It even had a lock on it. But it wasn’t hooked. So, I opened it.” She stopped, licked her lips, and glanced out at the sea. 
 
   “What was in the folder?” I urged.
 
   “Stuff about—this is going to sound very odd. Tidbits and articles about some really strange things were inside of it. I don’t know. The notes described this special kind of water creature that has the power of a angel.” She looked me straight in the face. 
 
   I cleared my throat, feeling the blood slowly drain out of my cheeks. The words water angel echoed in my head.
 
   “What I just said bothers you,” she said.
 
   “No,” I squeaked. The ocean responded to my lie with a clap of waves crashing over the shores. “I’m just wondering why two engineers would be studying water angels.” 
 
   “I know, right. It’s weird. Maybe it’s a hobby,” she suggested.
 
   “Are you kidding me? I see my dad twice a year, it seems. He doesn’t have time to do anything fun.” Could it be possible that Dad knew about this too? Maybe that was the reason he kept me at a distance; because I’m the freak son with the ability to see spirits that walk between so-called veils created by water angels.
 
   “Caleb?” Erica said. I turned my head toward her, and then she planted a hard kiss on my lips. Right, so, even though I was pretty sure Gia was the girl for me, I couldn’t help but to admit I responded a tad. Loneliness weakened me. She triggered my body heat thing, but not my heart. Deep down I knew this was all wrong. Erica deserved better. Maybe Gia did too. “Stop, Erica.” I pulled away, all kinds of crazy feelings and sensations running through my body and head. 
 
   “You’re thinking about her again, aren’t you?” Erica asked, her face falling. 
 
   “It’s not right to lead you on.”
 
   My gaze drifted to the area behind her head and down the beach. Three men stood under the lights in the far distance. Dressed in long black trench coats with the tails flapping in the wind, the men didn’t look friendly in any way at all. 
 
   “I think it’s time to leave,” I said, a cold feeling easing through my veins. 
 
   “Ee-ew. Erica jumped up and kicked at something that washed up on shore. About twenty or thirty dead fish lay scattered across the sands around us. Kyle, Shani, and the others played on in bliss, completely unaware that some crazy crap was happening. 
 
   Between what Erica just told me, the dead animals washing up on the shore, and the dark dudes standing beside the water and on the pier, I didn’t know what to think. One thing was for certain though: life on the Isle of New Bern was about to change.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “I take it you enjoyed your beach trip?” Gia asked, her tone empty and cold. 
 
   “I did,” I said, and tossed my jacket on the couch. That was probably mean of me, telling her that I enjoyed my outing with Erica. Over the past week, a rebellious demon had worked its way into me. It was kind of like I died and came back as the ghost of Caleb Wood. 
 
   I picked up the remote and turned on the blu-ray player. The Naruto episode that we’d watched together so long ago filled the screen. I couldn’t deny it, though. I was glad to see her. After watching the men I nicknamed the Dark Agents standing along the shores not too long ago, I figured that Paige wasn’t too far behind them. She never entered my house the way Gia always does. I really didn’t want to find out what would happen if she did, either.
 
   “In spite of your super arrogant and meat-headed attitude, I still wanted to make sure you were okay,” she said and hugged her shoulders. 
 
   I thought about what Erica told me about her uncle’s research on the water creatures with the angelic powers. But Gia made it pretty clear that she wasn’t an angel. If not, then what exactly could she be? Why the heck do I still care? I made a promise to myself that I was over Gia, the skateboarder-Walker and gorgeous-beyond-words Jones. I even convinced myself that the connection we both thought we had was nothing more than raging hormones. 
 
   I mean if she could walk away so easily with some square head like Thorne, then that meant all the soul mate crap we discussed was fake, right? Wrong! I still wanted to know more. Who was she? Where did she come from? Why did she choose me to torture and then drop me like a bad egg? Can she honestly not see how this is tearing me up inside? The lead in my chest, the ache in my…well, some things don’t need to be said. 
 
   “Yes, I can feel all of that. Please don’t hate me,” she said softly. Oh snap! She just read my mind. 
 
   It was too much. I used the only defense tactic I knew how. A thing I’d perfected. I shut her out and kept my eyes glued to the television screen. 
 
   There was something satisfying about knowing that a certain cheerleader was waiting for me with open arms on Monday morning. The knowledge gave me the strength to swallow through the knot lodged in my throat and the lump of coal sitting in my chest. I focused my attention on Naruto and Sasuke fighting each other on the screen.
 
   She released a long sigh and sat down on the edge of the love seat across from me. “May I read something for you, since you’re obviously not going to talk to me?” 
 
   Hell yeah. You can read anything you want. Why?—because I’m a fool, a guy falling for you in every possible way. I think that I both hate and love you right now. 
 
   “Knock yourself out,” I said without looking at her. 
 
   Another long sigh escaped her perfect lips, and then she started. She didn’t pull out a paper the way I thought she would do. The volume on the television turned itself down. I didn’t touch a thing. 
 
   “Whoa! Did you…” I began. They’re water creatures with the power of angels. Erica’s words echoed in my head. I stole a quick glance at Gia. She had her eyes closed, now. Sitting there in her usual outfit, she looked more gorgeous than ever. The aquamarine stone necklace she loved to wear everyday seemed less vibrant for some reason. 
 
   ‘In a strange city lying alone 
 
   Far down within the dim West, 
 
   Where the good, the bad, and the worst and the best, 
 
   Have gone to their eternal rest. 
 
   There are shrines and palaces and towers 
 
   Time-eaten towers that tremble not! 
 
   Resemble nothing that is ours. 
 
         Around, by lifting the winds we forgot, 
 
   Resignedly beneath the sky 
 
   The melancholy waters lie. 
 
    
 
   No rays from the holy heaven come down 
 
   On the long night-time of that town, 
 
   But light from out the lurid sea 
 
   Shines up the turrets silently, 
 
   Gleams up the pinnacles far and free.’
 
    
 
   Opening her eyes, she stared at me. “There’s no need to say anything.” She stood and sighed. Something had upset her. I wondered if Thorne played a part in that at all. “I’m sure you’ll be safe tonight. There’s no reason for me to stick around and keep making us both miserable.” 
 
   Caleb Wood, you are a fool if you let her walk out of that door. This time I inhaled and stopped breathing. The knot sitting in my throat hurt like crazy. Squeezing my eyes shut, I could no longer deal with this misery, this agony. “Gia I think I’m falling in—” I blabbed out loud to an empty room. She was gone. My confession came too late. The Edgar Allan Poe poem she wanted me to hear answered a few of my gazillion questions. 
 
   It was called The City in the Sea.
 
   * * *
 
   On Monday Gia returned to class and pretended I didn’t exist, while Thorne ate up the situation. She was like the other Walkers now, a memory fading in a ghostly wind.
 
   After third period, the giraffe approached me while I stood at my locker. I ignored him for about thirty seconds before I decided to say anything. “Hey, if you think I’m gonna join your fan club now, then think again,” I said and turned back to my locker.
 
   Raze scoffed a laugh, moved real close to me, and said, “She’s not for you, Wood. I like you. I really do. I wouldn’t have saved your girlie ass at that game if I didn’t. Keep your distance.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, Papa Raze, I have a dad. I don’t need one here at school.” I met his black-eyed gaze, staring him down a short moment.
 
   “Far be it from me to keep an idiot from getting dissed,” he shrugged and took a step back. 
 
   “What do you think? That I owe you something, now?” 
 
   “This isn’t about a debt to me. It concerns what I’ll do to keep my quee—Gia from getting hurt,” he said in measured words. More than ready to head toward the comfort of my physics class, I shoved around him. 
 
   * * *
 
   “Come on, bro. You need to get out. You’ve been moping around all week. I’m seriously worried about you,” Kyle pleaded. He flipped through my mom’s exercise magazine collection and smiled at one of the swimsuit model girls on the front. “Plus I need a distraction for Shani. She’s got the love bug thing, man. I don’t know if I can hang. I need your help.” He grinned wide, a mischievous one. 
 
   I smirked. “Right. Somehow I think you’ll survive. But a skateboard competition, Kyle? Surfing maybe, but that sounds so not cool,” I lied. Deep down I didn’t want him to know the real reason I avoided tonight’s competition. It had been the talk around the school ever since the botched lacrosse fight last week. Gia Jones and the Razors (her skateboard group) were competing in a charity competition to benefit research on ways to stop water pollution. After hearing what Erica told me at the beach this past weekend, I wasn’t surprised to hear about a charity function geared toward preserving our water. 
 
   “Come on, Caleb. You’ll get to see the new skate park. Plus you can show off your little girlfriend,” he teased in a sing-song voice.
 
   “That sounds great. I’ll give Thorne even more reason to rearrange my face. I’m already on his shit list.”  
 
   “Who cares about him? Things are great between you and Erica. I gotta hand it to you, bro. You did something the rest of us can only dream about,” Kyle said.
 
   “It’s not all that. Trust me.” 
 
   “Are you two fighting or something?” 
 
   “Not really,” I said, wanting to go into details about everything that had happened over the past month. Instead, I fiddled with the remote, hoping he didn’t push me. I wanted to keep my friends out of my troubles. I still had a nice hole in my leg to remind me that Paige would stop at nothing to get Gia’s name. The less Shani, Kyle, and Erica knew, the better. 
 
   “What aren’t you telling me, Caleb? Hey, I’m your most loyal Naruto fan. You know that,” Kyle said.
 
   The front door burst open. Mom rushed in with too many bags of grocery in her hands. “Ah, Caleb and Kyle. Just who I needed. Boys come help me out. I’m running behind. My yoga girls are on the way. Gah!”
 
   “They’re coming over on a Saturday, Mom?” Dread of another type washed over me. I now faced having a hole in the leg and red cheeks after Mom’s friends finished pinching them. 
 
   “We missed two classes this past week, hon. They’re dedicated. What can I say?” Mom answered. Suddenly, the idea of being tortured by scenes of Gia and Thorne loving all over one another didn’t seem so bad.  
 
   Kyle and I headed outside to grab Mom’s groceries and stuck around long enough to help her put them away. “You’re such a sweet son,” she said and kissed my cheek with Kyle standing there teasing me behind her back. I shook a fist at him. “Kisses for you too, Kyle?” She turned to face him, smiling. 
 
   “No, Mrs. Wood, I’m good. Thanks,” Kyle said, stuffing his hands in his pockets. His face turned about as red as Mom’s tomatoes lying on the countertop. Served him right for teasing me. “So, Caleb, about that skateboard competition.”
 
   “I’m in. You drive this time,” I suggested. 
 
   “I’ll drive if you round up the ladies,” Kyle said.
 
   “What girls? Never mind. I already know.” He was talking about Shani and Erica.
 
   “Be careful tonight, boys. There’s a tornado watch on until 9p.m.,” Mom warned. 
 
   “Alright, Mrs. Wood. We won’t do any storm chasing,” Kyle said, pushing me toward the back door. We rushed outside, hopped into his Mustang, and headed out to pick up our dates.
 
   * * *
 
   The atmosphere around the park buzzed with energy. There had to be almost a thousand people crammed into the bleachers set up along either side of the stunt pit. I had to admit one thing: I was super curious about Gia’s skateboarding skills. Yeah, I was pretty sure she could conjure up a water-angel spell or something to help her win the competition; but I was hooked. My desperation made me want to do stupid things like going back into the water even after I agreed not to do so. 
 
   Why did Gia get to make all of the rules anyway? 
 
   I spotted her standing among the rest of the skateboarders. Marisa and Lelo, always standoffish and strange, helped her gear up. The only glimpse of personality I ever got from them happened when they tackled Paige that night at the Fall Ball game. Besides Gia they were the only other female skateboarders. 
 
   Erica found her way to my arm, hooked hers inside of it, and moved my face so I now stared in her eyes. I hated treating her this way. She deserved to have more than a lovesick puppy drooling over a girl who didn’t want to hold on to his leash.
 
   “Hey, remember me?” she said and passed a nervous glance at Gia just before she gave me a big smile.
 
   “Always,” I assured her. 
 
   “Shani and Kyle found some good seats. We should probably head their way.” 
 
   “You know what? I agree,” I said and moved on toward the bleachers without glancing behind me.
 
   * * *
 
    The crowd roared as Gia, Raze, Marisa, and Lelo shredded the pavement with their skateboarding tricks like I had never seen before. Even with the sky’s gray clouds and the strange chill in the air, the island’s curious residents all gathered together by the droves. As with every event of this type, the police and coast guards patrolled the area in larger numbers. 
 
    I had to admit that our new skate park impressed me. Pits of all sizes were built into the design. It made watching the skaters perform their stunts a worthwhile venture. After several flips, back turns, and other amazing tricks, Gia and the Razors won. Thorne raced over and planted a long kiss on her lips. I clenched my jaw together hard enough to almost shatter my teeth. 
 
   She didn’t expect him to do that. I could tell from the look on her face. It rotated between a frown and a forced smile. My blood boiled inside me. The way I felt matched the angry sky as a strong gust settled over the event. 
 
   The announcer, our class president, Russell Davidson, grabbed hold of his squeaky microphone and said: “How about a round of applause for our junior league boxing star and his champion girlfriend?” 
 
   I wanted to throw up. No, even better, I wanted to hurt somebody. That surge I had felt at my lacrosse game last week moved its way through me. 
 
   Glancing out into the crowd, I shouldn’t have been surprised when I saw them standing among the people. The men in black. Right. Maybe that wasn’t the best name to use for them. Plus, it was a touch cliché. To me they looked like some kind of Dark Agents. Tonight it wasn’t just a few dudes standing off to the sides. There were about twenty or thirty of them standing among the crowd. I had a sinking feeling that no one could see the creepy Walkers but me. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Caleb?” Erica’s voice forced my attention back to the show on the stage in just enough time for me to see Thorne attempting to plant another kiss on Gia’s lips. She turned her head before he made his goal. Ha! Sucker. She might not want to admit it, but her feelings for me were still there. The smile she gave him, those perfect lips that I wanted to feel again even after all of this, made me feel murderous. 
 
   Russell strolled over to them and cleared his throat. “Tell us, Gia, what inspired those moves tonight?” He held the microphone up to her mouth. An immediate hush fell over the crowd. I wondered if my heart that was racing inside my chest could be heard from the podium. 
 
   She waited a long moment just before she glanced out across the crowd and found the place where I sat with Erica. “I’ve waited my entire life for this moment. Ever since I was a little girl, I understood that I was meant for something more. Something rare. I also knew that if I found it, then my old life would never be the same again. There are two parts to a person’s soul: the light and the dark. Without one the other can’t exist.” Our gazes locked, and the world disappeared. Well, not really, but that was how she made me feel.
 
   The stadium was so quiet you would’ve thought that Gia and I were the only two inside it. I sensed Erica studying my profile. Thorne, the idiot, glanced at Gia, grinning as though her words were meant for him.
 
   “The place I come from is very similar to your island. To dream about being somewhere spectacular and following your heart, well, it’s not something that happens every day. I followed my heart here tonight. I don’t regret it. Not one bit. That’s the secret behind this evening’s victory. Oh yeah, and a great team. Let me hear what you got for them!” She glanced at Marisa and then Lelo standing beside her, grabbed their hands, and lifted their arms in a victory pose. Raze stalked over to them and gave the three girls high-fives. Applause and cheers roared around the park.
 
   “Aww, that’s so sweet for her to dedicate their win to Thorne that way,” Shani gushed. 
 
   Kyle passed me a quick glance. My best friend didn’t need body heat to understand when something upset me. I had to get out of these crowds before I charged up on that stage and ripped Thorne apart. 
 
   I caught a glimpse of the Dark Agents filing out of the stadium’s exits, one creepy body after the next. 
 
   “Hey, I’ll be back, my man,” I said to Kyle.
 
   “Where are you going?” Erica asked. 
 
   “To grab some drinks for us.”
 
   “You need some help with that?” Erica started to stand up. 
 
   “Nah. I got this, okay? Relax,” I assured her and walked off before she protested. 
 
   I spotted one of the Dark Agents heading down toward the beach outside the gates surrounding the park. I strutted through the exit, past the parking lot, and stopped where the shores began just outside of it. 
 
   “Where’d they go?” I wondered aloud.
 
   “Caleb Wood is it not?” a creepy deep voice said behind me. I spun around. The sight before me took my breath away. One of the tallest Dark Agents stood in front of me. My face reflected in the black sunglasses he wore, and his skin was pale enough to make snow look dingy. “Are you Caleb Wood?” he urged.
 
   “Maybe. What’s it to you?” I answered. A chill crept through me.
 
   “You’ve been a naughty boy.” His bland voice echoed on the last few syllables. I found myself thinking that I was way too bold coming out here by myself. I started to back away. With the sun lowering in the sky and the main event finishing up overhead, these guys could rip me apart and toss my body parts into the sea without anyone knowing the difference. 
 
   “You seem like a lot fun, my man, but I gotta get back,” I said just before something tangled in the longer hair on top of my head. Whatever it was jerked my head back until my eyes watered. 
 
   “Hello, Love,” a familiar, but annoying voice muttered in my ear. 
 
   “Paige. Why don’t you try what other girls do first?”
 
   “What’s that?” she said in my ear.
 
   “Try asking for my phone number. That works much better than abusing me,” I gasped. She tightened her grip on my hair and jerked my head back even more. 
 
   Do you have a death wish, Wood?
 
   Moving around to hit her was out of the question. I was stuck in that paralyzed mode again. The Dark Agents started slinking back into the shadows, leaving only the ocean’s waters crashing against the shore. If I ever had my doubts about the guys dressed in black before, I now completely understood their true purpose. They somehow worked for Paige. 
 
   “By now I kind of figured your memories would’ve returned. It’s too bad for you that they have not. You being alive is a serious threat to my kind.”
 
   “Hey, I don’t even know what you are. At this point, I don’t think that I ever want to know,” I said truthfully.
 
   “Too bad, lover. We would’ve been so good together,” she said and slid her free hand underneath my shirt. Ice cold fingers that felt like death, worked their way up to the area over my heart, paralyzing and freezing me to the core of my existence. Each breath I inhaled caught in my throat. It was kind of like I was drowning, but without the water this time. 
 
   The chilly choking didn’t last, though. For some reason, Paige released me. I slammed into the ground, my face kissing the sand. Spitting it out, I rolled over. The fireworks show from hell lit up around me. Only it wasn’t really sparklers, though. Gia and Paige were fighting each other with lightning bolts: powdery blue for Gia and bright gold for Paige. 
 
   What the freak? 
 
    “You can’t keep running to save him every single time, Princess Gia,” Paige spat. The two girls circled each other.
 
   “So nice of you to recognize my rightful title, Paige. It will make it easier on you when I inherit the throne as your queen,” Gia blurted.
 
   “I’ll rot before I see that happen,” Paige snapped. “The dark queen will rise, instead. She’s growing stronger every day. What do you think about that?”
 
    “You’re so overdramatic.” On that note, the two girls charged one another. 
 
   Gia was small, and Paige was the fiery redhead from hell. I worried that sparks were going to fly and Gia was about to fall. I tried to stand and wound up with my face back in the sand. Talk about being humiliated to the core. What guy couldn’t protect the girl he loves? 
 
   It turned out that Gia didn’t need my help. A few bolts of blue lightning zipped around my face, and a scream trilled through the air. When the mini firework show stopped, Gia stood with her fists clenched, a strange green glow fading inside them. Paige was nowhere to be found.
 
   Rushing over to my side, she took my head in her lap and placed her hand across my forehead. “You’re burning up, Wave Rider,” she said, trying to smile through the worry in her face.
 
   “Since when did the distressed damsel start saving the knight all the time?” I asked, feeling myself wave in and out of consciousness. The wind roared around us, a strange gust that smelled like rotten eggs.
 
   “Come on, get with the times. Girls don’t wait around to have our doors opened anymore. Sometimes we’ll shove you through it first.” She gave me a beautiful, but worried smile. My eyelids were so heavy. 
 
   “Who are you, Princess Gia Jones?” I heard a weak voice ask. It was mine.
 
   She bent down to my ear and brushed her lips against it. Although my body was weak and losing touch on reality, certain parts of it still tingled back to life. “So you caught that little tidbit, huh? I’m your guardian angel, remember?” 
 
   “Guardians don’t leave—they won’t come…” I sighed. It was getting harder to speak. Kind of like my tongue was made out of lead. 
 
   “No more talking, Caleb. This Guardian is here to stay. I promise.” 
 
   Were those her lips I felt brushing across mine? Light. Tender. Unsure. It didn’t matter. She told me what I wanted to hear. My imagination was my own stomping ground; it belonged to me. If I wanted to believe that she kissed me, then so be it. In the distance, thunder rumbled through the sky. The boom shook the area around us. 
 
   I closed my eyes and fell asleep with my head cradled in her lap.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “Man, you suck. So tell me. How did you get sick on one of the craziest nights that ever happened in this place?” Kyle asked. He sat at my computer desk and filled me in on last night’s events, making wild gestures with his hands. I was in for one hell of a story. After what I went through on the beach, I wasn’t the least bit surprised. 
 
   “You should’ve seen how people reacted to Gia’s victory speech. Girls were teary-eyed and got all kissy-kissy with their dudes. Damn, I can’t believe you missed it. I felt like a happy disease or something swept across the city and infected everybody in the park. Shani even made friends with your girl, Erica.” Kyle hesitated and scratched around the base of his neck. He was about to change something. “Things got odd after all that, though. You weren’t the only one who disappeared last night. Seems our little skateboard starlet cut out on Mr. Thorne Gorilla-Hands Wiggins.” 
 
   That statement jolted me wide awake. I sat up in my bed and ran a hand through my hair. Glancing around the room, I checked for concrete signs of my paranoia. 
 
   I mean, I’m pretty sure I saw Gia zap the crap out of Paige last night. I also know that I spoke to one of the Dark Agents. Dude came complete with a creepy alien sounding voice, and everything. If I were younger, I’d probably have nightmares all week. That part still drifted pretty clearly in my mind; but it also meant the last part was true—that Gia really did tell Raze to take me home after I passed out like a dud. I drifted in and out of consciousness; but I clearly remember being carried away from the beach. If anybody ever found out about that then my name will win the top spot on Ashley George High School’s wimp pages. 
 
   What about the part where Paige called her Princess Gia? At some point I entered a fairy tale complete with weird dudes that walk in the shadows, red-headed demon chicks, and a princess who kept on saving the knight’s ass.
 
   “So, uh, what’s up with the Razors?” I asked trying not to sound too desperate. 
 
   Kyle made this weak laugh and frowned. The side of his face turned up and he started blinking a lot. “I take it you didn’t hear about the tornado? Seeing that you slept all day long, I guess it’s easy to see how you’re so outta the loop.”
 
   “Tornado?” I asked, my chest tightening up. “What are you talking about? We don’t get those out here.” Hurricanes, yeah. Twisters—uh, nope. I honestly thought Mom was joking when she mentioned it yesterday.
 
   “Come on, Caleb, get with it. The storm that hit right after you went missing on us. I’m talking about the one that collapsed the pier behind the skate park. Come down out of the clouds, bro.” Kyle waved his hands in front of my face. “And dig this, there are still a couple of kids missing: Jillian and one of our teammates, Corey Haines. People were going crazy, busting through the gates and everything. Man, you should’ve seen it! It was like the wicked witch from that old Oz movie cast a bad day spell over the skate park. And she killed every bit of that happiness I just told you about, too. Everybody got really crazy after we heard that Gia’s crew disappeared.”
 
   Unf! An invisible fist knocked the air straight out of me. “What? Gia’s missing? I thought you just said she cut out on our boxing champ?” 
 
   “People think she might’ve run off with that Raze guy. Man, you should’ve seen Thorne. He was thumping mad.” 
 
   “That’s bull!” I spat before I could stop myself. 
 
   Kyle held up his hands, and said, “Alright. Chill, dude. It’s better than thinking she went down with the pier, right?”
 
   “Get on with the story,” I urged, my body heat rising. He just told me that Gia was gone. Suddenly, the world as I knew it didn’t seem right anymore. Wait. That wasn’t how Kyle described it. He said she ran off with Raze, the giraffe, more competition for me. This wild feeling entered my body, and my head felt kind of funny. 
 
   “Seriously, Caleb, since when did you become such a Gia Jones fan? Don’t let Erica find out. She spent most of the night looking for you, even after the pier collapsed. Yeah, so, you going all ghost on me and Shani affected us too,” Kyle scolded, a serious expression on his face.
 
   “Wait. So did Erica bring me home? How’d she do that without me remembering it?” A nervous feeling crept through me, making me shiver. Hearing this last tad of news didn’t make me feel any better than Kyle’s story about the collapsed pier. 
 
   “Well, she didn’t. Turns out you got a ride. We called your mom. She found you napping in your bed. You best be glad I enjoy borrowing your zombie movies, brah. Or we might not still be friends. You scared the crap out of me when you disappeared.” 
 
   I fumbled with my thoughts. The ice spell or whatever Paige tried to use on me failed. A slight ache still surrounded that part of my chest. I moved a hand up under my shirt and massaged the area. “Gia can’t be lost,” I muttered without realizing Kyle could easily hear me.
 
   “What’s wrong with you? Do I need to call in the people with the white jackets?” Kyle teased. “Did you hit your head and forget which girl you’re dating?”
 
   I gave him an annoyed smirk. First, I didn’t ever recall telling people that Erica and I were officially dating. Second, Kyle’s news worried me. “I need to get out of here.”
 
   “You better get your head together real quick. Erica’s downstairs waiting for you with open arms.” He held back a smile. Oh crap. Considering the circumstances, I could probably wait to face Erica. 
 
   I got dressed in lightning fast time and headed downstairs, Kyle trailing close on my heels. 
 
   “Oh God, I could strangle you,” Erica said, rushing over to me and throwing her arms around my neck. “I thought you might’ve drowned.”
 
   “I’m alright.” I pulled back, patted my sides, and then wiggled my fingers. “See, I’m still all in one piece.”
 
    “What’s going on with you, Caleb,” Erica asked. “You just left without saying anything.”
 
    I didn’t want to lie to her. I couldn’t deny my feelings for Gia even if I tried. “I’m sorry. I was trying to help a couple of kids find somebody,” I said. Not a complete lie, but still better than hurting her with the truth.
 
   “Shani and I signed up to help look for Jillian and Corey after school on Monday. She helped my squad out with our English papers. I hate to hear that something bad might’ve happened to her,” Erica said.
 
   “Yeah, me too,” I agreed, thoughts of Gia racing through my head.  
 
    “I’m fine, Caleb. Watch yourself out there.” A voice spoke in my head. It was Gia’s. “Whoa!” I blurted. Both Kyle and Erica gave me puzzled looks. “I mean, whoa! I need to hurry and sign up too,” I sighed, hoping my enthusiasm kept them from asking why I looked so crazy. Hearing Gia’s voice relieved a few of my worries, but not my fears. 
 
   “That’s so sweet of you to volunteer,” Erica gushed and threw her arms around my neck again.
 
   Behind her back, Kyle teased me by acting as though he was kissing an imaginary girl in front of him. I tapped my middle finger on Erica’s back and smirked.
 
   “Touchy touchy. Do you pick your nose with that finger? Anyways, you two need to catch up on ummm…things. I won’t get in the way. I’ll just show myself to the door,” Kyle teased and headed toward the front door. “Catch ya at school tomorrow, Caleb.” He blew a few more kisses just before he walked out of the door, leaving me to deal with Erica. 
 
   “So, I heard that the Razors are missing too,” she began. Why did I know her first statement would involve Gia? 
 
   “Yeah, they’re probably out celebrating,” I tried to sound sure of myself.
 
   Erica studied me for the longest time almost as if she knew I was hiding something. “What?” She made me nervous by looking at me that way.
 
   Moving over to the couch, she sat down and folded her hands on her lap. “Do you think I’m pretty?”  Oh crap. She’s in one of those moods again.  
 
   “Sure, I do. Want something to drink?”
 
   “I’ve been thinking. You don’t have to take me to the All Souls Dance. I know you don’t really want to,” she said, her eyes glued to her folded hands. 
 
   This was an Erica test. I recognized it from a mile away. I moved over to the couch and sat down beside her. “I always keep my word. I don’t play games. Well, not head games, anyway. Besides, I already bought my costume. It came complete with genuine Japanese head gear.” I gave her a nod of confidence, and she smiled wide. 
 
   “That’s great, Caleb!” Excellent,” she said in an excited voice. “But there’s one more thing,” she began. I cringed inside. “Why don’t you ever try to kiss me? Most guys would want to… you know. I mean, there’s this big empty house. No parents around. We’ve been together almost two months. I just thought, well, that you’d want to get closer by now.” She inched toward my side of the couch. I was so not prepared to deal with this. 
 
   Easing her hands on either side of my shoulders, she turned me to face her. “Is it Thorne you’re worried about? You shouldn’t be. He’s moved on with Gia. And you know what? I admire her. She has my ex-boyfriend wrapped up like a pinky ring, and Raze waiting in the wings. She has her hands full, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, she does,” I answered truthfully, a pang of jealousy and confusion warring inside my chest. Why should I sit around pining for a girl who made it clear she didn’t want to be mine? She told me to move on with the normal girl, the one sitting here beside me looking gorgeous in her goddess top and skinny jeans. 
 
   A smile crept across Erica’s face. I didn’t turn away when she placed her lips on mine. This time I kissed her back. In response she pushed me down on the couch and deepened our kiss. I put my hands in her hair, the safest part of her body for me to touch. How far are you going to let this go, my man? 
 
   Her kiss was different from Gia’s in a way I couldn’t finger. It made me feel kind of like I drifted inside a dark room with no windows and a door that won’t open. Strange. Still, I didn’t pull away. 
 
   “Caleb, honey, I bought those new yoga mats I told you about from Half-Moon Wellness. I need you to…” It was Mom to the rescue. “Oh, okay.” Standing in the front doorway, she held back a smile. Erica and I pulled apart right away. I straightened up my shirt while Erica fooled around with her hair. 
 
   “Hi, Mrs. Wood,” Erica beamed. If she cut me up into a thousand pieces then my mom would still be standing there smiling at her. She was an Erica-going-out-with-Caleb fan. 
 
   “Hello kids,” she said smugly as she worked to hold back a grin. 
 
   I stood up and placed a finger on my lips. “Not one word,” I mouthed as I walked by my mom and headed outside to get her yoga mats. This time I felt grateful for her interruption.
 
   * * *
 
   On Monday a somber mood drifted over the city. I didn’t realize how much damage the Isle of New Bern suffered until I drove to school that morning. Everything was a mess: trees scattered, rooftops damaged, stoplights broken. Jillian and Corey were still missing, and a gang of others got hurt in the flying debris. The rumor mill buzzed with talk of Gia running off with Raze. 
 
   None of it made any sense. 
 
   During the last week of defense class, I took out my anger, yet again, on one of the students who purposefully slammed against my bad arm. 
 
   “What’s the matter, Caleb? Did getting kicked off of the lacrosse team muck with your moves?” the greasy haired guy said. I couldn’t place his name or where I’d last seen him. It was bad enough the class I taught had been extended by a couple of weeks. Now I had to put up with tack heads too? 
 
   “Don’t even go there, my man,” I warned.
 
   “My man? What are you, eight-years-old? Did you get knocked in the head on Friday night? Or did you run into a wall?” he teased. Collective laughter waved across the rest of the class. That did it. I pinned him to the floor without much effort at all and wrenched his arm behind his back a bit harder than I should have. The bones popped the more I deepened the lunge as he cried out.
 
   “What’s this? You don’t wanna talk anymore smack?  I can’t hear you crying out like a girl,” I said in his ear.
 
   Someone yanked on my shirt. “Caleb! Stop it,” Erica pulled me off of the boy. The rest of the class went silent. He stood up and glared at me. “You got issues, man.” 
 
   I turned around and trudged toward the exit. Over the past few weeks I realized two things: 1) I had developed this super human strength and 2) I was in love with a girl who ran off and left me for another guy, or guys depending on how you wanted to look at the situation. Things for me had moved way past bad issues. I was desperate. 
 
   Outside the building, I trudged about halfway to the parking lot when the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I turned around and spotted them, the Dark Agents, standing in various areas: across the street, beside the gym, between the trees—the dudes dressed in black returned. The last couple of times these guys showed up they either brought dead fish or tornados. 
 
   The tallest one waved in my direction and smiled. My muscles tensed. It was the creepy Agent from the skateboard competition, the one that spoke to me just before Paige tried to rip all of my hair out. But Gia took her out. I saw her dissolve into little pieces of lightning.               Why was this guy still hanging around?
 
   Footsteps tapped behind me. “Caleb, have you calmed down now?” Erica asked, easing her arms around my waist. I kept my gaze focused on the Dark Agents standing around us. 
 
    “I’m good.”
 
   “Everybody’s heading out to join the search party. Are you still coming with me?” she asked.
 
   “I’m sorry. I need some time alone,” I answered. “Do you need a ride to the park?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.” She sounded disappointed.  
 
   I glanced around the area. About ten of the Dark Agents watched us. If anybody knew what happened to the missing kids then they would be the guys to question.
 
   * * *
 
   I swear that Paige put some kind of violence mojo spell on me. That had to be the cause of my obsession with all things brutal these days. Yeah right. She’s dead. So that means you’re probably losing it, my man. I needed a break, a distraction. Violence was most definitely not the key this time. 
 
   The Dark Agents showed up all over the place since Jillian and Corey went missing. None of them approached or said anything to me the way the first one did that night on the beach. They just stood around, staring and freaking me out. I used to think they were ghosts. Sometimes little kids visited me. Other times teenagers drifted through. No adults came, and these wandering spirits never said a word to me. That was up until a couple months ago when Gia Jones and the Razors walked into my life. 
 
   We had a teacher’s workday coming up, creating a three-day weekend, perfect for clearing my head. I needed some serious spiritual guidance. I had just the right person to give it to me too. 
 
   Uncle Mashu, my mom’s brother and a psychologist, lived in Wrightsville Beach. During the spring and summer months, he managed a surf shop that I usually volunteered to help him run. During the fall and winter months, he turned his place into a weekend home for troubled kids. He was also a medicine man who loved the sea as much as I did. 
 
   Standing outside his mansion-sized beach house that was built right next to the shop, I inhaled the ocean’s strong scent. The entire scene reminded me of Gia. I didn’t want to admit it, but I knew that was the reason why I volunteered to spend the long weekend with my uncle.
 
   Since the water was too cold to surf in, the group of kids my Uncle was mentoring this week spent most of their time around camp fires at night. We shared ghost stories. Ones like the tale of Headless Mary, a spirit that haunted the town of Castle Hayne. The legend claimed that she searched for both her head and lover each Halloween.
 
   “In light of the recent circumstances, I think we should change the subject,” Uncle Mashu suggested. A few grumbles rippled through the group; but I had to admit that I was a tad relieved to move away from stories about spirits walking along the back roads. The Dark Agents and Walkers were already enough to deal with. The fifteen or so kids in our group all got up and headed back to their rooms. All except one person who never said much at all the entire time we sat around the fire.
 
   The one girl Uncle Mashu called Mel stayed behind. I waited to see if she were coming along with the rest of us. She just stood there, staring out at the ocean, her hands bunched up inside the shawl she wore around her shoulders. Her body was rail thin; and she had this aura around her that made you want to protect her. 
 
   Listen at you talking about an aura. Mashu and his spiritual talk is rubbing off on you, my man.
 
   “They’re out there,” she announced without turning around. I didn’t make a sound. How did she hear me? 
 
   “Did you say something?” I asked, even though I clearly understood her statement. 
 
   She scoffed a laugh. “You heard me, Caleb Elijah Wood.”
 
   Whoa. She just used my whole name. How in the world? Right. It was probably time to turn around and leave Miss Creepy Bones standing out here by herself. I started back toward the house.
 
   “If you leave, then you’ll never know what happened to her,” she announced. Those words got my attention. “You do want to know where she is, right?” She turned her dark eyes on me this time. But my voice wouldn’t work even if somebody held a gun to my head. 
 
   Reality hit me like a hammer. This girl had sat in our group all night without saying a word. Not one person stopped to ask her if she were going to come inside out of the cold. When it came time for her to talk about a story at the camp fire, she glanced up at Mashu and gave him a nervous look. My uncle told everyone to head for bed before she even had a chance to talk.
 
   “I can see them too, the ones dressed in the scary black clothes. Sometimes they stalk me in my dreams. One of them told me to tell you to keep your distance. He said that if you don’t stay away then more of you will disappear.” 
 
   “What have the idiots done to my girl?” I demanded. My chest heaved and a heated rush pounded through me for the first time in almost a week. Still this girl just told me that she could see the Walkers too. I couldn’t believe it was true. It meant that I wasn’t the only freak in town.
 
   Apparently, Mel wasn’t as excited as me. “Talk to your uncle, Caleb. He can help you out the same way he did for me.”  Turning toward me, she wore a sad expression on her face. “The balance has tilted. They’re everywhere, now. Stay away. You’ve been warned. If you don’t, then we’ll all suffer.”
 
   On those last words, she started walking toward the house, leaving me to stare out across the dark skies hiding the ocean. 
 
   “Caleb, is everything alright out here,” Uncle Mashu’s voice said behind me. I turned to face him.
 
   “What are they?” I asked him. “I know you can see them too. Mel just told me your little secret.”
 
   He sighed deeply and stepped closer to me. “I can only sense the wandering angels. I, however, am not blessed with the gift of spiritual sight as you are.”
 
   At once a rush of things showered me: Dad’s scanty appearances, Mom’s mood swings, Gia’s disappearance. “I’m kind of in a jam, Uncle M.”
 
   “I know. Your spirit is troubled. Talk to me.” He sat down on the rock closest to the dying fire and poked at it. The flames highlighted his strong cheekbones, but they didn’t hide the worry in his face. In all the years I had known Uncle Mashu, he never once looked worried. It gave me an uneasy feeling about our conversation. 
 
   I sat down, inhaled, glanced at him and said, “I think I’m falling in love.” See that wasn’t so bad.
 
   “Yes, the Jensen girl. Your mother told me all about her. She fancies that child, my baby sister does.” 
 
   “Uh. It’s not Erica. It’s—there’s this other girl. I kind of want to tell her how I feel about her. But I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I muttered.
 
   A long pause filled with the sound of crashing waves entered the space between us. “Tell me about this girl.”
 
   “Well, she’s gorgeous, smart. Street tough. Oh yeah, and she has skateboard moves like you wouldn’t believe.” She’s a ghost, an angel, maybe even a girl from my dreams. 
 
   “Tell her how you feel,” Uncle Mashu said as he poked the fire a bit more. “If you continue to wait, then one day it will be too late. The Water spirits have always favored you, Caleb. You have the essence of the Earth inside you. The great Algonquin warriors of long ago have always been carriers of Earth and Fire. Water thrives in a union with either of those elements.”
 
   I made a light laugh. “Here I was thinking it’s because I’m a Scorpio.” 
 
   “Exactly. Even the stars knew to choose a Water based symbol to represent your birthday,” he said. “The stability in your spiritual element will pull you through. Whatever sacrifice you may face, always remember that strength and resolve are on your side. The Water spirits favor you; but there are also those who fear what you represent. Do not be afraid. Follow your warrior’s heart. Claim what is rightfully yours.”
 
   Hm. Finding courage in my heart after what I just learned about myself sounded totally impossible. My uncle was right, though. I was going to have to grow some guts. At the end of the day, the fearless man always walked away with the gold. Oh yeah, and the girl too. “Thanks, Uncle M.,” I whispered and exhaled.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    “Don’t be mad. I thought a beach trip might do us all some good. I’m not talking about another one of your Uncle Mashu’s mind-game trips, either,” Erica said, her round face crumpled with worry. 
 
   “I’m not upset. I just don’t know how I feel about going to the beach right now,” I explained.
 
   I hated that I didn’t feel the same way for her as she did for me. Who was the real idiot here, though? Through her actions, Gia made it pretty clear that she didn’t want anything to do with me. I promised myself that I would try this relationship thing for both Erica’s sake and mine.
 
   Shani, Kyle, Erica, and I all hung out in my living room, making plans to spend the weekend at Cape Hatteras while her aunt and uncle spent time there looking for renovators. Basically, we’d be alone for most of the day. So it wouldn’t feel like our freedom was restricted too much.
 
   “Come on, Caleb. You have to go. You cannot leave me to deal with Kyle’s crazy plans all on my own,” Shani pleaded. 
 
   “Don’t worry. Shani and I actually halfway like each other now,” Erica said and gave Shani a huge grin.
 
   “Speak for you,” Shani replied and then elbowed her in the ribs. “Just kidding, okay? Don’t go crying in your pom poms. I’m looking forward to taking a break from work. The movie theatre attracts more and more creeps all the time. Sheesh!” She shivered and made a face, emphasizing her point.
 
   I forced a smile onto my lips. My friends wanted me to be happy. They actually cared enough about my health to make plans to cheer me up. Still my mind drifted back and forth between the laser-showdown that happened at the skate park with Paige and Gia, the missing students, Mel’s advice, and the Razors’ disappearance. 
 
   “Think about it,” Kyle began, “Come next year at this time, we’ll all be in our dorm rooms. We need to take advantage of life while we’re still carefree, bro.” He threw an arm over my shoulder. Plus, he had a point. I didn’t need to sit around the house worrying about everything. It seriously wasn’t going to help my situation. 
 
   “So, we’re on?” Erica asked with hope in her voice. “Just say the word, and the beach house is ours for the weekend. Both my aunt and uncle will be in and out so much that we won’t even realize they’re around.”
 
   “I cannot tell you how deliciously fun that sounds,” Shani said and made her way over to Kyle. “Isn’t that right, baby?” She eased her arms around his waist and pulled him away from me. Then my friend and his shadow started doing what they did best these days, slobbering all over each other. 
 
   “Well, don’t they look all cute and lovey?” Erica said, a jealous expression on her face. 
 
   “Get used to it. We’ll be spending the whole weekend watching them choke on each other’s tongues,” I said.
 
   “Maybe not. I mean, there’ll be times when we’ll want to do our thing, too. I’m sure of it,” Erica said.
 
   Time to change the subject! “Have you thought anymore about what could be happening with your uncle and my dad?” I asked.
 
   Her face fell, and she let out a long sigh. “Not really. I have other things on my mind, you know.”
 
   I was willing to bet every single Naruto book I owned on a connection between my dad’s emergency trip into the unknown, the missing kids, and Paige’s confession about Gia being a princess. That still blew my mind every time I thought about Gia as some kind of royal-blooded girl.  I know I shouldn’t think about her the way I did, especially, when I was with Erica. But somehow thoughts of Gia always drifted in the back of my mind and heart.
 
   Later that night, Mom approached me while I was sitting on the couch watching the news. The search party for Jillian and Corey wasn’t successful. It had been a little over a week since the tornado hit the island. 
 
   Mom sat down beside me and turned the volume down. “I’m worried, hon. You’re hardly eating. You have dark circles under your eyes. Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m cool,” I lied. 
 
   She stared at me the longest time before she said anything. “This beach trip with the Jensens is a good thing. I’m sure you’ll have fun.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.”
 
   Mom leaned over, kissed my forehead, and then glanced deep in my eyes. A worried look filled hers. She had a comforting presence that made me want to forget everything bad, all of the pain I’ve been feeling, lately. Moms always managed to do that, you know. They were kind of like magicians in a way. 
 
   “Was Mashu’s advice not enough, hon? I don’t know, Caleb, I just thought that a man talk might do you some good, right now,” she explained. 
 
   “I’ll be fine, Mom. Seriously,” I assured her. The truth was that I had no idea what would happen to me if I didn’t get my head together. Part of me wanted to tell Mom about the Walkers. The other half told me I’d put her in danger if I did. “Everything’s all good, okay?” I moved away from her hands. 
 
   She gave me a weak smile, making me feel guilty for planning a trip with my friends when she’d be left at home all by herself. But the pain of losing Gia, a girl I probably never had a chance with in the first place, was something I needed to deal with. Now, it wasn’t just affecting me and my friends, it was hurting my mom too.
 
   * * *
 
    “I feel like my butt cheeks are freezing,” Erica blurted and snuggled up closer to my side of the bench. Shani and Kyle had conveniently disappeared and left me to deal with a sex-hungry girlfriend by my side. 
 
   “The beaches are really cold during the fall months, aren’t they?” She leaned her head against my shoulder. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” I answered without taking my eyes away from the sun setting over the ocean, thinking of the day Gia and I sat on the beach and did the same thing. So much had happened since then.
 
   On the shores across from the pier, I spotted both Kyle and Shani playing Frisbee with another group of kids who’d crashed here in Cape Hatteras for the three-day weekend. We all took full advantage of a much needed break, especially after the past couple of weeks’ events. I should’ve been jumping up like a bouncy toy. But no, my stupid chest ached with longing, and that knot in my throat just wouldn’t go away no matter how many power drinks I chugged. 
 
   I think any fool could say that Gia Jones existed inside every part of me no matter how much I wanted to forget about her.
 
   It had been well over a week since I last saw her. I only had the memory of her voice when she told me that she was alive and doing fine. The image of her face that night after the competition, the time when I fell asleep in her arms haunted me. Paige’s words floated around my head too. She kept trying to force me to tell her Gia’s name. Why? 
 
   I drifted deep inside my thoughts when Erica’s voice cut into them. “Caleb, didn’t you hear me? I said we can head down there and join them if you like.”
 
   “Huh? Oh, yeah. We can do that,” I attempted to stand up. Erica had other plans for me, though. 
 
   “Caleb, wait,” she said, pulling me back down onto the bench. She leaned over and planted a kiss on my lips before I could say anything. 
 
   At first, my body was at war with my head. Her kiss was filled with longing and heat. I found myself responding by moving my lips against hers. Various inactive parts of my anatomy tingled back to life. But then, the reality of what I was doing to this girl made its way into the moment.
 
   I gave in just a tad more than I ever did before, deepening our kiss. That was until I heard a shrieking crazy-girl’s laughter in my ears.” What the freak?” I blurted and pulled back, swallowing hard as I tried to control my raspy breaths.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked, a little startled. 
 
   This had to stop. It wasn’t fair to Erica and it most definitely was wrong to use somebody to ease my pain. Plus, I needed to figure out why some crazy girl kept on laughing inside my head. She sounded an awful lot like Paige did before she tried to turn my heart into an ice bag. 
 
   “Listen, Erica. You’re super nice. But, I…” Damn. I couldn’t even bring myself to say the words I really wanted to say. 
 
   “I can make it all better. Don’t say anything. I already know how you feel about that other girl,” she said. The pink sweater she wore gave her strangely colored green eyes a soft glow under the lamps above our heads. She seemed so desperate. 
 
   “I really don’t want to hurt you,” I muttered and glanced toward the ocean. Something in those waters pulled at me, kind of like it owned me. What was it? I hated feeling this way, like a prisoner. I wanted the longing to end; but I refused to use someone else to make it happen.
 
   She placed a hand under my chin and turned my face back toward hers. The pain in her eyes reflected the weight of all the words she wanted to hear me say—the stuff I couldn’t bring myself to admit. “I don’t think you’d hurt me. Not on purpose. You have a good heart, a bright soul. Those things are worth waiting for. Right?” 
 
   Her smile made me feel even worse than dog crap. In a thousand years I would never have guessed that Erica Jensen would be sitting on a bench in front of the ocean while she was begging for my affection. “Let’s go see what Kyle and Shani are up to down there,” I suggested. Yeah, sure, it was a lame excuse for avoiding her question, but it worked. 
 
   A new group of about four guys had joined the Frisbee gang down on the beach. A couple of them carried what looked a lot like surf boards. “I know those crazies are not going to try and surf in the water at night,” Erica said. We stood and walked in their direction. 
 
   This strong sense of dread knocked all around the inside of my chest. I didn’t know if it was because of what happened to me the last time I tried to do the very same thing and almost drowned. Or maybe I got that feeling because Kyle stood among the group with a board under his arm. 
 
   I approached the group. Shani ran up to me, her face all screwed up. “Caleb, tell him not to do this. He doesn’t have to prove anything to me.” 
 
   Right away, I recognized Tack Head Ethan and Dreadlocked Zeke from the lacrosse game that cost me the season. I stalked right over to Kyle without saying a word to either of them and jerked him away from the crowd.
 
   “Looky look, Zeke,” the one I’d nicknamed as the Tack Head said. “We got Kyle’s Mommy coming to drag him away by the ear.” Collective laughter erupted between the other two guys in their group. 
 
   “So tell me, how does that ass of yours feel after warming up the bench all season, Wood?” Ethan teased. 
 
   Ignoring them, I turned to Kyle. “What are you doing?” 
 
   “What does it look like?” he answered, his gaze darting around. I knew my friend well. He was nervous.
 
   “Remember what happened to me the last time I tried to do something like this?” I asked.
 
   “Course I do, bro. Look at you, now. Not even Superman can touch your healing rate.” He moved around me and walked toward the shore.
 
   I stepped in front of him. “You’re scaring your girl. And quite frankly, you’re being dumb as hell.”
 
   “I’m getting scolded by the guy who got mad at his wannabe girlfriend? The same person who jumped in an ocean with a board and no one else around? Oh yeah, don’t forget to add that Erica acted the way she did because you were being an ass toward her,” Kyle snapped. He scoffed a laugh and glanced over at Shani. I checked her out too. A strange look passed between them. Whatever happened over the summer was big. 
 
   Shani stood beside Erica who studied me with a nervous expression. Did she read my mind? I was conflicted. And I refused to let my friend play some stupid night surfing game with these idiots. For some reason he was determined to go through with this thing. I knew it had something to do with Shani, but what role did Ethan play in all of this?
 
   “Alright then, I’m going with you,” I announced. Kyle’s face lit up. Dude number two’s voice was going all kinds of crazy in my head, warning me. I silenced him. Deep down, I probably wanted to do this as much as Kyle. Behind me, Erica sighed loudly, and Shani let out a few select curse words. “Any of you girls have another light and an extra board?” I asked Ethan, Zeke, and the rest of their crew.
 
   “I got your girl,” Zeke said, lifting up the board he was holding. “She’s right here. Think you can handle riding a chick like this?” Oohs and Ahs came from the other two boys in Ethan and Zeke’s group.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Ethan said, coming to stand at eye level with me, “This time there won’t be no punk referee to hold us back, Wood.”
 
   “I got this,” I said and held his gaze. 
 
   “So it’s like this,” Kyle said, “Caleb and I are on a team. You and the mouth over there are on the second one. First dude to reach the reef tags his partner.” 
 
   “Deal,” Ethan said, meeting Kyle’s gaze with a knowing look. Right, so that did it. A lot of stuff was happening that I obviously didn’t know about. I intended to find out what that was before I headed out into the ocean again. 
 
   “Alright, stop! Hold up. What’s going on here?” I asked Kyle who had a murderous look on his face as he stared at Ethan. 
 
   “Whoa! That’s kinda rude, dude. How could you not tell your butt-buddy about what happened between me and your girl?” Ethan teased, a smile spreading across his face. Kyle clenched his fists and his body shivered. 
 
   Oh snap! Now, I understood Kyle’s rage. Shani cheated on him with Ethan.
 
   “Please don’t do this, Kyle. It’s too dangerous,” Shani pleaded. “He doesn’t mean anything to me. He never did.” She narrowed her eyes at Ethan. Oh boy. I missed out on everything.
 
   “Sweet. You didn’t seem all distracted this way when you were calling out my name a few months ago,” Ethan cooed. 
 
   “Shut up, Ethan,” Shani hissed. 
 
   Kyle started toward him. I moved in his way and held him back. “Save it for the waves, man. Let his skills make up for that mouth.” 
 
   At this point I knew the choice was no longer mine. For Kyle, this whole deal had turned into a rescue operation, the kind that saved your face after experiencing something humiliating like what Shani just confessed. 
 
   For me it was just plain suicide.
 
   Crazy mission or not, I was going to have to ride the waves with my friend. 
 
   “Alright, girls, you know the rules, right?” I asked Zeke and Ethan. 
 
   “Call me a girl one more time. I dare you,” Zeke warned me. 
 
   “Hey, I call it the way I see it,” I said.
 
   “Caleb, no.” Erica trotted over to me and pulled me off to the side. “This is crazy stupid. I don’t want you to do this. Please! Let it go. If something happens to you…”
 
   “Don’t worry, I got this. Kyle needs me.” I glanced behind her. “Keep an eye on Shani. Trust me.”  She nodded, turned around, and made her way back over to Shani who was crying loud enough for us all to hear. 
 
   The game was called Reef Tag. Teams of two people surfed against the tides to a given point far out in the water. One person swam up to the tag point while the other one prepared to race up to his partner. Then the one waiting at the reef raced back to the starting point. During the day, it was all good fun—like when you could actually see the boulders in the water. The sun, unlike its buddy the moon, didn’t generally create tides that could sweep you away. Surfing in dark waters at night got tricky, real quick. Still it was an initiation, a test of manhood. In Kyle’s case it was about winning back the respect of his girl.
 
   One of the dudes with Ethan’s crew brought a whistle, attachable lights for the boards, and a couple of extra wet suits. Right. So, Kyle set me up. Obviously he knew these guys would be here. I can handle that. I mean, how many times did I use him to help out with my ex girl? While changing into our gear, Kyle and I agreed that he would be the one to swim out to the reef and wait for me. 
 
   My wild attraction to the ocean fueled an urge in me to do this even more than I thought it would. It was about her, my water angel. Always. Forever.
 
   The whistle blower took his position. Kyle slapped my hand just before he plunged into the water and started surfing across the ocean lit only by the full moon along with a tiny light attached to his board. Yeah, the plan was wild. Hell, I felt crazy. I wanted whatever was calling to me from inside those waters to show itself. I couldn’t see it; but I knew something was there. 
 
   The hairs on my neck rose. Oh no. 
 
   I turned to face my opponent, Zeke. Ethan and Kyle wanted to be the second set of swimmers, of course. The other two guys that came along with them egged the situation on by talking smack as they stood off to the side. That wasn’t what bothered me, though. I scanned the walkway behind the girls standing at the bottom of the stairway that led back to the houses. 
 
   The Agents appeared out of nowhere. 
 
   A gang of men in black trench coats blowing in the wind stood along the walkway, watching us. Cold dread winded me. It was too late to call Kyle back out of the ocean. It was too late to notice that the water flowing over the shores wasn’t white and foamy. Instead what appeared to be black ink came in with the tide, coloring my feet covered in the icy liquid. 
 
   That night at the skate park when Paige tried to freeze my insides with her Walker spell, I recalled the water looking this same way. 
 
   After the skateboard competition, two kids disappeared. Tonight my friend’s life was the wild card.
 
   “Kyle! Wait! Come back. Don’t go out there!”
 
   Silence. Cold chills trickled across my skin. Coils of fear roared through me. Behind me, Shani started screaming and pointing at something in the ocean. A huge freakin’ wave lifted over the waters in front of us. The size of the lift stole my breath. It rose about ten feet into the air just before the largest part slammed down on the shores. 
 
   Okay, so, all surfers loved riding large waves. We lived for that crap. But this particular one just kind of happened. No warning, or strong tides, or nothing that indicated something weird was about to go down. 
 
   Zeke dropped his board and ran toward the others behind us. Erica and Shani cried out and scurried back toward the stairway leading up to the houses. Erica kept glancing in the direction where the Dark Agents stood. I didn’t have time to think about whether she saw them or not. 
 
   I spun back around toward the reef where Kyle and Ethan swam out to. The light attached to his board vanished. Last time I checked, they were about one hundred feet out in the water. Now there was nothing but a roaring, shadowy ocean that was still recovering from the monster wave. 
 
   I yelled for the girls to go find the Jensens. Erica pulled a screaming Shani away toward the houses, and I turned back to my task. 
 
   “Caleb! Help!” Kyle yelled in the distance. He was alive. I didn’t need anything else to motivate me as I plunged headfirst into the strange waters.
 
   I swam as fast as I could toward the place where I thought I heard Kyle’s voice. The waves thrashed against me, pulling me under at times. In the distance, muffled cries sounded out. 
 
   “Kyle! Where are you?” I called out. Panic and the sting in my eyes screwed up my focus. A surfboard headed straight toward me. I ducked in just enough time to avoid getting whacked by it. Thank the Heavens for the full moon’s light. If that baby goes behind a cloud then Kyle won’t be the only one to go missing on this night.
 
   I turned in all directions. Darkness surrounded me. Cold pressure stole my breath. Still I stroked toward the place where I heard my friend’s voice. At once a head and thrashing arms popped up out of the water. Kyle fought against something. “Help me! It hurts! Please make it stop,” he begged through choked breaths. 
 
   I plunged into the water directly under Kyle’s feet. What the heck are you doing? Everything was black as smut. Even with the moon’s bright light I couldn’t see a thing in something like that?  
 
   But that little problem didn’t last long. I almost choked on salt water when I first glanced around me. I could see everything. 
 
   Under the surface of the ocean, something that looked a lot like a little girl wearing a cream colored dress held on to Kyle’s ankles. The crazy part wasn’t all about the kid holding on to my friend, or that the ice cold temperature didn’t seem to affect me all that much. Underneath the waters, I was able to see everything clearly. It was kind of like the sun was shining inside the sea. The thing that held on to Kyle’s ankle wore a blonde dress that matched her hair color. Only this baby turned toward me and grinned with teeth that looked like knives. Dread roared through me, and I almost lost my nerve to continue with trying to save my friend. 
 
   Kyle needs you, dude. Don’t be a coward. I started swimming toward them.
 
   The zombie kid grabbed both of his ankles once it realized that I intended to take my friend back with me. At once the water went dark, kind of like somebody cut off the light. 
 
   I reared back and kicked at the thing holding on to Kyle as best as I could. My foot collided with what felt like its face. The strange sunlight flickered back on for a brief moment, but the creature was gone. What the hell? 
 
   Taking advantage of the clear path to Kyle, I emerged from under the water and grabbed his shoulders. I stroked with one arm and held on to my friend with the other one. He was unconscious; so I didn’t have to worry about him panicking and taking us both down. I glanced around the area and tried to find Ethan’s light. There was no trash-talking, hot head. The only thing I saw was rumbling waters still recovering from that monster wave, no doubt.
 
   I drifted in and out of a swirl of memories as I paddled back toward the beach. An image of a young girl with the same blurry face I had dreamed about my whole life appeared before me. At first, I thought maybe she was connected to the zombie kid. But the girl in my memory had dark hair, a long mass of it that swept across the back of her thighs. No, there was nothing creepy about her. She placed Ticky, the red starfish with the stupid name, into my hands. I almost drowned that day, but the girl somehow saved me. She ran off just before Mom and Dad found me standing beside the rocky shores.
 
   Glancing back as my parents led me away, I caught a glimpse of her full features for the first time ever. I also recognized the necklace she wore, the one with the strange aquamarine stone that changed colors depending on her mood. She stood among the trees and waved at me. Even though she was younger I recognized her right away.
 
   Ticky’s owner was Gia. 
 
   She ran off into the woods just before I heard her scream. I tried to turn back, but my dad’s iron grip was too strong. Yeah, sure, she was young, giggly, and chubby; but it was Gia. She turned out to be the phantom girl I dreamt about all these years. Imagine that. 
 
   That day in the forest, I tore away from my parents, desperation ripping at my chest. Whatever magical thing she did in the kiss that helped me to keep breathing under the water drew me to her. To leave her stopped my thoughts, my breath, even my very heart over time. 
 
   She rescued me and now the others like her didn’t seem to be too happy about it. Or maybe we were both being punished. That explained Gia’s strange behavior. Did it make me feel any better about her actions? Uh-nope.
 
   What did it mean that I now remembered where Ticky came from? What would happen?
 
    Forcing my mind back to the present, I made it to the beach and collapsed in the sand. Hands and feet surrounded me. Someone pulled Kyle out of the water and lifted me up. The Coast Guards had arrived. Good. I vowed to stay away from the ocean for the rest of my life. 
 
   Yeah, right, liar.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “This is my fault,” Shani sobbed as she sat on the edge of the sofa across from me.
 
   “No, it’s not. Boys will be, well, idiots,” Erica explained, her arm draped across Shani’s shoulders. 
 
   We sat in the visitors’ area just outside Kyle’s room and waited for our parents. Erica offered me hot chocolate, which I hate. I drank it anyway just to feel the liquid burning my throat. My best friend lay in a bed, unconscious. Not only did the fault rest with Shani, but it also belonged to me. I should’ve done a better job of warning Kyle after I spotted the Dark Agents standing along the beaches. The doctors said that him being unconscious was typical of would be drowning victims. I survived mine. My friend was always the tough one, so I know he’ll pull through.
 
   But I knew that the creature in the water had somehow sealed my friend’s fate. And you could bet that it tied into Ethan’s disappearance too. 
 
   We waited around for about an hour. Erica’s Aunt and Uncle checked on us a few times. Rick Jensen seemed more agitated than his wife did. He kept walking in and out of the area, pacing and glancing over at me a few times. I recalled what Erica told me that day we sat together on the beach. She found a folder containing notes about water creatures with angelic powers, a file that belonged to both Rick Jensen and my dad. I had the sneaky suspicion that Gia knew about these ‘creatures’ too. 
 
   What scared me the most was realizing that she might be connected to that thing I saw in the water. 
 
   My parents barged into the waiting area, their faces ripped up with emotion. Dad showed up too. I almost fainted. I had no idea he returned from his trip. He held on to a briefcase which meant he wasn’t going to stick around for long. Mom rushed right over to me, pulling me against her chest. The embrace felt good. I had no desire to try and pull away. 
 
   “Just couldn’t get it right, could you?” my dad began. Right away, my muscles tensed up. “Something as simple as you taking a beach trip turns into a nightmare. Surfing in the dark? How much more stupid can you get?” He might as well have smacked me one good time in front of everybody. That way I would’ve avoided releasing the iron ball all rolled up in my chest. 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” I scoffed at his silence. His rigid features were the complete opposite of mine, and his stony face regarded me with a stiff look. 
 
   Erica pulled away from Shani and eased over to my side. “What’s your problem? Did you secretly wish for a girl baby and instead, you wound up with me?” I blurted.
 
   “Caleb,” Mom said.
 
   “No, Mom, I wanna know. I don’t get it.” I swallowed hard, keeping the heat in me under control for the moment. Even with the cold shoulder I was getting from him right now, I still respected my dad enough to act like a man and not get all emotional. 
 
   “Don’t push me, right now. You might not be ready to hear what I have to say,” he said in a monotone voice.
 
   “Darren, please,” Mom pleaded. 
 
   “You know what? Screw you,” I spat before I thought about who I was speaking to. It was wrong, yeah, I know. But this was my dad, and getting put down by him all of the time hurt in a way that I couldn’t explain. I shoved around him and headed toward the double exit doors at the end of the hallway. 
 
   Fire rushed through my veins, and I didn’t trust myself at the moment. Hot tears burned my eyes, but didn’t fall. Curse Dad and Kyle too for being stupid.  His love for Shani made him reckless, the same way that my feelings for Gia turned me into somebody I no longer recognized. 
 
   “Caleb, wait!” Erica called out behind me. “Stop, please.” She touched my arm. I jerked it away with more force than I intended. 
 
   “I need to be alone,” I muttered.
 
   “That’s not a good idea,” she said.
 
   “Who do you think you are? My girlfriend? I want to be by myself, alright?” I shoved my way through the double doors and headed straight toward the woods around the outside of the hospital. I kept going until I had walked deep into the forest inside the place where the lights in the parking lot didn’t reach.
 
    “Come out!” I demanded. “I know you’re there.” You’re always there: I wanted to say. “Show your face!”
 
   She walked out from behind one of the trees and stood where I could see her. A lot of things fought inside me: anger, confusion, relief. I wanted to hate her, to yell out all of my frustrations. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. My right leg started to spasm a little, and I fought harder to control my emotions. “I remember.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered and stared at the ground.
 
   I swallowed hard. Control, Caleb. Don’t give her all of the power over you, man. “Tell me you’re not related to that—that thing I saw in the water. ‘Cause I’m not into girls who have knives for teeth.” 
 
   “The water sprites don’t like intruders,” she said.
 
   “Water sprite? Right. So are you one of those?”
 
   “No. I can’t stay long,” she said to the ground.
 
   “Then what are you?” I urged through gritted teeth. 
 
   She did look up then. The pain in her face almost floored me. “I’m the girl in love with a boy she can never have.”
 
   I gasped. Yeah, it sounded weak, I know. But I expected her to say a lot of things—just not that one thing. “What did you do to me that day?”
 
   “I saved your life,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “I’m sorry everything is all crazy this way.”
 
   Sure, I could yell at my dad and turn away from my mom. I left Kyle’s room and abandoned Erica again. The one thing I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to do was to walk away from the girl I had dreamed about my entire life; especially when she was in such pain. 
 
   We both must’ve read each other’s minds because we went toward one another, closing the distance between us. Our bodies collided, but in a needy-good way. I pulled her up against my chest, taking in every part of that magnetic scent of hers: the vanilla, the lavender, the thymes. 
 
   Running my fingers though her silky dark hair, I decided that this was the way things should’ve turned out for us when we met for our second time. Why did everything in my life have to be so difficult? She didn’t say a word when I tilted her head back and glanced into her eyes, those strange dark eyes that had just a touch of green and blue inside the irises. Heat rushed through every part of my body. I couldn’t take it. I had to feel her lips on mine, to know that I wasn’t the only lovesick dumbass between the two of us. The power inside of a kiss is a hypnotic thing, a mystical force, the beginning of an obsession.
 
   “It’s all right. Kiss me. Tell me how you feel. I need to know,” she moaned. It was the mind reading thing again. Did it really matter at this point? No freakin’ way. 
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered out loud.
 
   “Oh yeah? Show me.” I moved my lips down to hers. She was the eager one this time. Without any further delay, she parted mine. Our kiss turned my insides to jelly. It was that hot, and my body heated up, ready to explode like a volcano. 
 
   Things never happened easily for me, though. Something knocked us both off of our feet. 
 
   The stars inside my eyelids cleared after about ten seconds. The crazy girl cackled inside my head. But that laughter wasn’t in my imagination this time. The thing that stood between us was a living breathing terror wearing a black dress that blew in the wind. She had tanned skin, and her inky hair formed a style that stuck out almost two feet above her head. Her face was creepy pretty with black lines tattooed along the sides of it. I honestly wondered if the bride of Frankenstein had appeared before us.
 
   I focused on the creature’s face. It looked like a human girl; but I knew she wasn’t. Across from me, Gia writhed and moaned, reacting to some type of hold the thing standing before me had on her. I stood and attempted to move toward her. An invisible force knocked me right back on my ass.
 
   “Not so fast, Prince Charming. You should’ve just said the three magic words. Then she wouldn’t be in this situation. So sad that you’re too late,” the creature hissed. “Gia belongs to me, now. But don’t worry, dear one. There’s another way to save her. You have your memory of her back, do you not?” 
 
   I kept quiet. The three magic words. What did the demon girl mean? Oh snap! Gia asked me to tell her how I felt. That was something I told myself I’d never say to another girl ever again. 
 
   “No matter, you lovesick fool. Did you tell him what happens after he remembers you, little princess?” she said to Gia still lying on the ground.
 
   “She’s not going with you. Don’t listen to her, Gia,” I said and tried to stand up. My balance was all screwed up, so I swaggered a little. 
 
   “Careful. Too many memories coming back at once are really bad for your kind,” the girl said as she slowly lifted her hands, aiming whatever she planned to do right at me. “Gia is all set to pave the way for those who will destroy the future of mankind. I want to personally thank you, Caleb. If it weren’t for you being so naïve this wouldn’t have happened. Because of you, your beloved returns to our world as a prisoner.” A ball of black smoke formed between her hands. “Time to say nighty-nite.”
 
   “Close your eyes, Caleb,” Gia’s voice instructed inside my mind. “Look into the light, our secret place. Your soul and mine are bound as one. Trust me.” I inhaled, closed my eyes, and…Oh snap! She was right. The glow inside my eyelids brightened, filling me with warmth and strength and yeah, even that love thing. 
 
   I waited to get zapped by smelly black smoke. Something clapped through the air just before white light filled my eyelids. The brightness of it reminded me of the one I saw under the water when Kyle almost drowned. 
 
   A scream sliced through the air. Crap! Did my eardrums burst open? It felt like they did after the yelling stopped. I opened my eyes and inhaled sharply. The black smoke surrounded Mel, blinding her for the moment. 
 
   When it cleared, she laughed—a bone-chilling cackle that rattled in my ears. If death were a live person, then I’m pretty sure the bells he used to announce his arrival sounded a lot like her snort. She straightened out her Frankenstein hair and the tattered looking dress she wore. “Oh boy, my handsome one. Gia has been keeping things from me. How did the two of you do that? Clever girl. Not quite smart enough, though. It’s time to tell a few of my own secrets.”
 
   “No! Stop!” Gia cried out and reached her hand toward me. Her pleas didn’t do a thing to stop the creature from stalking over to where I knelt. She slammed her palms on either side of my head, squeezing it. Pressure surged between my temples as I cried out. 
 
   “I’ll do anything you say. I’ll go back with you,” Gia pleaded. 
 
   The demon whipped her head around and gave Gia a vicious glare. “You’ll do as I say, anyway. Your soul belongs to me, now. Our deal can’t be broken. But wait. There is one thing you can do.” She spoke in a low voice, her words measured. This can’t be good. “Tell me your true name.” 
 
   The blood drained out of Gia’s face. She opened and closed her mouth a few times. Whatever grip the demon had on her loosened for a moment. The decision messed with her head. The conflicted look on her face said it all. “I—I can’t do that.”
 
   “Of course you can. It’s easy enough. Just open your mouth and speak the truth,” the demon ordered. She clicked her tongue and shook her head at Gia. “I can’t believe you don’t want to save him. Do you hear that, Caleb? Did you think she would do anything for you? Looks like she’s just as worthless as her kingdom. Isnt’t that right, Princess?” she said in a raspy voice. 
 
   “I already said I’ll go back with you,” Gia cried.
 
   “Yes, I know. What I’m about to do is for my sister, Paige. The one that you killed,” the demon hissed.
 
   She turned her inky black eyes back on me. Even through the darkness that filled both of her orbs, I still saw the excitement about whatever she planned for me. “Caleb Wood, you are not the son of the man who feeds you. Your entire life has been a complete lie.” 
 
   Smiling with no emotion in her eyes, Mel released my head and glided over to Gia. “More of the Dark Ones are coming. They will imprison your kind and exile the humans that are left. Better to check out now before they get here. The leader of this group has already been chosen. And you will all bow down to the Dark Seraphine.” 
 
   I had no idea what a Seraphine was, let alone a dark one. I only remember Erica mentioning something about water creatures with the power of an angel. I was pretty sure this latest discovery wasn’t going to be a good thing for Gia or me.
 
   “I leave you with my gift. Be well in your heartache.” She laughed and folded her body over Gia. A bluish-gray cloud of smoke formed over their bodies. Gia’s screams faded in the wind that roared behind them. 
 
   Dead silence and a strong rotten meat odor surrounded me. With my head throbbing, I scooted over to a tree and worked my way into a standing position. 
 
   The memories that the smoke demon flooded my head with blinded me at first. As my sight returned, I saw nothing but a man and a lady standing inside of a living room. The couple argued, and the woman gestured wildly with her arms. I knew who she was. It was my mom. I waited for her to move. That was the only way I would be able to see what he looked like. 
 
   You don’t really want to see his face. Not true. 
 
   I was dying to see this man.
 
   My entire life was strange and odd. I saw spirits of things that made their way through my room, talked to animals that obeyed my command, and understood what people were thinking before they even muttered a word. I lived with all of this and never said a word to my best friend, or my parents. 
 
   Mom and the mystery man stopped arguing as he pulled her into his arms. He loved her. I could see that, because I finally understood my feelings for Gia. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t human. I only knew that I was going to get her back. Whatever she promised the demon to save my ass wasn’t going to tie her to a life of torture. 
 
   But I couldn’t think until I saw this vision planted inside my mind. I needed to see what the man looked like. Mom stood inside the arms of this person who clearly wasn’t Darren, someone who I always believed would be there for me to the end, the man who wasn’t my real father. 
 
   Mom moved out of his arms. The man started toward me. His features were all blurry at first. As he moved closer, I reached out to him. At once, his face came into view, the features fully visible to me now.
 
   Looking at him was like glancing into a mirror: the gray eyes, the dark hair, the strong jaw line, a sort of big nose. His face was an older version of mine. 
 
   I couldn’t deny what the demon said. 
 
   The man in the memory was my real father.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “Why, Mom? You should’ve told me,” I said. 
 
   She sat alone in the kitchen, staring off into space. I wasn’t ready to sit near her just yet. The hole inside my chest filled me with a lot of nothing. All I could feel was numbness radiating through my skin. 
 
   It all made sense when I thought about the memories the demon girl gave me. Dad left Mom and me alone more times than I could count. He kept a safe distance from me all these years. Now I understood why. 
 
   “How did you find out?” she asked quietly, her voice strained. 
 
   “Does it really matter?” 
 
   “I suppose it doesn’t at this point.” Sighing, she clasped her hands together. “Your father was a mystery. Even to me. He still is after all this time. I met him during my sophomore year in college. Your uncle thought I’d never get married. He even started to make early plans for my retirement since it seemed I’d always be alone.”
 
   “Wait. So Uncle M. knows about this too?” I asked. Her silence answered my question.
 
   “You have to understand, that—”
 
   “Do I? Really,” I interrupted, my muscles quivering. “Were you going to tell me at some point before you died?”
 
   “Caleb, be fair. Of course, I was. We all agreed to wait until you turned eighteen. Please look at me,” she pleaded. I couldn’t. Or maybe I just didn’t want to. Instead, I trudged over to the refrigerator and then to the cabinet and finally back toward the table where Mom sat. Nervous energy consumed me.
 
    “Come sit here with me,” she said. I hesitated. “Please.” That did it. Yeah sure, the life I thought I knew was screwed, but I couldn’t hurt my mom. I moved over to the table and sat down. 
 
   “My real father? Where is he?” I asked without looking at her. Instead, I kept my eyes glued on the image of the kid’s face on the flyer lying on the table. The ad showed a picture of yet another missing teenager in a city near ours. Maybe it was just me being stressed out at the moment, but it seemed like more of us vanished every day. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she said and stared at her hands. “He disappeared sometime after your third birthday.”
 
   “You mean he ran off and left us?” Unf! I didn’t quite know how I felt about this new blurb. 
 
   “Honey, Darren—your dad has been outstanding considering the circumstances. Please try to understand,” Mom said. 
 
   “Was my real father…was he a normal man?” I did look at her face this time. 
 
   “I don’t know,” she whispered.
 
   “Wow, Mom, you don’t seem to know a lot about him. Did he even have a name?” I asked. She glanced up at me, tucked her lips, and sighed. “What? Are we gonna get zapped if you say his name?”
 
   “Aaron Kingsley. I never believed that was his real name,” Mom said quietly.
 
   “Aaron Kingsley,” I repeated, trying to grasp the way the syllables rolled off my tongue. 
 
   My best buddy lay in some kind of weird coma. The girl I cared the most about was dragged off by some kind of demon. The popular chick who gave up all of her friends just to be with me was upset most of the time because I can’t love her back. Meanwhile, some crazy smoke chick told me that this weird group was about to help some kind of evil force take over our planet. We won’t even get started on the Dark Agents. 
 
   All of that made me think my real dad wasn’t just a cool dude Mom met while she was in college. 
 
   “Don’t push this, Caleb. Please,” she said.
 
   “Tell me. Did he have something to do with the Seraphine?” 
 
   She gasped and placed a hand over her chest. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I couldn’t deny that I needed some answers, either. “Where did you hear that word?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. So, you were just going to hide another secret, huh?” 
 
   “I can tell you that your father was something similar to a powerful medicine man.” She kept glancing at her hands, and the vein in the side of her neck throbbed. I figured she was still holding something back.
 
   “Oh, like Uncle M.?” I asked, my brain reeling. 
 
   “I—I’m not sure. He never told me much about his strange life.”
 
   “Mom, I don’t know how else to ask. I need to know everything. Don’t you understand?” I begged.
 
   “It’s best you don’t know all of the details. Things could get so dangerous,” she whispered. Tears came to her eyes. “I don’t want to lose you the same way I lost your father. Please, let all of this go. Darren—your father is a good man. He will always love you like his own son. Give him some time to finish this project. Things between the two of you will calm down then.”
 
   At first she softened my curiosity. That was until she mentioned his name again. “I’ve waited for that my whole life, and you want to deny me of something so important? I honestly don’t understand you, Mom. How can you just sit there and act like I should try to forget everything I just learned?” I got up from my chair at the table and grabbed my car keys. “I need to go out for a while.”
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked through a shaky voice. “You never told me how you found out about the Seraphine.”
 
   “You still haven’t told me everything. I see spirits walking around the house, Mom. Like the little kid in that I-see-dead-people movie. Only my gig is the real thing. I can see them, talk to them. You want to know what else? I can touch them too; and they most definitely can feel me.” My body felt like it had heated up to a million degrees. But I knew in time I would cool off. “I need to get out of here.” I stood and stalked through the living room, grabbing my coat on the way out of the door.
 
   * * *
 
   Mom allowed me to play hooky and spend the next three days with Uncle Mashu. Erica promised to get my assignments for me while I was supposedly out sick with my fake flu bug. This time we didn’t sit around a campfire telling ghost stories. Instead, I prepared to confront him with what I just learned, the news everybody seemed to know about but me. 
 
   On Monday evening, we pulled the sail boats out of the barn behind his surf shop. Part of this week’s mind relief came in the form of making our way through the area along the outskirts of Hatteras Island. It was a place that used to be called Batts Grave before the swamplands sunk into the ocean. Only two others besides me returned to the house this week. A boy named Bryce and Creepy Bones Mel. Everybody else was in school.
 
   I didn’t say a word the entire time we prepped the boats for sailing. To say I was shocked didn’t cut it. Mad as hell was getting a tad closer. Emptiness ruled my mind, while this urge to be reckless tugged at my body.
 
   “Let it out. I can feel that you need to do so,” Uncle Mashu said suddenly. 
 
   I kept my gaze focused on tightening the rope attached to the sails. “There’s nothing to say.”
 
   Uncle Mashu placed his hand over mine. I had no choice but to face him. “I know you’re angry. But you need to try and analyze the situation from your mother’s position.”
 
   “Yeah? What about me? Everybody wants me to understand them, but I don’t get the same in return. It’s not fair, Uncle M.,” I blurted. That knot in my throat got even bigger. I was worried about Kyle, confused about Gia, and mad as hell at my parents. Wait! That should be changed to parent. One of them wasn’t even my real dad.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it right now.” I grabbed the rope and laced it through the chains attached to the sails. Uncle Mashu watched me muck around with the lead that wouldn’t attach right. Crap! “Forget all of this,” I shouted and threw the assembly down. 
 
   Placing my hands over my head, I refused to show any weakness. No tears will worm their way into my life this time. I closed my eyes, squeezing them tight until the tightness in my chest eased up. 
 
   “Don’t hold it inside, Caleb,” Uncle Mashu said just before he eased over to where I stood and embraced me. 
 
   How did this feel for me?—my uncle showing me some warmth. How many times did I lay in my bed crying myself to sleep, aching for just one bit of affection from a father who wanted nothing to do with me? Sure, the man who raised me loved my mom. He gave me everything most of the other kids at school only dreamed about. In the end, he never gave me his heart because I didn’t belong to him. 
 
   I was the son of someone else.
 
   Uncle Mashu moved back and gave me an encouraging slap on the back. His Native American features were much stronger than mine. The dark eyes of a warrior’s stare glanced deep into my soul. 
 
   “It’s quite alright for the warrior to admit when he’s torn. For good to conquer evil, you need to admit that they both exist inside of you. Two forces are fighting a war to steal your soul, Caleb. You must realize that you’re unique, and special. Take the spirit of the earth with you and fight for what you believe. Only then will you be able to find and hold on to your true self. The world kneels before the man who can see himself clearly.”
 
   Wow. Uncle Mashu was pretty deep. But his advice wasn’t just a bunch of words; it was a hint, a prophecy, or something. It had to be. His guidance always helped me out in the past, and I really needed to hear his opinion this time. 
 
   “Let’s head back inside. Tonight we allow our minds to rest. Tomorrow we explore the Cave of the White Cobia,” he said and tied my unfinished knot. 
 
   “What’s a cobia?” I asked.
 
   “Do you want the legendary definition or the blowing smoke version?” he said.
 
   “The blowing smoke version?”
 
   “Yes, the blowing smoke up your ass edition. Makes the doubters happy when we change mythical stories up a bit.”
 
   “Uncle M.!” I blurted and actually grinned for the first time in weeks. There was something about hearing my uncle curse. He didn’t even crack a smile after he said the word. And for me, the guy about to lose his freaking mind, it was just kinda funny. “I can handle the real version, I think.”
 
   “That’s what I wanted to hear. My happy nephew coming back out of that hard case shell he has created,” he said. “A cobia is a fish with a gray body and white markings along its back. But there is an albino specimen the legends speak of. White gills cover its body. At night, he glows in the water. This particular cobia resembles an eel that is almost the same length as a whale. I personally have never seen one, but my father’s people claimed that they did. The legend of the white cobia says that once you spot one of these special creatures then they’ll lead you into a cavern. Inside that area is a doorway to a world that lies parallel to ours.” 
 
   Right. I held back another laugh. Uncle Mashu’s face was dead serious. He fully believed what he just told me. The funny thing was I kinda did too. “Can we go there?” I asked, my heart thumping inside my chest. Maybe the smoke demon took Gia to this place. 
 
   “No, Caleb. The world beyond the caves is forbidden territory. Since our people first ran with the buffalo in the days before this land was called America, we’ve always respected what we couldn’t see, or understand.” He paused and studied my face. “Do not get any crazy ideas inside that pain wracked mind of yours. We head out tomorrow. Get some rest.” He paused for a short moment and then headed back toward his house.
 
   “Uncle Mashu!” I called out.
 
   “Yes, Caleb.”
 
   “Thanks for listening.”
 
   “I’m always here for you.”
 
   It was funny how five words suddenly made the world feel like a better place.
 
   * * *
 
   Later that night I dreamed of Gia. 
 
   She wore a short emerald green dress that exposed her shoulders. It was slit up both sides, showing her bare thighs. Gia’s dark hair blew loose in the wind as she danced around a fire in the woods. Her hips swayed to the tribal beat, a combination of both drums and heavy bass. Wow! She’s incredibly sexy. I didn’t dare move. I probably couldn’t even if I wanted to.
 
   Sitting in the shadows, a group of girls dressed in all black clothing similar to the smoke demon’s outfit played strange instruments that sounded like maracas. Their faces blurred. Good. I didn’t want anything to ruin this vision of Gia. 
 
   The dance was some kind of ritual, and Gia was hooked in a trance. I could tell by the way she moved her head from side to side. Oh crap. Her gaze found me hiding in the bushes. She shuffled closer to where I stood, waving for me to come to her. 
 
   I almost ran. But something told me to be careful. 
 
   Her dance was sexy, and my love for her was too strong to resist the pull of the one person I wanted more than anything in the world. I moved toward her, my hands reaching out to take hers. 
 
   That music thumped inside my head and my body. I was pretty heated up. But it wasn’t anger warming up my limbs this time. Our fingers laced together, and she pulled my body against hers. We both rocked to that crazy sexy beat. I never wanted it to end. Gia’s body molded perfectly to mine. Our steps moved in unison, one swinging beat at a time. I lost myself in the moment, only to find my soul again in her eyes as we gazed at one another. 
 
   She moved her hands up under my shirt, exploring my body. Pleasure tingled through every single part of me. I threw my head back and moaned, losing myself, hating myself. I knew it wasn’t real. There was no freedom for the love-possessed. She owned me, consumed me. 
 
   Yeah, I know, I am completely obsessed.
 
   I wanted to kiss her. No, I was dying to feel her lips on mine, to share the deepest feelings I had inside of me with someone I cared about.
 
   Moving my head down to her lips, she grazed her own across my left ear, and said: “No kiss this time. I have something else for you, instead.” Oh snap! I honestly couldn’t handle anything more. My chest was already about to burst. 
 
   That was until I felt little pinches on my ankles. 
 
   I pulled away from Gia and glanced at my feet. The crazy-girl’s laughter erupted in my head, piercing into my brain like a razor. Crying out, I doubled over, cradling myself against the ground. The pinches pierced through the skin on my hands. I opened my eyes and glanced at the area around me. Little crabs no bigger than a girl’s fist surrounded me. They had brown bodies, red claws, and...what the freak? Is that little human feet they’re using to move around? My first insane notion was to laugh. And then I got real. If I didn’t move or do something, I was about to take part in a meal. But the main course was going to be me. 
 
   I glanced at Gia. She returned to her freaky sexy dancing. From out of the shadows, one of the drummer girls stalked toward me. I’d recognize that Bride of Frankenstein hair anywhere. The smoke demon. At once, I was paralyzed. Gia stopped suddenly and stared at me without blinking or speaking. A blank look shrouded her beautiful face. 
 
   “Gia, come back to me,” I pleaded, wincing as the pain from the crab’s pincers pierced my skin. What a nightmare. Uncle Mashu taught me about demonic dreams. Remember the earth warrior thing, my man. Wake up. Make it stop. To awaken meant leaving Gia. That crazy-obsessed person in me just couldn’t do it. Even if it meant I had to die in this place. 
 
   “I am terribly jealous of what she has with you,” the demon said, coming to a squat in front of paralyzed me. “Such a powerful love. Never has one of the mighty Seraphine been so completely smitten with a human before. Her race is weak. That is why my kind will destroy them all in time.”
 
   “Why don’t you just kill us both?” I said through gasps and mind numbing pain. The little crabs with their freaky human feet nipped at my hands, legs, and ankles, and I couldn’t do a thing to stop them.
 
   “I need her name. You are the only one in this wretched world who knows it. Give it to me,” she ordered.
 
   I inhaled deeply, and said, “Go to hell. But wait. You already live there, right?”
 
   Sighing, she shook her head and glanced at me with something that resembled pity. “So very much like your father, you are—stubborn and stupid.”
 
   “You knew him?” I tried to hide my desperation.
 
   “What’s this? You expect to hear my secrets, when you give me nothing in return but arrogance?” She moved her face to within inches of mine. Ink-filled eyes, the essence of a nightmare, bore into me. Her strange seawater and metallic smell drifted into my nostrils. It was the same unpleasant odor as Paige’s. 
 
   “Glance at your little Gia. Remember everything about her. I do envy your love. I understand being close to someone that way, because my sister brought goodness out of me. But such a thing is not meant to last. I should know.” The expression on her face hardened, and her chest started to heave. And then she turned her deathly dark gaze back on me. “I will rip your soul apart, Caleb Wood, the same way your beloved did to me. My pleasure will come from watching you die a tiny bit more each day. Until then, my pets will show you, well, a different kind of affection.” 
 
   She glanced at the creepy crabs with the funky feet, lifted one of them, and then walked over to Gia. She was still standing there with that blank expression on her face. “Come, Princess. We have some work to do,” the demon said, smiling at me the entire time she spoke.
 
   “Gia, wake up! Snap the freak out of it!” I yelled.
 
   She turned and walked away, leaving me to be ripped apart by demon crabs. 
 
   Unbelievable pain coursed through my hands. Afraid to glance down, I tucked my lips and concentrated on controlling the pain. I mean, this was a dream, right? I was the one in control. I was pretty sure I just lost a finger or two. Nightmare or not, I didn’t want to see my body getting torn apart. The pain in my hand was nothing like the sting in my heart as I watched Gia walk away from me, caught in the demon’s grip.
 
   A blood-curdling yell sounded through the woods. The music continued. The scream was getting closer, stronger, more intense. It was my voice.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Wake up, Caleb,” Mel said, her kinky hair sticking out and scaring the crap out of me. “What the freak?” I was still fighting off demon claws as I regained full consciousness. Bryce stood at the doorway. He always reminded me of Harry Potter with his big glasses. 
 
   “Is he okay, Mel?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, he’s good. Still in one piece,” she said in her bland Mel voice. “You were screaming louder than a little girl. I was seriously embarrassed for you.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s not every day I wake up after getting chopped up by crabs,” I said, sitting up. My body was drenched in sweat. 
 
   “What? You have crabs?” Bryce said and turned his lips up at me. 
 
   I scoffed. “No, dude. Never mind.”
 
   “Glad to see you’re okay,” Bryce said and closed the door in a hurry. I made a light laugh. 
 
   “I have dreams like that too,” Mel said. “There’s always something violent that happens at the end. I take it as a sign.” 
 
   “A sign of what?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged. “I’m not sure.” We had a lot in common, Mel and me. I wish I had more time to find out how she handled seeing the Walkers without losing her mind the way I obviously was doing.
 
    “You best hurry up and get dressed. A shower wouldn’t hurt much either,” Mel suggested. “Your Mom called. She told me to tell you that Kyle is awake.”
 
   Another Unf! A good one this time, though. 
 
   “Why didn’t you say something?” I stood up, wincing at a slight ache around my ankles. 
 
   “Okay, dude, you were screaming. Hello! I thought it might be best to calm your ass down before I put anything else on your plate,” she answered. “Do you need a ride to the hospital? Mashu took your car. Something about a bald tire you needed to replace earlier this morning.”
 
   “Oh snap, that’s right. I did tell him about that tire,” I said, feeling excited and freaked out at the same time. That dream last night felt so real. But I woke up in my bed, so it was all in my head. Right?  “Did I just hear you say earlier this morning?”
 
   Sighing, she shook her head and said, “You’ve been sleeping all day, laziness. Your Uncle said you needed the rest, so we didn’t bother you.”
 
   That explained my rolling headache. I cradled my head and glanced at Mel. She studied me with a frown. “What?”
 
   “Your hands. Are you sure those crabs aren’t hiding somewhere up under your bed?” she asked.
 
   Ice cold dread winded me. I glanced down. Red welts and cuts covered my wrists and arms. The marks extended all the way up to my elbows. Bending down, I lifted the hem of my jeans. I inhaled and examined the fresh red marks, my insides knotting again in spite of Mel’s news. Good thing I had a ride. I didn’t trust myself to drive. Obviously, I was going insane.  
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   I burst through the entrance, my excitement making me feel light-headed and wild. The sterile scent that drifted inside all hospitals surrounded me at once. It made me think back on the time I laid in bed with a broken arm. Oh, I almost forgot. The limb that healed up in a few weeks thanks to the smoke demon’s sister, Paige. I was a little shocked that neither one of my parents said anything about it, even after my doctor removed the cast. Now I understood why. I wasn’t your standard dude-next-door. I had the feeling that Mom knew all about my superhero healing skills.
 
   I passed by Kyle’s parents on the way up to his room. The bright expressions on their faces made me feel even better about seeing my friend. Stepping into his room, I trudged right over to the bed.
 
   Kyle looked great. His dark hair didn’t make him look so pale anymore, but his normally thin frame looked like a toothpick. Grinning and doing his corny joke thing, he gave me a bright-eyed look when I walked into his room. It was kind of like he never even suffered from the zombie kid’s touch. Shani sat beside him on the bed, cracking jokes along with him. She leaned over and kissed his forehead. Will he remember what happened in the water? To be honest, I hoped he never did. 
 
   “Caleb, what’s up? You look a worried mess,” he said. I rushed over and embraced him. I didn’t care how silly I looked. My friend was alive, and I was happy as hell about it.
 
   “What were you trying to do, my man? Next time you wanna be as awesome as me, then choose something easier to imitate, alright?” I teased.
 
   “Haha, real funny, bro,” he answered. I took a seat across from him and tried to drown the demon’s voice out of my head, the one that told me I was the son of another man. Kyle’s expression softened. “Hey, I want—I just, I need to say thanks, man. Shani told me you risked your life to go back in and get me out.”
 
   “It was nothing. You’d have done the same for me,” I said truthfully.
 
   “Yeah, but you wouldn’t have put me in danger that way. I’m sorry, Caleb. Man, I hate that I was so stupid,” he confessed, his eyes lined with tears. Shani leaned over and embraced him. 
 
   “It’s all good. We made it out,” I assured him. Besides, I understood how he felt. I knew how crazy the love for someone could make you feel.
 
   “Not everybody made it out, though, I heard,” he said. “Is it true that they never found Ethan, Corey, or Jillian?”
 
   “Yeah, they’re all still missing,” I answered, nausea sloshing around my stomach. Sure, I could deny that their disappearances had anything to do with me until I turned blue. But some of the fault rested square on my shoulders. 
 
   “That sucks,” Kyle said and glanced away, his expression indicating he’d mentally left the room for a moment. 
 
   “Okay. So, I’ll tell you both what I’m looking forward to,” Shani began, “The big All Souls Dance this weekend. Aren’t you excited, guys?” Shani was always great with changing the subject and brightening things up. 
 
   “Has Erica decided what she’s going to be?” she asked me. 
 
   “Uh, I’m not sure. Something about a fairy queen,” I answered. 
 
   “That sounds totally corny,” Shani said. “Sasuke and his fairy girl? Come on, get with it.”
 
   “Not everybody is as creative as my cheese goddess,” Kyle said and kissed Shani’s knuckles.
 
   “Wait a minute. Did you say cheese goddess?” I asked, a smile creeping across my lips, even though the painful welts on my arms and legs were itching like crazy.
 
   “Yes. My family’s from Green Bay. We appreciate cheese,” Shani scoffed. “At least I’m not going as a unicorn like Gia Jones is doing.”
 
   Fireworks exploded inside me. I wanted to shout or slam something. That was how her casual statement affected me.
 
    “If anybody can pull that look off then it would be her,” Kyle said just before Shani chucked his arm. I gathered my senses while they argued over Gia’s costume.
 
   She’s back. I need to leave. I have to see her.
 
   “What do you mean? You don’t think I’d make a good unicorn?” Shani whined.
 
   “Sure I do. You’d be the most gorgeous horned creature ever,” he answered. 
 
   “Wait. Hold up. Gia Jones is back?” I asked, trying to sound calm.
 
   “Yeah, she came back a couple of days ago,” Shani said, shrugging. “Today she was kind of different, though.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, my heart pumping. 
 
   “I don’t know. She avoided everybody and hung around her two weirdo girlfriends all day. You know, those two chicks that freak everybody out because they never say anything? After that gig she pulled off at the tournament, it just seemed odd for her to act that way.” Shani twisted her mouth and narrowed her eyes at me. “What’s with the twenty questions?”
 
   “Nothing,” I answered, trying to look relaxed when I really wanted to jump up and do a happy dance.
 
   Gia came back to school. How did that happen? I’d only missed a couple of days. News like that usually headed up the 6 o’clock gossip lines. The smoke demon chick made it pretty clear that Gia was doomed to return to some unknown place as a prisoner. I should get mutilated by creepy crabs more often. If getting tortured brought results like this on a regular basis, then, hey, bring it on.
 
   Kyle stared at my face, while Shani gave him the movie star treatment. She laid it on thick: wiped his forehead, massaged his shoulders, kissed his lips, and slid her hand up under the covers with me sitting there turning red. I could only imagine what went down before I came in. 
 
   “Hey, get a hotel room, won’t you?” I joked, trying to focus on appearing to be happy for my friend. I’d rather see them gushing all over each other than fighting again.
 
   Shani glanced at me and smirked. But Kyle picked up on the chaos raging inside me. He always did. I guess that was why we stuck together for so long. No, we didn’t have friendship bracelets or anything corny like that, but we were soul brothers to the end. 
 
   “Hey, my pretty cheese goddess,” Kyle said and embraced Shani for what had to be the thirtieth time since I walked into the room. “Give Caleb and me a moment, alright?” She kissed him and attempted to stand up. Kyle pulled her back down and whispered in her ear. “Hold on to that thought, okay?” 
 
   “You got it, baby,” Shani gushed. Even though their little show could sweeten a glass of tea, I still preferred to see this Kyle over the angry person I left back on Hatteras Island. 
 
   “Now, tell me.” Kyle tented his fingers. “What’s up with you?”
 
   I didn’t beat around the bush. I needed this talk with my friend, the one I almost lost because of Gia and me. “I don’t get people.” That didn’t come out right. It sounded pathetic. 
 
   “Whoa, Caleb. If you expect me to be able to crack the people code then we got a problem,” Kyle said jokingly. But the concern for me still filled his eyes. 
 
   “Let me rephrase that sentence. I don’t understand girls. They keep secrets. Act strange, and then they end up leaving you for someone else.” That sounded a lot better, but Kyle still wore a puzzled look on his face. 
 
   “Okay, I take it we’re not talking about Erica. ‘Cause I’ll just tell ya right now, she’s hot for you, dude. If you can’t see that then you are blind,” Kyle explained. I kept silent, a million thoughts rushing through me at once. “You know how I feel about hot cheerleaders. If I weren’t with Shani, then—”
 
   “But you are,” I interrupted and said, “So don’t go there.” Visions of the last memories I had of Ethan and Kyle arguing over Shani popped up into my head. 
 
   “Ease up, Caleb. What’s really going on?”
 
   I sighed deeply, trying to decide just how much I needed to spill at one time. I had the feeling that once I got started then I wouldn’t be able to stop. I chose my words carefully. My mother told me to keep our family’s secret. I promised to honor her request, even though the temptation to talk about it burned inside me like somebody dropped a match down my throat. “I think I’m falling in love with another girl.” There that wasn’t so bad.
 
   “Whoa, how long was I knocked out?” Kyle asked.
 
   “This is serious,” I groaned.
 
   “Well, yeah, do you think? Who’s the chick?”
 
   I knew we’d get to this question sooner or later, and I still wasn’t ready to answer it. I considered what I wanted to say carefully, but wound up saying, “I can’t tell you that, right now.”
 
   An uncomfortable silence drifted between us. Kyle pressed his lips together and clenched his jaws. Damn. I knew this would hurt his feelings. That was the main reason I wanted to keep my mouth shut. The less he knew about Gia and her strange skateboard gang, the better.  
 
   “Man, I need to regroup a sec before I give you my K-9 treatment,” he said and ran a hand through his matted hair that had grown longer than mine on the top of his head. Both of us had some serious manga dude hairstyles developing here. “This is pretty easy. You’re not gonna like what I say, though.” Right away, my muscles relaxed. He accepted my secrecy for the moment, anyway. 
 
   “Come on, spit it out,” I urged.
 
   He hesitated one last time before he said, “You need to choose. I know you, Caleb. We’ve been friends forever. You’ve already made up your mind. I can see that. I’m just the messenger. So part of my job is done.”
 
   A smile crept across my face. “You’re going to make one hell of a psychologist. You know that, right?” We both shared a laugh. Shani’s shadow moved across the doorway for the fifth time since she left the room. “I think your girl has the shakes. What did you do to her?” I asked. Kyle grinned and wagged his eyebrows. “Hold up. I don’t wanna know that answer.” 
 
   He leaned over closer to me and said, “I put a special kind of K-9 treatment on her,” he explained. 
 
   “Too much information,” I said and slumped against the back of my chair, feeling super grateful to have my friend here with me.
 
   “Can I give you one last piece of a K-9 biscuit?” Kyle asked.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “That’s what I plan to call freebies. You know, that one last piece of advice you give to the person who just won’t get it no matter how plainly you spell it out? But I’m not saying that’s your problem, though. No sir-ee.”
 
   “Spit it out, McGruff,” I ordered.
 
   “Wait until after the All Souls Dance. That is if you choose this other girl over Erica, which I think you’re a nutcase for even considering. But hey, every man chooses his own arrow, even if it winds up poking them in the butt.”
 
   “Alright, thanks. I think,” I said, frowning. 
 
   “You’re very welcome. Payment will be collected later,” he said and nodded his head as though he were making some kind of mental note on all of this. “That is after you tell me what else is really bothering you. There’s enough tension in your body for the both of us.”
 
   “We’ll get to that later,” I said. “Are you sure you’ll be ready for the dance this weekend?”
 
   “Are you kidding me? I’ve had enough rest to last a lifetime. If I stay home over the next few days, then I’ll be all good by then. Don’t worry about me. You just need to handle the little issue we talked about, bro,” he said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   Shani burst through the doors, a wild-eyed look on her face when she glanced at me. Kyle didn’t seem to remember a thing about what happened over the past weekend; but Shani’s brain still functioned normally. The look she gave me asked for an explanation of what we discussed. Sure, I liked Shani, but she did something to hurt my friend. And she chose a douche like Ethan Thompson to hurt him with. She deserved to sweat it out for a minute or two. 
 
   I needed to find Uncle M. so I could go home and rest. I wanted to be at Ashley George as soon as the school’s doors opened in the morning. Then I intended to confront Gia Jones myself.
 
   * * *
 
   A million thoughts battled inside my head. My brain was a mush of stressful thoughts spinning together. At some point I hoped it would stop swirling, come together, and make some sense. Until then, I was left with that nausea sitting at the pit of my stomach, and a rock lodged in between my chest and my heart.
 
   “Oh boy, I’d pay a million dollars to know what’s on your mind,” Mel said as she walked toward me sitting on the bench outside the hospital. She was a strange girl, somebody I realized that I didn’t know much about at all. She sat down beside me and stared at my profile. 
 
   “How about this: I’ll pay you that much in cash if you can rip these thoughts out of my head for good. Deal?” I asked.
 
   “You got it. Because honestly, Caleb, you’re a sexy guy and everything; but the angry look doesn’t work for you,” she said and winced. I couldn’t help but to make a light laugh. “See, that wasn’t so bad at all. I got you to smile.” She gave me a big grin, her curly hair blowing in the wind. The way the wavy strands flowed around her face reminded me of something I couldn’t quite place.
 
   “What are you still doing here, anyway?” I asked. “Mashu should be pulling up at any moment.”
 
   “Visiting a sick friend,” she said, shrugging. 
 
   “I figured you didn’t have many friends,” I stopped talking and sighed. When will you finish cleaning the rest of the leftover jackass out of your body, my man? “Wait. That didn’t come out right. I’m on a roll with my words today.”
 
   “It’s alright. I’m used to getting insulted regularly.” She meant what she just said. That first weekend we all spent with Uncle M., she was the only person who sat in her room while everyone else rode out on the sail boats. Her life seemed so sad and lonely. One thing about her still bothered me, though. Somebody made her warn me about staying away from Gia. I never got the chance to ask her before, and the question was still fresh in my mind.
 
    ”Who told you to warn me that weekend we spent at Uncle M.’s?” I asked, feeling uncertain about what she was about to say.
 
   “A girl in a dream,” she muttered and glanced down at her hands folded together. “Don’t ask me anything else, please. That’s all I’m going to say for now.”
 
   “Trust me. I don’t want to know.” I already knew who she was talking about. The smoke demon had visited her too.
 
   “Keep sitting out here much longer and you’ll get to hear the water angels sing,” Mel announced. “They know that the dark guys are here. They’re afraid just like the rest of us should be.” 
 
   “The water angels?” I asked, perking up.
 
   “Those who are part sea creature and part angel mixed together. That’s why I call them water angels. The only difference is these special beings can walk on land. They look just like you and me,” she said, a sad look on her face. 
 
   “Are these special water angels called Seraphines?” I already knew the answer. I just needed to hear someone like me say it was true.
 
   She gave me a bright-eyed look. “I’m impressed. How did you find out?” 
 
   “You should be able to figure that out without me going into the boring details. You see the dudes in black too, remember?”
 
   “Then you know about the Dark Seraphine?”
 
   “I’ve heard a little bit about it.” I wished I didn’t. The smoke demon had said the Dark Seraphine would lead some kind of weird group on a mission to destroy the world. I sighed and closed my eyes. 
 
   Could Gia be the Dark Seraphine? Was it even possible? Just thinking about it made me feel weak.
 
   I refused to believe the demon’s slick words. Both Paige and her smoke sister had mentioned the All Souls Dance. They wanted to know Gia’s name by that day for some reason. One thing was for certain, I planned on being right up in the action this weekend. 
 
   “Where’s Uncle M.? I need to head home before it gets too dark,” I glanced at my watch and cell phone. The voice message I received from him was short and abrupt. He sounded worried about me leaving the house without telling him. 
 
   “Shh. Do you hear it?” Mel asked, her eyes bright and wild. I did. Rising over the ocean, something that sounded like a flute drifted across the wind, filling me with a strange sense of both sadness and fear. 
 
   The Dark Agents appeared out of nowhere. 
 
   “Caleb,” she squealed, grasping hold of my arm as we stood together. Chills raced across my skin, but I had to keep a brave face on for Mel. Her body shivered. A wind moved around us, almost knocking me over. Yeah, it was that strong.
 
   “What do they want?” I yelled.
 
   “I don’t know,” Mel answered back.  “I’m scared.”
 
   “Yeah, me too,” I said without feeling the least bit embarrassed. “Let’s head back to the lobby.”
 
   After we were safely inside the hospital, I turned to Mel. “What was that gust all about?” 
 
   “Was it really wind? I think I felt something inside of it touch me,” Mel said.
 
   My gaze darted around the area behind us. No Agents were inside the hospital. Except for that one time at the school’s gym, I had never seen them enter a building before. 
 
    “Hey, I can get my uncle to ride back with you,” I said to her. 
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’m headed back up to my friend’s room. My parents will meet me here soon enough. Be careful out there, Caleb,” she said and strolled off down the hallway, glancing back one last time before she headed into the elevator. 
 
   I had that sinking feeling again. Something else bad was about to happen. Getting caught unprepared wasn’t an option. 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Thorne moved on without Gia. Since most people didn’t realize Raze shared a strange kind of ancestral bond with her, it probably seemed like she cheated on him with her skateboarding teammate. I knew better, though. Gia’s only true connection was with me. She told me so herself. What I didn’t understand was why she chose to return to Ashley George without even bothering to contact me. When I got back to school the next morning, I quickly found out why. 
 
   I spotted Gia as soon as I entered the building. Marisa and Lelo were nowhere to be found, but Raze walked right beside her, hulking like a giant. Forget all of that bodyguard crap. My whole body lit up just by watching her from a distance. The last time I saw her some crazy smoke demon girl was torturing her. Well, if you don’t count the nightmare that left red marks all over my arms and legs—the one where Gia danced with me until I um…yeah. 
 
   I deserved answers. 
 
   I didn’t give two shits about Raze, either. 
 
   Dark Agents were back. And it was all over the news how the waters in our ocean turned black in some areas. Two of our classmates were still missing. An odd girl with big hair and no friends told me she can see the same Walkers that I’ve seen my entire life. I suddenly developed a super-human strength; something I figured Gia can explain better than anyone else. 
 
   Boy was my life normal. Gia’s boy Raze had better not mess with me today. With all of that crap bumbling around inside my head, it was anybody’s guess on whom or what might get my frustration. 
 
   I walked right up to Gia and ignored her bodyguard. “We need to talk.” She frowned and glanced at Raze. 
 
   “Back off, Wood,” he warned.
 
   “Last time I checked, Gia knew how to speak for herself,” I stated.
 
   “Well, that was then. Now, I’m telling you to move on,” Raze said in measured words. 
 
   The threat in his voice and the knowledge that he could probably floor me with a lightning bolt didn’t stop me. I kept my eyes focused on Gia’s face. I didn’t understand her hesitation; and her refusal to put Raze in his place, the way she usually did, made my chest ache. 
 
   “I’ve been worried about you,” I continued.
 
   “Don’t you have a girlfriend tucked away somewhere?” Raze asked. 
 
   “I am not talking to you,” I snapped.
 
   “Now see, that’s rude,” he said, moving between Gia and me. A crowd formed around us. People always managed to sense a fight. Maybe it was because of that big word my mom always used…testosterone. Or in this case, people probably thought I’d lost my mind standing up to a giant like Raze. Even Thorne had enough sense to leave the issue alone. But he wasn’t the one who cared for Gia the way I do. 
 
   Sighing, Gia shoved around Raze and punched me with her words. “Look, whoever you are, I’m about to be late to class. I can’t afford a bad mark after missing so many days. Leave me alone.” Umph. Nah. It was more like a head slam against a concrete block. She moved around me and started walking down the hall.
 
   What the hell just happened here? 
 
   I couldn’t let it go; so I chased her down. 
 
   Grabbing her shoulders, I turned her around to face me. “Don’t do this. Don’t play mind games. That isn’t your style.” 
 
   The blank expression she gave me cut through to my core. She really didn’t remember me. There was no feisty skateboard queen hidden inside. No sassy girl waited to chew me out for almost killing myself again. I could tell by her dull expression. Today that spark in her eyes I loved so much was gone. The speckles of blue and green had faded from inside her irises, leaving behind an empty pool. 
 
   “What did she do to you?” I whispered furiously. “It’s me, the wave rider.” Desperation quivered in my voice. I didn’t care about how not cool I appeared right then. 
 
   “Get your hands off of me. I don’t even know you,” she spat, a look of disgust distorting her perfect face. I held on tighter. “Ouch. You’re hurting me.”
 
   Next thing I knew, I flew sideways into a locker. Pain ripped through my left shoulder. I was pretty sure my body dented the metal. “Did you forget how to speak English, Wood?” Raze hissed as he stalked toward me. 
 
   The thing that I felt so many times before, a heated rush of energy, surged through me. Balling my fists, I charged toward Raze with all I had in me. Our bodies collided. But wait! I actually managed to slam him into a locker. How the freak did I do that? Cheers and yells exploded around me. 
 
   The look Raze gave me after he recovered was one combined with a lot of things: anger, shock, awe. I was right there with him on feeling all of that too. By the time he stood up, regrouped, and prepared for his next attack, Principal Armstrong was headed our way.
 
   Crap! I’ll get suspended for sure.
 
   People shuffled back to their classrooms. At once somebody yanked my shirt by the collar and tugged me away from the scene. I turned around and caught a view of my rescuer, Thorne Wiggins. Right. Now things were really getting strange. 
 
   “So, Caleb. I heard you’re definitely interested in my little proposal,” Thorne said loud enough for Principal Armstrong to overhear. “Just play along, would you?” he muttered. 
 
   “Uh, yeah, I’m down with that,” I answered. 
 
   We stopped at the doorway to my first period class. He slapped me on the shoulder and gave me a bright-eyed look. “Welcome to the team, Wood,” he blurted. 
 
   “What? Oh, yeah, thanks for including me.” I was more than certain I’d regret this secret-agreement thing later. For now, it worked. Raze didn’t get out of things as easily as I just did. Principal Armstrong was scolding him. The golden boy—that would be Thorne—once again managed to make him turn his head.
 
   We both glanced toward the principal and grinned. He gave us a stern look just before he walked off, a fuming Raze hulking beside him. 
 
   “I don’t even want to know why you did that,” I said to Thorne.
 
   “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough.” He grinned and headed through our Trig classroom’s doorway.
 
   * * *
 
   “I’m going to be the most envied fairy at the party tonight,” Erica gushed and stepped closer to me. “Sasuke never looked so sexy. Oh my God, Caleb. Your costume is sw-eet!” 
 
   “It’s the Ninja suit. Complete with Japanese handwriting on the headband,” I said, trying to act happy and to keep my sanity in check. 
 
   Spending the last couple of days watching a Gia who didn’t seem to remember anyone except her skateboard crew killed me. I even started carrying Ticky around inside my book bag. Tonight I had the starfish in the pouch hooked to my waist. I know. I’m pretty hooked. 
 
   One thing I did realize. The smoke girl was right. She promised to rip my soul apart one day at a time. It worked.
 
   “Why are you always so sad?” Erica asked, cradling my face between her hands. Kyle’s last words he said to me at the hospital came to mind. I needed to end this thing. It didn’t matter that Gia lost her memory. Using somebody in this way was just plain wrong.
 
   “Where’s Kyle and Shani,” Mom asked, trudging into the living room. She fiddled with the camera on her phone. I was thankful for her appearance at just the right moment, yet again.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I answered, stepping out of Erica’s embrace. “They should be here by now.”
 
   “No matter. Caleb, move back over there with Erica. I want a picture of the assassin and his butterfly,” Mom beamed. Erica and I laughed. With her mini skirt, white tights, and long sleeved tee-shirt with the light blue wings attached to the back, it was easy to see why Mom probably thought Erica was a butterfly.
 
   “Mom, meet Sasuke, your son the ninja. Beside me, is the Fairy Queen of, uh…what’s your kingdom called?” 
 
   “Narnia,” Erica beamed.
 
   “Okay. Yeah, that place,” I said and placed my arm across Erica’s shoulders, wondering why she chose to be the queen of a land ruled by a giant talking lion. In return, she snuggled up against my side. 
 
   “Alrighty, then,” Mom said waving her hand in a dismissive way at us, “I’m a yoga instructor. Being hip is low on the priority list. Smile, kids.” The flash blinded me.
 
   “Could you tell me where you hid my cuffs, Allison?” my dad, no scratch that, Darren asked as he strolled down the steps and into the living room. He was messing with the sleeve on his shirt so he didn’t see Erica and me standing there. “I could’ve sworn I left them beside our sink.”
 
   “Geez, Dad, I had no idea you were back…again,” I blurted. He stopped beside my mom and glanced at me, a guarded look quickly replacing the relaxed one I just saw. Our gazes met. That whirlwind of emotions started up in my chest again. My muscles tensed, and I felt Erica glance at me when they did.
 
   “What’s this? Another party,” he asked. “Will you be able to bring your girlfriend back in one piece this time?”
 
   “Darren, please,” Mom begged.
 
   “It’s alright. He’ll be gone by the time I get back. So he won’t have any idea of what I did,” I blurted. 
 
   “Enough, Caleb. Both of you. We have a guest,” Mom said.
 
   I clamped my jaws shut and held my breath. It took all I had in me to keep the promise I made to my mom. Erica massaged my arm as she glanced at all of us. The tension in the living room was thick enough to smother somebody. 
 
   A vibration sounded through the silence. Erica reached into her purse and pulled out a cell phone. “Wow, look at this, Caleb,” she began, “Shani and Kyle just sent me a text. They said to meet them at the party.”
 
   Mom lowered her head and sighed, looking ashamed that we acted this way in front of Erica. It was because of her that I chilled out. 
 
   “I’ll see you two out,” Mom said and ushered both Erica and me toward the door. “Try to enjoy yourself tonight, hon.” 
 
   “We will, Mrs. Wood.” Erica laced her arm through mine and pulled me toward my car. 
 
   * * *
 
    Something didn’t feel right. 
 
   I eased my Challenger into a parking spot outside of the Hut, a building with an extra large party area in the back that was surrounded by palm trees. The music was so loud that it pumped inside my chest.
 
   “What’s wrong, Caleb,” Erica asked. 
 
   “Nothing,” I lied, shrugging. She didn’t look convinced.
 
   “It’s about what happened with your parents, isn’t it?” she asked. 
 
   “If only you knew.” I glanced at her.
 
   “Then tell me. I’m not just some air-head who owns a great set of pompoms,” she teased.
 
   “We’ll talk later,” I said. She agreed, even though I could tell she didn’t want to. We got out of the car. This nagging feeling in my chest just wouldn’t ease up.
 
   The night air around the outside of the Hut turned cold, real fast. It was a deep, raw chill that seeped into your bones and messed with your head. The forecast called for a clear night and warm temperatures, uncharacteristic for a typical Halloween here in New Bern. It wasn’t happening that way, though. 
 
   Inside the building, people partied, danced, drank: you name it. Black fabric was draped across the walls of the building. The Hut was normally a huge Internet café hangout. Tonight the computer stations were covered up. Instead, Jason Vorhees, Michael Myers, that Scream guy, and a bunch of other costumed kids huddled around the punch bowls on the tables lined up along the left side of the dance floor. Principal Armstrong and a few other teachers stood among the partygoers. The adults wore black uniforms that made them look like some kind of weird soldiers. 
 
   Giggling couples lined up for snapshots to be taken. The pictures will be entered in the best costume contest that always happened at the end of the night. Erica and I strolled through the doorway. A flash blinded me, making me think of my mom for a moment. “For the contest,” a girl dressed as a witch said. “Super cool costume, dude.”
 
   “Thanks. But I don’t do contests,” I replied.
 
   “Come on, Caleb. I’d love for us to be Mr. and Mrs. Sea King, tonight,” Erica said, lacing her arm through mine. 
 
   I scoffed. “You’re kidding, right?” Every year there was a theme-based award given to the two people with the most votes for best costume. It was usually something corny like Mr. and Mrs. Sea King where you got an equally corny prize such as a goldfish for winning. That was the main reason why I never bothered to humiliate myself by attending these things.
 
   “My sexy Sasuke will make a most excellent Sea King,” Erica gushed. Glancing behind me, her smile faded. “Look, there’s Shani and Kyle. Oh my God, she actually wore that stupid cheese head costume. Smile big. Here they come.”
 
   Shani rushed over and hugged me. “Hello, Sasuke with the pretty gray-brown eyes. Hi, Erica. Nice butterfly costume.”
 
   Erica’s smile faded. “It’s a fairy, thank you, cheese face. Sorry, I meant to say Packer girl.” 
 
   “Hey, it worked for Katy Perry,” Shani snapped. Erica rolled her eyes and shook her head a tad.
 
   Kyle wore a Green Bay Packers jersey and a pair of yellow pants. We slapped our hands together. Damn, it was good to be hanging out with my friends again. It didn’t matter that he looked about as ridiculous as Thorne and his date dressed up as Elvis and Priscilla Presley.
 
   “What’s up, my man?” Kyle and I slapped our hands together.
 
   “Nothing but a fat bucket of sea water for tonight’s winners,” Kyle said. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked.
 
   He turned around and pointed at the grassy area just outside the glass doors at the back of the Hut. I couldn’t see anything through the crowd. “It’s waiting. The award of doom. The winners will stand on a stage, right? Get this now. I heard it’s rigged with a barrel of saltwater.”
 
   “Right. Remind me why somebody would want to do something stupid like that,” I said.
 
   “It’s this year’s prank to go along with the Mr. and Mrs. Sea King award. Hello? Are you with us tonight?” Shani teased.
 
   “Ooh, I get it,” Erica began, “Seawater to dump on the Sea King and Queen. Aw man, that’s going to be hilarious.”
 
   “I know, right,” Kyle agreed and studied me for a moment. I made a mental note to pile drive anybody who attempted to pour water on me tonight. “Everybody’s making sure to vote for Thorne.” That part made sense. He had a lot of enemies. The music changed to a tune that almost brought me to my knees. The House of the Rising Sun flowed from inside the speakers all around us. I inhaled sharply, unable to breathe.
 
   “Oh my God, she’s so pretty,” Erica said to no one in particular as she stared at the entrance behind us. I felt her presence before I even turned my head. 
 
   “Gia,” I muttered and spun around. 
 
   A vision wasn’t the word for the way she looked in her unicorn costume. The long white dress was short in the front and tapered down into a long trail of fabric behind her. The long sleeves created a lacy cover for her arms, even though her legs were bare. I swear the horn attached to her forehead glowed. It looked so real. Her dark hair was up in one of those bun things girls loved so much. A few strands hung down, framing the sides of her face.
 
   I held on to that last gulp of air. I couldn’t exhale even if I wanted to. Each breath, every part of my soul, belonged to this girl. 
 
   Behind Gia, Neo from the Matrix stepped through the door. Actually, it was Raze dressed in all black. He wore dark sunglasses and jeans with toy guns attached to his waist and thighs. The trench coat he wore reminded me of the Dark Agents from my world and not the fictional ones in that movie. He stepped in front of Gia, leading her through the doorway, while Lelo and Marisa picked up her train of fabric and carried it, still the faithful servants even at a party. Right away, my muscles tensed up. Yeah, sure, the Razors belonged to some kind of strange group I knew nothing about; but I didn’t understand this new dependence on Raze Gia had developed.
 
   “I so hate her. She’s gorgeous,” Shani gasped.
 
   “Yeah, tell me about it,” Erica agreed, even though I felt her staring at me instead of Gia. 
 
   “Caleb, how about we grab a couple of drinks for our gorgeous ladies?” Kyle suggested.
 
   “Sure,” I said, feeling relieved, and working hard to tear my gaze away from Gia. She didn’t even glance my way. 
 
   I made it through about an hour of the party before the ache in my chest consumed me. I scanned the crowd, determined to find Gia, ready for her to own up to things. I wanted to be with her, period. A good, long talk was long overdue. For starters, I needed to understand why the Dark Agents showed up every time there was a social function. No, I didn’t see them standing in the shadows, but I still felt their presence. It made me uneasy this night more than any other.
 
   Standing at the punch bowl for the thirtieth time of the night, I poured a drink for Erica. 
 
   “Nice costume, Caleb Wood,” a girl’s familiar voice said behind me. I turned around and faced Mel looking, well, a tad intriguing all dressed up in a long black dress. 
 
   “Mel? What are you doing here?” I asked. “You’re not a student at Ashley George.”
 
   She shrugged. “I do have one or two friends.” Bryce strolled over to where we stood. He wore a wizard’s suit and his hair was all messed up. 
 
   “Oh no. Don’t tell me. Harry Potter?” I said.
 
   “And Bellatrix Lestrange. That would be me,” Mel said, lacing her arm through Bryce’s. “Who’d have ever thought those two would hook up, right?” 
 
   “Yeah, there’s some twisted irony in it,” I agreed.
 
   “Check it out. They’re getting ready to hand out the best costume award,” Mel said. Up ahead Gia and Raze were already headed out of the door leading to the stage setup out back.
 
   I followed them, caught up in a strange sense of something I couldn’t explain. Standing on the stage, Russell Davidson prepared to announce the winners. The backdrop was decorated to imitate an underwater oceanic scene. Erica found her way to my side. She took my hand in hers and smiled just before she glanced in Thorne’s direction. 
 
   From across the yard, Gia stared at me. She stood about ten feet away from the right side of the stage. This was the first time she had paid me any attention since our confrontation in the school hallway on Thursday. At once, my breathing increased and my heart beat all funny. A short moment passed, and she glanced away.
 
   “Is everybody ready for some action?” Russell asked the crowd. People cheered, of course. “Then let’s get on with it. The Sea King and Queen of Ashley George High School’s tenth annual All Souls Night is Thorne Wiggins and Erica Jensen.” Applause roared around us. 
 
   Erica cheered and started toward the stage. I touched her arm, and said, “Wait. You know what’ll happen. They’re going to dump saltwater on you. Is getting Thorne’s attention worth it?”
 
   She gave me the strangest look, a slightly devious one. “No. But I’ll need to be dried off before I get home. Sasuke can handle that part, right?” 
 
   “You’re crazy,” I said.
 
   “For you, yes, I’m a bit insane,” she said, and then turned and walked up on the stage. Thorne embraced her, holding on a little longer than necessary. 
 
   “Okay, gross,” Mel said beside me, pulling that strange black and white shawl she loved so much tighter around her shoulders. “I did not need to hear all of that.”
 
   Moving my gaze away from her, I glanced up at the metal platform above the structure. A large wooden barrel sat on top. A thin rope was attached to the back. I followed the twine’s trail down to where it disappeared behind the blue curtains draped across the back of the stage. Slowly it started tilting toward the right. Someone behind the stage was pulling on it. Thorne’s enemies, whoever they were, really had it in for him. Obviously Erica was part of the plan too. 
 
   I glanced at Gia again. This time Raze caught my gaze. I thought about giving him the bird, but decided against it. Something odd was in his expression, a desperate look. It was almost like he wanted to get my attention.
 
   On the stage, Erica and Thorne accepted their crowns, a couple of fake gold things that looked like something out of kid’s meal from Burger King. “Any words from this year’s Sea King and Queen?” Russell asked Thorne. 
 
   “You know it,” Thorne said, taking the microphone out of our class President’s hands. I want to thank—”
 
   The barrel tilted and crashed over on its right side. 
 
   The stream of water didn’t fall on Thorne. Instead, it gushed over the right side of the stage, straight down on Gia. There was enough seawater in it to shove her backward. She tumbled straight into Raze’s arms. They both fell to the ground. Raze cradled her like a baby. 
 
   People started laughing and pointing. Instead of a horror movie the scene resembled a bad teen comedy. That was until Lelo screamed. It was an ear piercing wail, something that wasn’t human. “Ha! Now laugh at that,” she spat at the crowd.
 
   Right away, everybody fell silent. 
 
   I rushed toward them. Something was wrong. Her body shook furiously, and Gia’s head thrashed.
 
   “Call 911!” Mr. Armstrong called out to the assistant principal. He fumbled around in his pockets for a moment, while Mrs. Edinburgh mumbled something about grabbing the school nurse just before she ran back toward the main building. Somehow I didn’t think that normal medicine was going to help in this situation. 
 
   Gia cried out. The white dress she wore split down the middle of the area running from her thighs to her knees. Like everyone else in the area I stood watching, unable to move even if I wanted to. Even Raze scooted back away from her.
 
   “No! Please, not here,” Gia pleaded. 
 
   It didn’t take long for me to understand what she meant. Her tanned legs began to shimmer. The limbs slammed together kind of like they were magnets, or something. I almost fell to my knees when the scales started to form on them. The skin on her legs merged together and darkened to a deep sea blue color. Fins covered her feet. Dark hair fell loose from her bun and extended down her backside. 
 
   Whoa! Gia turned into a mermaid! 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   I opened and closed my mouth about five times as I stared at Gia in her mermaid form. My voice caught up in my throat. Heck. What would I say even if I were able to talk at that moment?
 
   I remember Mel using the term Seraphine, a water creature with the power of an angel. It all made sense now. How else could Gia have saved me in the type of waters that almost drowned me when I was a little boy? She was too small. The waves should’ve carried her body away even faster than mine. She had shifted into her full mermaid form that day and used flippers and fins for legs.
 
   Gia’s eyes found mine. I read the desperation swimming inside them. I was paralyzed, shocked, whatever you wanted to call me not being able to move. 
 
   Camera phones flashed all around us. Gia shielded her face. “Raze, make them stop. Please!” she cried out as she flipped her newly formed fin feet up and down.
 
   “Drop me in the ocean and drown me,” Kyle blurted. “Is she a—that’s one hell of a mermaid costume.”
 
   “For real,” Shani said with her gaze fixed on Gia.
 
   “Poor, little Princess Gia,” a girl’s voice purred from behind me. A chill rushed through my veins. That voice could even make Freddy Krueger have nightmares. Raze’s head snapped toward the spot beside me, his lips turned up in a snarl. 
 
   Slowly I turned my head and found Mel. At once, I remembered where I saw the shawl she was wearing. She told me that it once belonged to her sister. Paige wore a similar one the night she pinned me to a tree and healed my broken arm.
 
   Crap! Paige and Mel are sisters. 
 
   I stepped away from her. Standing beside me, Mel transformed before my eyes. The dark water demon’s image flashed in and out of focus across her face, and the black tattoos slowly formed along the left side of her head.
 
   “No freakin’ way,” I blurted. “I thought we were friends. At the hospital, you acted all scared, and everything.”
 
   “Oh, Caleb, I’m so very frightened. Please don’t let them get me,” she mocked in the high-pitched voice she used while she posed as Mel. “Such a good actress. Somebody ought to give me one of those Oscar things, right?” This time she used a rougher tone, her real voice, the one that sounded like a little girl with a demon speaking from inside her throat.
 
   “You tricked me,” I said, feeling heated.
 
   She sucked her tongue and glared at me. “Gullible, stupid boy. Didn’t you inherit any of the brains your real father gave you?” A harsh, cackling laugh trickled out of her throat, and that dead odor I hated so much drifted around us. 
 
   “Thank you for bringing the princess back to me, Caleb Wood,” Mel said. Even her voice reminded me of smoke and death. Her pupils dilated to the inky pools of death I remembered each time she tortured me. I held my ground this time, refusing to cower the way I did before. 
 
   At once a strong gust moved through the crowd. Mel laughed and spun around, her dark features and that black dress blurring inside the wind. She was pretty much a human tornado, and when she finally stopping spinning, the people standing around the area jumped back.
 
    Lelo and Marisa moved over to stand beside Raze, their faces hard. Those two might look all cutesy, but I still remembered the way they tackled my teammates at the lacrosse game, the one where Mel’s sister Paige tried to kill me. “The Princess must return with me now. Her absence upsets the balance between both our people’s races,” Mel said to them. 
 
   “I don’t think so, Sea Witch,” Lelo hissed.
 
   “You Seraphines are so dramatic.” She turned her dark-eyed gaze to me. “Caleb, dear. Tell me the Princess’s name. If you do not, then she’ll die.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” The principal stalked over to Mel. 
 
   “No, Mr. Armstrong, don’t!” I warned.
 
   Mel sighed and rolled her eyes. “Annoying humans. Bryce, handle them.” 
 
   Harry Potter, aka the scary little dude I always thought was so funny, stepped forward and gave me a smile with a mouth full of sharp silver teeth. Oh snap! He’s one of those water sprite things Gia told me about.
 
   He slammed something that looked like a glowing baseball down to the ground. Blinding light lit up the entire area and stung my eyes. The glow faded. No one moved or made a sound. Mr. Armstrong, Kyle, Shani, Thorne, and Erica were all frozen like statues. Bryce grinned. 
 
   “What did you do to them?” I asked. 
 
   The Dark Agents drifted onto the scene. It always freaked me out how they just appeared out of nowhere. They came for Gia. I was sure of it. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be worrying about the humans, Caleb. I’d be more worried about myself, if I were you,” Mel said, her hair rising above her head in the way I remembered from before.
 
   At once Lelo, Marisa, and Raze formed rods similar to the ones Gia and Paige used before. Almost thirty or so Dark Agents glided out into the open. The three lone Razors didn’t stand a chance against so many.
 
   “Raze, where are they? I can smell the Dark Ones, but I don’t see them,” Gia said as she glanced around, her mermaid body still flapping against the ground. She couldn’t see the Agents, but I could. Raze locked his gaze on me. Instantly, I was pulled into something I couldn’t explain.
 
   “Wood, I’m speaking through Gia’s connection to you. When I say the word, you pick her up, and run like hell. Got it?” Raze’s voice said in my head. 
 
   “Where do I go?” I asked in my mind. 
 
   “You’ll find out in a minute,” he answered.
 
   Mel formed a ball of haze between her hands. Oh snap! Her smoke spells are never a good thing. The tendrils swiveled up until they reached the sky. The clouds over us started to swirl as a tornado formed inside them. 
 
   “Raze, Son of Poseidon, the Princess is mine. We made a deal to save her pet human,” she announced. She was talking about me. Whatever Gia did to keep me from drowning caused this group a lot of trouble. And did I just hear her say that Raze was a son of Poseidon? 
 
   “No member of the royal family will ever be a sea witch’s prisoner,” Raze snapped back. The Dark Agents closed in on them. Car horns sounded around us. Windows exploded. People screamed. In the distance, a loud crash shook the ground. I had no idea about what made that noise.  
 
   The Agents meant business this time. Leading the pack was the tall pale dude, the only one of them that I’d ever seen speak. He saluted me as the Agents moved closer to where we all stood. Mel’s winds increased to tornado strength, and Raze wore a murderous expression as he guarded Gia. 
 
   At once the people around us reanimated. Panic erupted among the crowd after the partygoers spotted Mel’s strange tornado circulating in the clouds above the Hut. Both students and teachers alike ran toward the exit. Kyle led Shani through the doors. At least my friends were safe. Erica was nowhere to be seen, though. The agents focused on Gia, Raze, Lelo, and me.
 
   I stood in a state of shock, all of my bodily functions on lockdown. I couldn’t move, think, swallow, nothing. 
 
    “Where are they?” Gia shouted, glancing around the area, her fins flapping against the ground. She started crying. I hated to see her shed tears. Something hitched inside me every time. Gia invented the tough chick image. The vulnerable girl sitting on the ground moved something deep inside me. I didn’t care that she wasn’t human.
 
   I ran toward her. Raze grinned at me, and said, “It’s about time you decided to grow some balls, Wood.” 
 
   “You told me to wait for your word,” I snapped back, feeling insulted, angry, and scared all together. 
 
   He smirked and said, “Do you always do as you’re told, mama’s boy?” 
 
   “Right. And do you enjoy talking when you need to be hurrying the hell up and doing what you said?” I answered, bending down beside Gia. Our gazes met. Her eyes were still empty as we stared at one another. I vowed to do whatever was necessary to keep her safe.
 
   Rearing back, Raze aimed one of his lightning rod things at the tall shrubbery surrounding the area. A bolt shot out toward the bushes, sailing straight through the middle. A wide gap burned into the leaves, creating a path through the foliage. 
 
   “Get her out of here!” he yelled at me. “Go! Take her down to the ocean. Stay there until one of us comes to get you,” he ordered. Bending down, he glanced into Gia’s eyes. And then he grabbed my hand and shook it. “Take care of her, Wood. I got faith in you.”
 
   I swallowed through the knot choking me, and blinked through the thoughts whirling around my head.
 
   Raze stood and spun around, his body positioned for battle. “Alright, witch! Bring it on,” he hissed at Mel. 
 
   I attempted to put my arms around Gia. 
 
   “No! You touch me, and I’ll electrocute you,” she warned. Under the lights, her face glittered. When I took a closer look I saw that a strange type of scaly skin had formed over her body. It was both beautiful and a tad eerie.
 
   “Feel free to zap me later on. Right now, you’re coming with me,” I said and lifted her body that was lighter than I imagined. Behind me, Raze, Lelo, and Marisa fought Mel and the Dark Agents that none of the Seraphines could see. But the light blue rods they used obviously saw them just fine. Each zap hit a dark dude, disintegrating the creature in a puff of blue smoke. 
 
   “Raze! I can’t leave my brother. You can’t make me go,” Gia cried. Whoa! That bit of news floored me. What an idiot. I was jealous of her family member all this time.
 
   “She’s all that matters, now,” Raze blurted just before Bryce rammed a golden rod through his chest. Strange dark blood spurted out from the place where the pointed end of the rod came out of his back. 
 
   Gia screamed. It was a sound I would never forget. Her pain ripped through me. Across the yard, a Dark Agent slammed Lelo down to the ground, silencing her with a sickening crack to her neck. With each injury to her brother and friends, Gia grabbed at her chest and neck, jerking as though she felt the pain in her body too.
 
   “Get my sister out of here, Wood. Don’t let her see this!” Raze shouted. He jerked his head around, ripped the rod out of his chest, and shoved the pointed end into Bryce’s abdomen. His smile faded as he dropped to his knees in front of Raze. The Dark Agents glided toward Gia’s brother. A few of them turned their gazes in my direction, as Mel continued to rip things apart with her tornado spell. The dread raging throughout my body forced my mind to focus. 
 
   I turned and headed through the gap Raze created. I kept running through the woods with Gia in my arms, even though she pounded on me. A couple of more punches later, her body slackened. 
 
   Did she pass out on me? 
 
   The tornado swirled behind us. It was almost like the winds were chasing us down. The love I felt for the girl in my arms kept my burning limbs going. I emerged from inside the woods and ran down the embankment that led to the ocean. I had almost reached the pier. Gia wrapped her arms tighter around my neck and buried her face against my chest. She was so still. 
 
   I worried about her. “We’re almost there,” I said.
 
   Something rammed into the back of me and sent my body flying forward. Gia and I rolled down the embankment and toward the water. I spit sand out of my mouth and glanced up. Mel materialized out of the wind and stalked toward me, her tattered dress flapping in the winds she created.
 
   “Her memory of you is gone, Caleb. She knew the price of kissing you. To save you on the beach that day when you two were children, she had to give up something valuable. A thing her people cherish as all the Seraphine do, a piece of her soul. When you recently tried to drown yourself again, she kissed you even more. Still didn’t get it, did you? With each kiss, she built up your strength, but it also weakened her soul. You could’ve broken my spell. All you had to do was tell her that you loved her. Easy, right? Your bitterness kept you from saying those words, though. As I figured it would.” She emphasized the last couple of words, highlighting a seriously mucked up situation. 
 
   I felt like beating the crap out of myself. All I had to do was tell Gia how I felt that night in the woods outside the hospital, and this whole nightmare could’ve been avoided.
 
   “The spell I created just for you two lovebirds, works like this: if the Princess stays here in your world, she dies. Take her into the water, then guess what? You die. All of this gets even better. To save her, you have to be the one to carry her back into the ocean. Not her brother, father, those annoying guardian girls of hers, or even me. It has to be you.” She smiled a happy, vicious looking grin that cut through me like a knife. 
 
   “You thought of everything. I’m impressed. Remind me to hire you the next time I need a witch, Mel,” I spat, my body numb and my legs throbbing. 
 
   “Tell lover girl not to kill any more of my sisters, Caleb,” she snapped back. Her expression brightened. “The Dark Ones are a threat to all of us sea dwellers. Not just your precious Gia. By speaking her name, my people can open the gates to her city. We can go in and protect both kingdoms from the leader of the Dark Ones. You see, I’m on her side.” 
 
   I didn’t know what to believe. I only knew that I had to make the choice from hell. Who was I fooling? I made that decision as soon as Mel told me Gia would die if I didn’t take her back into the ocean. 
 
   “You’re lying,” Gia said, gasping as though it took all of her strength to speak. “The sea warlocks and witches are all liars. Don’t believe a word she says.” She started coughing, a deep ragged one. Panic hit me hard.
 
   “She’s dying, Caleb,” Mel hissed. “Speak the name. Break the spell. Live happily ever after. Just say it!” 
 
   At once a golden light circled around Mel, tightening on her arms until she cried out. 
 
   “Go, Wood! Take my sister home,” Raze ordered, his face bloody and his trench coat tattered. He struggled to keep his hold on the witch. “You it owe to her, damn it.”
 
   Yeah, so I already figured that. To save my life both times I almost drowned, she weakened her soul. To try and fix the mess we created, she made a deal with a witch. I inhaled deeply, my chest stinging, my heart thudding so hard I felt the beating in my mouth. I hurried over to Gia, scooped her up, and took off running down the old wooden ramp. 
 
   You can do this thing. The knight always saves the princess at some point in the story, my man. Even if he has to die.
 
   Something struck me in the back. The pain stung like hell. I stumbled, and Gia cried out. The edge of the pier teased me. It seemed like it was both close and far away. Moving toward the end of it got harder. Behind us, the witch laughed, and my feet slowed down. It was some kind of paralyzing thing. 
 
   “Kiss me,” Gia whispered. Our gazes met.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you again,” I blurted, the pain in my body spreading toward my head.
 
   “We’ll both die, if you don’t. Do it, now. Trust me,” she gasped, her eyes fluttering shut.
 
   “No, stay with me. Gia!” I cried, my legs no longer moving. The edge of the pier was only about ten feet away. Talk about a twisted tease.  
 
   I moved my mouth down and gently kissed her lips. No fireworks sparked from our faces, or anything like that. Instead, whatever held on to my feet loosened its grip. I charged forward and dived into the water. 
 
    A cold blanket surrounded me. The world turned dark and silent. No witch, no Raze, no mermaid angel with hypnotic dark eyes. 
 
   “Gia.” I said in my mind as I sank through the ocean. Above me, something surrounded by a light floated in the water. A star? For an insane moment, I thought about the Christmas tree I’d never see my mom decorate again. 
 
   It wasn’t a tree topper, though. It was Ticky surrounded by light. What the freak? I lifted a heavy arm toward the starfish and waited for it to float down to me. The five arms attached themselves to each one of my fingers. I closed my eyes and dreamed of Gia. In her mermaid form she swam toward me and placed her lips on mine, parting them. A kiss was the thing that started all of this. I wanted to pull away. 
 
   Liar. You love this girl idiot. 
 
   Just let it happen. So I did. Suddenly I was able to breathe, and the water surrounding me turned warm.  Wrapped around each other in a liquid embrace, we spiraled downward, a dark descent as Poe would have called it. 
 
   Then my world turned black. 
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   I woke up. Instead of floating in water, I now faced a fire. An older man with white hair and a wise face sat on the other side of it. I lifted my tired body and stared at him. 
 
   “Am I in hell?” I asked, thinking of all those times I scared my mom by hiding in the bushes until she panicked.
 
   He made a light laugh, and said, “Not hardly. You’re in my world on the other side of the veil.” His sky blues eyes glanced up at me. Freaky.
 
   “You handled the Melusine very well. You’ll be rewarded for that,” he announced. His voice was strong for him to be so old.
 
   “Melusine?” I asked.
 
   “The witches and warlocks of the sea,” he explained. “They have always been envious of the Seraphine, since before the time when gods ruled our worlds. Both groups of my children must learn to get along. Or we shall all perish.” 
 
   “And you are?” I asked. His sky blue eyes beamed an inner smile at me. It was almost like I could see the ocean moving inside them. At once I thought of the stone Gia wore around her neck.
 
   “Search your heart for that answer,” he said. 
 
   “Poseidon,” something whispered from in the dark. No way.
 
   “I knew your real father, Caleb. In your world, he was called Aaron Kingsley. In ours, he was simply known as the wanderer. 
 
   “What do you know about him?” I asked, feeling my heart as it raced inside my chest. 
 
   The man cleared his throat and continued. “I only know he had a gift that allowed him to walk through our veil whenever he chose to do so. No human has ever been able to accomplish such a thing without our assistance, that is. He was a powerful and unique type of medicine man. However he was not a flawless human. He made bad choices, chose the wrong side, and used his gifts in a wasteful manner. But in the end, he sacrificed a great deal for both you and your mother.”
 
   I kept quiet, not wanting to miss one word. It also gave me the chance to calm the millions of strange emotions rushing through my body. This man knew where to find Gia. I was sure of it. And he knew my birth father.
 
    “In a land parallel to yours, the children of the fallen angels are fighting the relatives of the archangels. That battle will cross the veil and spill over into the cities under the sea. When that time comes, you must be ready.”
 
   “Me? What can I do? I’m just a regular dude,” I said.
 
   “Do not doubt yourself. Even the ordinary can do great things. Sadly, my children fight each other. Our lands will be affected by the war, too. Those we know as the Dark Ones serve Bernael, the Angel of Chaos. They will try everything to destroy the balance between our worlds. More of your young friends shall disappear. My worst fears have come true. With the sea witch’s help, my daughter, the one you know as Gia, fell into the hands of Bernael’s dark servants. To save you, she agreed to give up a part of her soul. This is a terrible thing, Caleb.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, aching to see Gia. 
 
   His fierce blue eyes softened. “Bernael has used that bit of Gia’s soul to create a Child of Shadows, an abomination called the Dark Seraphine. This child gives the Dark Ones the power to cross over into your land. Break the connection, and free my daughter. To do so you only need to speak her name.”
 
   “Who is this Dark Seraphine?” I asked, swallowing hard, and feeling anxious to get back to whatever place Gia had disappeared into. 
 
   “Be ready, son. I will now leave you with a gift for all you have done.” His sad face faded in and out. My mind began to cloud over, a white haze easing in from the sides. “Wait! I need answers!”  
 
   There was only silence.  
 
   The fog around me cleared, and I was lying in bright green grass. The old man and his strange fire were gone. I turned my head and glanced up at what looked a lot like the ocean floating above me. 
 
   What the hell? At first the sight of a big freaking ocean floating high above my head paralyzed me. I mean, wow, the Empire State Building didn’t hold anything over this. Pressure filled my head, and fear threatened to knock me right back out.
 
   That was until I realized I wasn’t alone. Gia’s face came into view over me. 
 
   She stared deep into my eyes as she stroked my face. I bolted up and pulled her into my arms. Every cell inside my body tingled to life, stealing away my breath and my fears. Her legs had returned, and she wore a light colored dress that was thin enough for me to feel each delicious part of her body. 
 
   I pulled back and stared at her face, memorizing every inch, each detail. I felt the flutter of her heartbeat. I could do that so easily because it beat right in tune with mine. “Don’t ever scare me that way again, do you hear me?” she scolded and stared deep in my eyes. 
 
   “You remember me?” I whispered. Inside this place my voice echoed a thousand times. 
 
   “Yes, you silly thing,” she scolded.
 
   “I have to say your name to free you from the Melusine’s power.” I got right to the point before I lost my nerve. Hero stuff was never my thing, either.
 
   “No. The sea witch told me that you’ll die if you call my name here in this world. She covered everything. Did you hear me, Caleb?” Grasping my shoulders, she glanced deep into my eyes as her bottom lip trembled. She was like a porcelain doll crumbling inside a moment created by cruel people who were anxious to smash the beautiful things she represented.
 
   “But you’ll live. That’s all that matters now.” I moved my hand up to her face and caressed her cheeks. The lively blue and green speckles were back in her beautiful strange eyes. I lost myself inside them, even though her tears screwed up my view.
 
   She slammed her hands over her ears. “I won’t listen to you. You will not die for me.” She meant every word. I knew what had to be done, and so did Gia.
 
   “I’ll croak if I have to live without you, anyway.” I swallowed through the knot in my throat, the tears that never fall, and my breaking heart. “Just let me say something. Please? I know I haven’t been an easy guy to deal with. I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “It’s okay, really. I didn’t win any personality awards either,” she said softly, her breaths ragged, now. I kept my mind as blank as possible. Her connection to the witch was almost gone, but ours was still strong. I had the feeling she had already caught on to my intentions, though.  
 
   “We’ve both waited to hear this. Come here.” I lifted my arms, and gently moved her body closer to mine. Her head rested on my shoulder, and my heart raced a marathon. We stayed that way for a few moments. 
 
   And then Gia lifted her head. Our faces were close enough to each other, so that our breaths became as one. Closing her eyes, a single tear fell from each one. I wiped them away with my thumbs. She moved her lips toward mine. I inhaled. 
 
   You can do this, my man. 
 
   Make the earth warrior’s spirit inside you proud. 
 
   The kiss she gave me, the one that I knew would set her free, fired my heart and released my soul. I moved my lips to her ear, and said, “I love you, with all I’ve got inside me. I love you…Giancarella.” 
 
   “No. I told you not to say my name!” she cried out, her voice cracking through the sobs. “Please don’t leave me.” 
 
   Feeling weak, I lowered my body back down to the grass and glanced upward. Singing voices that sounded as hypnotic as a harp drifted into my ears, soothing them. And Gia’s scent filled my nostrils. My breathing slowed down, and I felt light as a feather. 
 
   The ocean floating above our heads faded, as peace washed over me. 
 
   The girl I love was set free.
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Time moved in this freaky kind of slow motion. 
 
   I was drowning again, or so I thought. But the water tossed me up out of the ocean. My head emerged first, and my body felt all weird, kind of like my insides turned into feathers. Daylight and cold air slapped me in the face. I stroked toward the shores up ahead. Feeling confused and a tad insane, I kept my gaze focused on the beach. Salt water trickled into my mouth. 
 
   Crap! Now I’ll be passing gas all day. 
 
   I was vaguely aware of the place I swam toward. Jumbled thoughts faded in and out of my head, memories of something or someplace I left behind, wherever that might be. Finally my feet touched solid earth. I paddle-walked the rest of the way. The ninja suit I wore stuck to my body, dragging me down. I fell to my knees and leaned over on my hands like a dog. A crap load of sea water shot out of my mouth. I felt like a human faucet by the time I finished puking.
 
   Inhaling a long breath of air, I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feel of sunlight on my face. Bad idea, my man. I hunched over and puked up more water. 
 
   My coughing fit ended. I stood up and glanced around. Hatteras Lighthouse sat far off in the distance. I was on her island, the place where this whole deal started. 
 
   Gia. No wait… 
 
   Giancarella, so perfect and beautiful like her. 
 
   Her name rolled off of my tongue, filling me with warmth and longing at the same time. How was I alive? Most of all I wondered what cruel person sent me back without her.
 
   I made my way over to the rocks lined up along the beach, sat down on the tallest one, and waited for about an hour. I stared at that ocean for almost two hours before reality smacked me hard. Gia was really gone. I lifted my body, heavy and broken, and walked toward the road. I had no car, no sense of time, and no water angel. 
 
   I hitched a ride back to my house. Mom lay on the couch, her face peaceful as she slept. As usual my dad, wait, my stepdad was like a ghost. He was nowhere to be found. Mom stirred a tad, and her eyes fluttered open. They lit up when she focused on me.
 
   “Caleb, honey, where’ve you been?  God, we were so worried.” She hopped right up and embraced me. Closing my eyes, I let my body relax for the first time in weeks.
 
   “I’m sorry I scared you,” I said quietly.
 
   She pulled back and stared into my face. “Your dad and some of the other parents have been out all night. We thought you were lost like those other children they still haven’t found.” 
 
   She meant Ethan, Corey, and Jillian, three of the kids snatched up by the Angel of Chaos and his Dark Agents. Deep inside, I knew she thought about my real dad, and the way he just kind of disappeared, a man who would become my new obsession. I was sure of it.
 
   “I’m okay, Mom. I just need some rest.” I held back a yawn. 
 
   “What happened?” she asked. 
 
   “I—I have no idea,” I answered truthfully. An understanding look passed between us. I didn’t even have the energy left to try and explain to her.
 
   “Go rest, hon. I’ll call your dad and your friends and let them know we found you.” She embraced me again. “I love you, Caleb.”
 
   “Love you too, Mom.” I eased out of her arms. 
 
   We didn’t need to say a whole lot to each other. Just like my Mom, I now understood that my father was different. What did that mean for the future? I had no idea. I turned, drifted upstairs, and instantly fell asleep.
 
   * * *
 
   I breezed through my classes, feeling like a zombie, wondering if Gia would walk in and have something smart-mouthed to say. She never did. Life just kind of buzzed along that Monday after the dance. 
 
   Not one person said a thing about what happened at the All Souls Dance on Saturday night. Everybody recalled seeing a tornado and not much else. One thing a lot of people did complain about was all of the missing cell phones. The photos our classmates took of Gia held evidence of the Seraphine’s existence. Most of the missing devices belonged to the people who stood closest to Gia on Saturday night. Whoever or whatever thing managed to steal so many phones remained a mystery.
 
   It was too much: strange tornados, freak accidents, our missing classmates. Shani and Kyle mostly talked around that part. The only thing my two love struck friends discussed was how to flirt with one another behind the teacher’s back. No one had any memory of getting zapped by a race of mermaids and warlocks with angelic powers. 
 
   By the end of the day, I think I had almost ground my teeth down. The hole in my chest made me feel isolated and weak. Erica strolled over to where I sat alone on the benches in study hall. She wore her trademark pink today, the perfect color for a princess in training. 
 
   “How do you feel, Caleb?” Erica asked, taking a seat beside me.
 
   “Pretty good. You?” 
 
    “I’m alright, I guess. I’m sorry I ran out on you the other night. Thorne was right there, and I couldn’t find you. It was so much happening, you know?” she explained. 
 
   “Yeah, I do. Seriously, you don’t have to explain. Like you said, the two of you have a connection. I can understand that,” I answered, shrugging.
 
   “What do you expect? You keep pushing me away,” she muttered.
 
   “I’m sorry, Erica, for everything.” I stood up and walked off. There was only one place I needed to be. And that was at the spot where I felt closest to her—the sea. 
 
   * * *
 
   I drove out to Hatteras Island, parked my Challenger, and headed over to the rocks where I first saw Gia. So, you’re in love with a mermaid. Uh, yeah. Somebody could make one hell of a rock ballad out of that one. 
 
   The old man with the sky-blue eyes told me to be ready for a war. I wasn’t. I probably never would be. Something in the dark had whispered his name to me. Poseidon the voice said. 
 
   Whoa, my man. You met the god of the sea. Oh yeah, and you fell in love with his daughter too. 
 
   If only I knew more about my real father. At least that would give me something to help me be better prepared. I tossed a couple of stones into the ocean flowing around the boulder I sat on. 
 
   “Stare any harder at that water, Wave Rider, and it just might decide to sweep you away again,” her voice said behind me. 
 
   No way. It can’t be. I was almost afraid to turn around. But I did. Glancing at Gia standing there in the sand, I finally swallowed the knot that had been sitting in my throat for the longest time. I ran toward her. 
 
   Gia held out her arms. She was a vision. The short light blue dress she wore with that leather jacket she loved so much flapped in the wind. Her hair was shoulder length again, as it blew around her face. 
 
   I scooped her up and spun her around. We both fell over, laughing while the world stopped spinning. I wanted to kiss her. I had to kiss her.
 
   “How?” I whispered through my dry throat.
 
   “Somebody kept nagging at me until I promised to bring him back.” Reaching inside her jacket, she pulled out a red starfish. 
 
   “Ticky? No way,” I gasped, excited to see my good luck charm.
 
   “Yeah, he’s pretty persistent when he wants to be,” she beamed. Her expression softened, and her cheeks were flushed. I lost myself inside those strange dark eyes of hers. No, wait. That already happened months ago. 
 
   I glanced around. If Gia came back did that mean the sea witch did too? “What about Mel?”
 
   She lowered her head a moment. “You mean the Melusine sea witch?” I nodded. “She’s not dead, Caleb. My brother only paralyzed her for a while. Her anger over her sister’s death drives her now.”
 
   “I’m sorry about your brother and sisters. I have no idea what that must feel like,” I said truthfully. 
 
   “We weren’t really blood relatives in the way that humans are connected. The Seraphine, well, we consider ourselves brothers and sisters, yes. But we share a connection through our souls. Skin color, money, social status: none of that matters to us. We’re all children of Poseidon. When one of us is injured, we all feel it in some way. It’s terrible,” she muttered, a sad look on her face and tears rising in her eyes. My soul ached for her. No, my heart was breaking along with hers.
 
   “You touched my father’s heart with what you did. No human has ever sacrificed themselves for any of the Seraphine before. He sees you as a reminder of what all races can all be if we bond together. Even through our differences, we can change things. We can stop the fallen’s dark plans. My father sent me here to tell you this.”
 
   “Tell me anything you want,” I said and lowered my forehead down to hers. Lying there in the sand, we both remained silent for the longest time while the ocean sloshed a love song filled with crashing waves. She cradled my head and moved it to lie against her chest. Wrapping her arms around me, she inhaled deeply and said, “Do you hear my heart? It’s saying that it’ll never let you go ever again.” 
 
   Laying there with my head against her chest, I listened to her heartbeat. It was a gorgeous rhythm of life and nature surrounding us, hypnotizing me. 
 
   “I don’t know what it means now that I’m back. I’ll age differently from you. Slower. I do know one thing, though. My father left me the greatest gift ever. He sent me back to the boy I love.” I lifted my head, stared in her eyes, and touched her lips: heart-shaped, soft, perfect. Being this close to her weakened me. Moving my head down, I traced my lips along her chin, the curve of her neck, aching to be as close to her as I possibly could, avoiding the one spot that started all of this.  
 
   “Kiss me, Caleb,” she whispered. 
 
   A stab of dread hit me. I lifted my head and glanced into her eyes. “Will I drain your soul again, if I do that?”
 
   She giggled. I love that sound. “No, silly.” Her face turned serious. “Not anymore.” 
 
   The kiss we shared this time didn’t set off any ancient rivalries or spells or lightning bolts. The only thing our passion set to beating was my heart. 
 
   Pulling apart, we sat up. I dusted the sand out of her hair, and she giggled because one side of my face was covered in it. She reached out and wiped it away. I took her palm in my hand and moved my lips over her soft skin. 
 
   “I thought I’d never see you again,” I finally said.
 
   She scoffed. “How do you think I felt when you just kind of faded away? It was awful,” she whispered, her chest rising as she shook her head.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
   “We still have to deal with the Dark Ones,” Gia said, her face suddenly serious. 
 
   “I don’t get it. Are you still connected to them?” 
 
   “Not really,” she said quietly, lowering her eyes. “I still feel responsible for all that’s happened, though.”
 
   “But the agents are gone, aren’t they?”
 
   “The Dark Ones can’t leave. Not yet,” she said.
 
   “Why? Paige is dead. Mel’s on lockdown.”
 
   “They came for the dark child,” Gia said. 
 
   “You mean the Dark Seraphine?” I asked. “He’s here in New Bern?”
 
   “It’s a she, Caleb,” she inhaled deeply, and stared into my eyes. “Erica is the Dark Seraphine.”
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   I am a butterfly. No. I am a toad like the prince in the fairy tales. Maybe tomorrow I’ll decide to be one or the other.
 
   The time for daydreaming comes later. Today, I focus on my initiation ceremony, the scariest thing I’ve ever experienced. A Caducean is the most respectable type of warrior, the demon slayer. They’ve been around forever. The elders say that long ago the Archangel Gabriel came down and personally blessed the first warrior with his own blood. How I would love to have seen that day. I am fortunate, though. The head alchemist chose me to be among the group’s sacred ranks. 
 
   Girls stand along the aisles that lead to the stage. They smile and bat their eyes at me. Beautiful. Total opposite of me with my chopped bronzy-blonde hair held back in a ponytail. My well-toned frame isn’t super masculine, but it’s not scrawny either. Delicate creatures who could never understand all I’ve been through. Only males are allowed to pledge Caducean. 
 
   In my land, females attend schools where they either learn the medicinal arts or the sacred dances. The last female who picked up a Caducean’s weapon was exiled, and her family banished. A cruel punishment, but it was necessary according to the leaders. I consider it all to be crap. Our anal rulers dictate what they believe is best for us all by keeping the roles of boys and girls separate. They consider themselves to be preserving the old ways. Too bad their dim-witted rules didn’t save my parents. 
 
    I walk toward the podium on the stage where the leaders wait to bless me. Mabry, the Caducean order’s head alchemist, stands behind the podium and waits. His keen eyes bore into me, but he doesn’t smile. He never smiles. My chest swells until I feel as if it’ll burst from pride. Blood surges through my veins, firing up parts of my body I didn’t know existed. I can do this thing that’s assigned to me.  If not for the one I love who waits back home for me, then at least for the parents I lost to our enemies.
 
   Finally, I reach the stage. “Congratulations, Desmond. The Sons of Gabriel welcome you into our Caducean clan,” headmaster Mabry says. I kneel, hiding my eyes. Father always said the eyes are your soul’s windows. Hide them from everybody except the worthy. Open them too wide and all your thoughts will fly out, leaving you empty and dry. Close them too tightly and your soul can go dark. Today, I want nothing to spill. My secrets will stay in my house of pain, the place where revenge lives inside me, waiting for its rebirth like a newborn’s soul. 
 
   After I receive my wing medallion, my two bunkmates, Carl and Levy, take turns bumping against my right shoulder. “All right, Tarrenton. You did it man. You’re one of us now,” Carl says. 
 
   “Don’t think you get first dibs on the hottie with the big brown eyes staring me down right now,” Levy says, nodding his head toward someone standing behind me.  I glance back and see a girl dressed in a banana yellow dress. I stifle an urge to laugh because this crazy image flashes through my head. I picture Keta peeling off the dress for Levy just before she smacks him for being, well, a jerk. 
 
   “Her name is Keta,” I say in my deepest voice, hoping it hides the amusement in my tone.
 
   “Keta? There’s a name for you, man,” Carl says to Levy who is practically undressing her with his eyes. “Keta that rhymes with Peeta.”  He laughs and snorts. Levy punches his arm.
 
   Keta turns on the brightest smile I’ve ever seen an tilts her head to the side. This attention causes Levy to start swaggering. And he gets too brash when he points to the space beside him, summoning the girl as if she is a beast in the field. 
 
   She stretches her arms over her head. Her movements are graceful and girlish and everything that drives a guy wild.  Carl and Levy both start swaying and fidgeting. Things guys do when a hot girl is on their radar.  The smile she gives them could light a dark room. Still, she doesn’t obey Levy. His smile fades a tad, and he glances at us. I tuck my lips in, and Carl covers his mouth. 
 
   Levy’s family belongs to a royal celestial line, the Grigorian clan. And he always manages to charm his way into uncompromising positions with all the sacred dancers. But this one stands her ground. Levy grumbles and whirls around to face us. 
 
   The sacred dancers keep the peace between the various houses by performing the ritualistic dance of the silver moon once per month. Only Caduceans are allowed to be paired with a dancer and only Royals such as the Grigoris and Indrails get first dibs.
 
   Keta shakes her head, ignoring Levy’s caveman summon. He grumbles, picks up the punch bowl on the table beside him, and slams it to the ground. Keta’s hesitation infuriates him. Plus, Carl and I pump up the situation with our laughter. Levy’s ego is now on the line. I resist the urge to tell him Keta’s real secret to her Grigorian immunity. 
 
   He shoves his arms out to the side and twists his handsomely chiseled face into a smirk. “What the hell is wrong with you, girl? Can’t you see I’m waiting for you to get over here?” Levy turns back to us and scoffs as though he expects us to support his arrogance. 
 
   “Hey. You’re the pro, royal one. You don’t need help from the lower subjects standing here,” Carl says. 
 
   “Haha. Very funny,” Levy says and turns back to face Keta. 
 
    Slowly, Keta brings her arms over her head, stretching as if she’s about to either take a nap or start a new dance. She moves her right hand down the side of her face, her neck, her right breast. It is the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen. And then she moves her left hand up to her cheek and gives Levy a fine view of her middle finger. Carl and I don’t even try to hold back the laughter this time. We spit all over each other and Levy whose face is so red I believe it could make a strawberry look pale. 
 
   “Yeah, screw you too, witch girl,” Levy says and then turns to me. “She’s probably more your type anyway, Desmond. Real scrawny and short.” 
 
   “She hasn’t been missing any meals,” Carl says, eyeing Keta and then turning back to me, a grin spreading across his lips. I don’t need to be a mind reader to know what he’s thinking.
 
   “All right, man. You can use me to get over the sting from that slap. I understand,” I say.
 
   Carl and I laugh again, but Levy wears a murderous look. Not getting his way, and with someone considered to be on a lower level than himself, was definitely not in the plan tonight. Keta grins and walks off to go mingle with the other dancers.
 
   Carl and Levy have stuck by my side the entire time, the fellas, my boys. Through the training that almost killed me. The tattoo ceremony that left the mark of the perfect warrior etched into my shoulder, a star with seven points sitting in a circle. Carl even waited with me outside the barracks while my shower took longer than everyone else’s. And the fire test, that no boy or man has ever gotten through without giving in to his fear. That one was the hardest. I almost didn’t achieve my goal, and I screwed up a few times. 
 
   The fire test involved walking along a tight wire erected over the lake of fire. Everybody knew the elders wouldn’t let the initiates fall and burn. Not too many boys were willing to put enough faith in their masters to make it all the way across the wire, though. 
 
   But I made it to the other side. Even though my body was drenched with sweat by the time I finished, I screamed until I was hoarse. The other initiates surrounded me, applauded me, made me into the hero I needed to be.
 
   We’re all alike now, my brothers and me. Pledging our lives to the father, the Archangel Gabriel, was the ultimate goal. And I did it. I made my way into the group, made them love and accept me. I will now fight to protect my land from the fallen ones and their relatives, our enemies—Bernael the angel of chaos and rage. 
 
   I risk everything, but gain nothing…not yet, anyway. The ultimate task is yet to come. 
 
   Keta approaches me after the ceremony has ended. She walks with her hands on her hips, and her face looks all funny. I think of Levy and how he fought for her attention. A giggle tickles my throat. 
 
   A giggle you say? Desmond, the mighty Caducean warrior giggles when he sees a girl? 
 
   This isn’t just any girl, though. She’s my best friend, has been ever since we were babies running through the dandelion fields. A strange chill runs through me as she approaches—but not because of Keta, no. It’s because of what she represents to me and where I know we are headed to. 
 
   “We have less than four hours to get ready. If we’re late, Leia will have our scalps,” Keta says. 
 
   “You could’ve been a tad nicer to my boy you know,” I say.
 
   She turns and gives me a disbelieving look. Her little heart-shaped mouth twists into a smirk. “I can’t believe you just said that. He’s a total ass.” 
 
   “True. But he can’t help it. He’s Grigorian for Gabriel’s sake,” I say.
 
   “Grigorian, smordian, the idiot’s unstable. You saw the way he slammed that bowl on the floor. All because I wouldn’t look at him. The nerve.” Glancing around, she moves real close to me. I can smell her vanilla-scented perfume and can see every detail in her sacred makeup. I understand why she drives guys like Levy crazy. 
 
   We make our way outside the ceremonial hall. To the people standing around us, we appear to be a sacred dancer walking with a warrior. I glance up. The sky frightens me with its angry black and red clouds along the edges of a moonlit sky. I hope it’s not an omen. Much has to be accomplished tonight, and I won’t let my mother and father down. Memories of time spent with my family calm my nerves and help me to control my trembling limbs. 
 
   She’s taking me to see the one I love, the person who led me to this fork in the road. We scurry down deserted streets. Everyone gathers at the ceremonial hall on sacred Saturdays. Getting around without being seen is easy on this night. The moon shines its silver light over the streets, giving them a creepy glow as if Keta and I walk in a painting. It doesn’t take long to reach the dark districts, the hangouts where nephilim kids of all classes and types can mingle. The smells here are different too. More fish, more sewage, more death. My toes tingle, and my arms can already feel my beloved’s body inside them. Thoughts of the things I can’t wait to say whirl in my mind.
 
   But I think Keta wants to be sure I never find that happiness.  “Stop this charade. End it tonight. If the alchemists find out what you’ve been up to, there won’t be any mercy given, Des. You’ll be executed, and I’ll be all alone.”
 
   Tears line her eyes. She’s really scared for me. I never considered my best friend would cry over the idea of losing me. Seeing them on a face that cares about me should’ve been enough to make me change my plans. But the screams, the burning house, and the awful flesh smell still haunt my thoughts like a plague. Those are the last memories I have of my parents. 
 
   Keta’s parents live inside a golden adobe house. When she finishes her dance tonight, they’ll be waiting with smiles. When I get home, my brother will whine about his hunger. My grandfather will be staring at the painting of the lavender rose on the wall the way he always does. 
 
   I harden my face and say, “You’d better head back to get ready for the ceremony. I’ll be there before it starts.” Her wide brown eyes stare at me incredulously. “I don’t want to talk about this. Just go.” 
 
   Her bottom lip trembles and she gathers her skirt up. “Please think about what you’re doing. They’ll banish you to the human land the same way they did that other girl they caught using a Caducean weapon.” 
 
   And there flew the butterfly’s secret straight out into the open. I am a girl disguised as a boy in a group known to execute traitors.
 
   “Lower your voice,” I hiss. “And they’ll find out much faster if you keep blabbing about it so loudly.” 
 
   “Good. Maybe they need to know. That way, you can lose everything now before you do something else stupid with—with him,” Keta hisses back. 
 
   “Yes, and I will make sure she stays safe, during each wildly retarded second,” a male’s deep voice says behind me. My heart flips into my throat. He eased up behind us without making a sound. Stepping out of the shadows, Seth beams a crazy sexy grin at us both. How could Keta be so hard up against that smile?
 
   “How long have you been spying on us, Sir Creepy Guy?” Keta asks, her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Long enough to hear how much you adore me, Keta,” Seth says, easing to my side and sliding an arm around my waist.  
 
   “You leave a bad taste in my mouth, Seth Alton,” Keta says, her shoulders squared.
 
   “Yes, well, I didn’t say a word about how badly your dress hurts my eyes; But then, some of us do have manners,” Seth says just before he turns around and kisses me. Keta spins around and stomps off back toward the ceremonial hall.
 
   My knees weaken, and I find myself struggling to keep them straight. He is my reason for living, my soul. The person who taught me how to walk over fire, the one I love.  The pull I resist daily, the person who turned me from a frightened girl into a warrior boy in one night.
 
   * * *
 
   “My sweet little flower. It’s so good to hold you again.” Seth moves my face closer to his. Hidden inside the wine room upstairs in the local tavern, we make up for the week's worth of time missed since Seth has been gone.
 
    I don’t dare breathe, probably couldn’t even if I wanted. Something deeper than darkness lies in the way he moves, talks, and stares at me. An abyss, that’s what I see in his eyes. And when he glances at me, I fall in deeper each time. 
 
   When did I become such a weakling? I was never this way before my parents died three years ago. Being utterly dependent on another human being signifies weakness father always said. Yet, here I stand with my chest aching, and my hands sweating as I become the very thing I fear the most—a soft girl. I turn into a puddle of batting eyelashes and sappy heartbeats. Each time he touches me, I scatter into a thousand drops of water splattered all over the floor. 
 
   “What do you need me to do?” I whisper. His lips brush across mine, tickling them. Shivers wrack my body, my soul. He pulls back and smiles with his eyes. I have already figured out how much he enjoys toying with me this way. Seth Alton isn’t the type of guy who doesn’t understand the way he affects people. But what I don’t know is just how far I will go to make this last forever. 
 
   “I need for you to show me,” he says, easing his lips down the side of my cheek and toward my neck, his breath a flame igniting the fire inside me. And when he starts nibbling so very close to my jugular vein, I almost take him right then and there.  Control. If I am to be a Caducean, then I will need to learn control. Otherwise they’ll catch on to my secret.
 
   “Show you what? I don’t have the secret to winning the lottery, or anything,” I say through gasps, anxious to control my shaking limbs. 
 
   He pulls back and stares into my eyes a long moment before he says anything. “I need for you to show me how much I mean to you.” And then his face goes blank, distant. Sure, guys are known as masters of mood swings when it comes to hiding emotion. But Seth’s ability to turn his feelings off in a flash frightens me. I make a little laugh because I don’t know what else to do right then. His face stays bland and serious. My smile fades, and an uneasy feeling creeps along my neck.
 
   A guy demanding the love proof test almost never turns out to be a good thing. Oh hell. 
 
   “What, dare I even ask, do you mean?” I say.
 
   His black-blue eyes, the ones that don’t reflect anything, rest on my face. The expression on his is serious.
 
    “I want you to assassinate the head alchemist,” he says as if he just asked me to attend the prom. 
 
   The silence between us is like a river. Only I’m sinking to the bottom, my chest filling with a bucket of anxiety, his love an anchor weighing me down.
 
   I met Seth six months ago. He saved me that day in the forest when I was out hunting with my brother. I had fallen and twisted my ankle, and a wild boar was about to spear me. Heart thudding, I could almost taste my death. But Seth stepped between us, lifted the creature by the horns, and flung it into a tree the way a child might toss an old doll. 
 
   Seth quickly consumed my world after that. Like me, he lost his parents at an early age, so our bond was a natural one. He was the disease that girls like me always claimed we were immune to. My vaccination expired faster than I thought it would though. Soon, we were inseparable. Never mind the spotty appearances he made throughout the weeks. Forget that he never explained why he wanted me to pose as a boy among a sacred group of warriors. Red flags are easy to ignore when love comes knocking on your heart’s aching door. Especially when love arrives in a tall, dark-haired, and well-built package with an attitude tied around the outside.
 
   “Do you have any clue about what happens to Caducean traitors? I’ve already accepted Gabriel’s blood even though I’m a girl. You asked me to spy. I’ve done that. What more do you want? My very soul?” I say. But I already feel love’s delicate fingers reaching into my mind, clouding and tempting it, making me weak. 
 
   “I don't want yours, no—only the lead alchemist's soul and his key. The one that opens Gabriel's artifact room,” he says.
 
   I smirk, make a light laugh, and hope he's joking. “All right. That sounds tons easier. I kill Mabry after I take the Archangel's key. Oh, and that would be the one he practically sleeps with every night.” I wait for his laugh. Instead, he glares at me a short moment and a chill settles over me.
 
   Seth sighs, stands, and then turns his back to me. True, he asks me to do the impossible. But sitting there watching his back this way frightens me. I inhale sharply and hold it inside me. I stand and reach toward him.
 
   He turns his eyes back on me, only this time something zips inside them. Gold flashes. I gasp and take a step back. He steps forward, pulling me into his arms, caressing me gently. Resolve melts away before he even says his next words. 
 
   “Have you ever wondered what really happened to your parents?” he says in a velvety smooth voice.
 
   This conversation surprises me. Everybody in Bardonia knows what happened to my parents. So I scoff a little before I say, “You’re kidding right? They were killed by the fallen, Bernael’s men.” 
 
   Seth makes a sound, something similar to a laugh and shakes his head. He’s not the type of guy who’ll bring something up without good reason. “The alchemists had them killed. It’s true that Bernael’s men did it. But the protection house you lived in, its location was hidden by an invisibility spell.” 
 
   Swallowing hard, I keep my green eyes locked on Seth’s. My mind becomes a room closing in on me, and I don’t like where this is going. “And?”
 
   “And…how did they manage to find the house? No one can break through an alchemist’s invisibility barrier.” He moves closer to me, wipes away the tear rolling down my cheek. The answer is painfully obvious, but I dare not say a word.  “Mabry was the one who made the call to have your parents butchered.”
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut and picture Father's calm face and hear Mother's cheerful laugh, things that always calm me down when I'm afraid or angry. My parents used to argue and fight big time. She’d always yell about how he was endangering his children each time he took something through the doorways to the human world—something that turned him into a target for the fallen. A thing the men butchered my mother to take.
 
   The day the fallen had stormed our house, my brother, Tobie, and I hid under the floor, watching through the cracks, praying our hiding spot was enough to silence our gasps and thudding hearts. Covering my brother’s eyes, I followed the trail of blood rolling across the floor overhead as it trickled through the cracks and plopped down on my face. 
 
   The world spins and stops, leaving my stomach filled with nausea each time I think about what Seth just said. It’s as though I’m yarn, and life keeps twisting me inside a wheel. Each time I think I can handle the pain, the loss, the wheel turns and pulls me in a new direction. 
 
   Trembling, I turn away from Seth. I truly believe he didn’t tell me this news to hurt me. But now that I know, I want somebody to hurt the way I do. Why would Mabry do such a thing? What was it my father had that would tick off two rival groups enough to have him killed? The drive inside me—that thirst for revenge mixed with pain and loss—chills me to the core. Tears hide behind the stone wall I put up. I’ll rip my eyes out before I let them fall. 
 
   Seth eases up behind me. His body creates a warm current that flows over mine. “Why don’t you ask the head alchemist that question? That is, after you take the Archangel's key,” he says. 
 
   I spin around. This new ability, this way he just read my mind is yet another thing I learn that he can do. Combined with everything else, Seth’s little surprises rattle me. Only Royals can read minds. Who is Seth Alton, this boy I love so deeply?
 
   “You—you just read my thoughts. How did you do that?” I say. 
 
   “Easy enough. Magic, of course.”  He flashes a smile that keeps me from exhaling and eases his mouth down to mine.
 
    I hold a hand up between us. He stops and focuses on my face. “What are you?” I ask. Part of me knows his answer doesn’t really matter. Love is a deep and dangerous minefield. You can step on one bomb, no bombs, or set them all off at once depending on the path you take to the other side. 
 
   He eases my hand away, moves his lips to my neck. “Some call me the alpha. Others like to say I’m the omega, the first and the last of my kind.”  His breath tickles my neck, and I shiver like never before.  “Either way, I’m the one who will help you avenge your parents' deaths. After you take the key and get in the artifact room, you'll need to look for a small vial shaped like an hourglass. I hear the alchemist keeps it on a fancy display out in the open, so getting it should be easy enough. When you're done with the alchemist, then bring the vial back to me, and we’ll leave this place.” 
 
   “But what about Tobie? And grandfather won’t eat if I’m not there to remind him,” I say. My stomach tightens, and my chest fills with flutters. Plotting someone's death doesn't come as easily for me as it does Seth.
 
   “Your brother is pledging his life to Gabriel. He belongs to the Caduceans. You know how possessive that group can be now, don’t you?” He lifts my chin, so I stare into his dark eyes. “I want you to be clear about who your enemy is. I need you by my side.”
 
   His mouth finds mine, parts my lips, kisses me with hungry passion. This is the kiss of a dying man, a passionate one that says your very soul depends on how well you will remember it. If it wasn't for Seth, I'd have been killed by a wild animal. I owe him so much more than I can repay.
 
   Images of my parents' frightened faces shuffle through my mind. My entire being fills with a mixture of anger and desire, a dangerous combination for the butterfly-toad warrior in me. I feel as if I either need to run outside and break something, or explode from the way Seth’s kisses make me feel powerful. The path across my minefield is clear. Tonight, the alchemists will pay for destroying my family.
 
   * * *
 
   When I walk into our little cottage, Tobie is gone. Grandfather sits beside the fireplace and stares at the painting on the opposite wall; the one with the lavender rose in the middle. The heat and burning wood smell comforts me, reminding me of all the good times Tobie, grandfather, and I had. And it makes this decision the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. But first I need to clarify a few things.
 
   Grandfather’s face contorts into the strangest expression as he sits. How could I even consider leaving him this way? I force my feet to ease toward my room, guilt and anger still tearing at me inside.
 
    “Your mama had the most beautiful smile. It’s where you get yours from, you know. She painted that picture there. Did you know that, gal?” he says without looking at me. I shake my head and move to the sofa in front of him. I consider asking him about Father’s involvement with the fallen, but the pained look on his face stops me.  “Your mother said the lavender rose is the ultimate temptation. It’s not all full of pride like the red rose, or delicate like the white one.” 
 
   I keep quiet. These are the most words he has spoken in almost three years. 
 
   “It was her calling card, that there rose,” he says.
 
   “Calling card?” I ask. 
 
   “Every assassin has a symbol, and the lavender rose was hers,” he says in a strong voice, his wrinkled face stern.  
 
   “Mother wasn’t an assassin. It’s illegal for women to practice the fighting arts. Say she was this killing machine, then why didn’t she defend herself against the fallen?” I ask, my chest tightening, and my voice rising to match his. Surely grandfather is lying. How could mother have kept such a secret? But then, I am the daughter who manages to do the same thing every day. 
 
   “She killed many of Bernael’s men before all was done. She fought for that honor which your father died without regaining,” he says.
 
   “Why didn’t you stop them? It was your place to fight, not hers,” I say, even though I know I’m hurting him.  
 
   Grandfather was left crippled after he fought in the celestial wars twenty years ago. His shattered kneecaps make walking difficult. For this reason, the fallen spared his life after killing his daughter in front of him. He lives with ghosts and demons the same way that I do now.
 
   “Only when that alchemist lifted the barrier did your mama lose her focus. They didn’t stand a chance after that. I watched everything. Those animals butchered them,” he says, the things I needed to hear. Everything else he said before those words are just whispers blowing away in the wind. 
 
   Heat rushes through my body. I rock back and forth on the couch. Knocks sound at the door. Grandfather’s frightened eyes move toward it. 
 
   It’s the live-in caretaker I hired. “Everything's all right, grandfather. I’ve found someone to look after you the way you’ve taken care of me and Tobie all these years,” I say, even though I was the one who took care of them both.
 
   Grandfather reaches down, opens a compartment hidden under his chair’s seat, and removes a wooden box. My eyes widen. I’ve never seen it before. He slides the lid off. Two Celtic daggers lay side by side. A dried rose bud lies between them. He sets the box down on his lap and places the daggers in my hands. “They’re all I have left—memories of my daughter, my rose. They're yours now,” he says, and then turns back toward the picture my mother painted, returning to the world inside his mind.  
 
   I move to my room as if I’m a ghost walking inside a host’s body, pack my things, brief the caretaker, stare at my mother’s daggers and the dried rose. And then I walk out the door and into the frigid night. 
 
   * * *
 
   Sitting inside the dressing room of the ceremonial hall, I prepare for the sacred dance. The silver dress I flaunt highlights my curves, but covers the Caducean tattoo, the star that means the perfect male. My hair that I normally wear held back in a tight, stubby ponytail falls around my face, framing it with soft curls. My mind races with everything I’ve learned from Grandfather. And after what he told me, I know I can do this thing now. 
 
   Keta walks in and eases the door closed. “Finally. I didn’t think you were coming. How nice. You actually look and smell like a girl again.” She moves over to where I sit, picks up a brush, and fluffs my bangs hanging over my dotted eyebrows, the lead sacred dancer's identifying mark. Filling in the missing hairs with eye liner has been tiresome. I slipped up one time in front of Carl. I'd been so psyched about winning the relay races that I forgot to do it. If Carl noticed my screw up, he never once mentioned it. But Keta notices everything about me.
 
   The silence between us deafens me, even though we don’t say a word. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t miss this night for all the silver coins in the world,” I say. Keta pauses, the brush poised in mid-air. 
 
    “Do I even wanna know what that means?” she says. I stay silent. Keta scoffs. “What has he talked you into doing this time? Because whatever it is, I’m not supporting it.” I lower my eyes, the windows to my soul. 
 
   Keta’s family and Mabry are close. What happens tonight will change our friendship forever. The idea of betraying my best friend almost dims the fire inside me; but even her love fails to soften my heart, tainted by the memories. So I inhale, hold my breath, and curse the sting in my nose. I’ll take Seth’s secret to the grave, along with the souls of those who killed my mother. 
 
   Keta sighs and slams the brush down on the table beside me. And then she swings my chair around. Her chest heaves, and I wonder if she intends to hit me. She might be tiny, but her anger makes her strong. 
 
   “Don’t do this, whatever it is he’s talked you into this time. Don’t you even care about us?” Her brown eyes plead. It takes everything in me to control the tears ripping at my throat. 
 
   “How could you ask that question? I care too much,” I say.
 
   “I know you, Desi. We’ve been together forever. Something is eating away at you. Please tell me. Please.” Her voice cracks. My beautiful friend knows. She has always been able to feel my pain, to see my darkest thoughts. I hide nothing from her, even though she’s not a royal. When we were little girls, we always joked about how perfect a couple we’d make if one of us were a boy. 
 
   I lift my eyes, and lock gazes with her. “The alchemists had my parents killed.”
 
   Several expressions cross her face before she says anything. “No. You can’t go around saying things like that. Mabry would never—”
 
   “He created the order, Keta. He set my father up so the Caduceans could flush out Bernael’s army.” Heat rises in my body, and I want Keta to feel some of the pain the way I do. “Your precious Mabry murdered my parents.” 
 
   Keta shakes her head, brown curls flowing across her shoulders. “Can’t you see what he’s doing? He’s lying to you. Seth is the one who isn’t right. He’s turned you into a totally different person.”
 
   “Grandfather confirmed everything,” I say, my voice rising. A faraway look crosses Keta’s face. She still doesn’t want to believe her godfather is the one responsible for my pain over the last three years. 
 
   “I’m leaving before I say something I’ll regret.” I snatch up my veil and shove it on my head. Gauzy white material clouds my view so no one can see my face.
 
   Keta grabs my arm. “What are you going to do? Because if you’re thinking of something insanely dumb, like getting back at the head alchemist, then forget it.” 
 
   I stop and stare at the floor, feeling grateful for the veil that hides my eyes. Gasping, she covers her mouth. The tension between us is thick like fog. But I guess it’s better for the clouds to arrive now so I can get used to not being able to see her anymore.
 
   Her next words shake me to the core. “I won’t let him turn you into a murderer. I’ll kill him myself if I have to.” My heart thuds so loudly, I’m sure the girls in the rooms beside ours can hear it.
 
   I believe her, but she can’t stop me. My mind is wicked, and my heart is dry.  These are tough things for even Keta to beat. Numb determination gives me strength to walk out the door, leaving my best friend sobbing in the room behind me. 
 
   * * *
 
   I dance the sacred dance as I’ve never done it before. As if this is my last dance and the head alchemist’s final ritual. All eyes in the room are on me, the butterfly dancing her life away. The toad waiting for the guy she loves to join her, turning her back into a princess with his kiss. 
 
   Mabry, Levy, Carl, and Keta stand along the sides. Each one of them sways to the tribal song. The thud in each beat vibrates in my chest, reminding me that the song is almost over. It’s time to put our plan into action.  
 
   And then he eases up behind me as if the Caduceans trained him in the stealth arts too. I can sense his presence before I even turn to see him. Whirling around, I find Seth Alton turned warrior. Dressed in a black silk shirt and pants, silver earrings, and winged rings on his middle fingers, he manages to pull off the Caducean thing with breathtaking ease. As we circle one another, I take in the way he looks. To everyone around us, he appears to be a visiting warrior from another tribe. 
 
   Now, all eyes are on both of us. We move closer. He laces his fingers in mine, pulls me against his chest, and swings me along with the beat. The room disappears. I find it hard to keep my mind focused on what we’re about to do. My silly-girl heart beats too fast. The way Seth’s body heats next to mine excites me. Keta’s words echo in the back of my mind, but I shake them off. Focus. Seth isn’t the one who killed my parents. That honor belongs to Mabry.
 
   The drums fade, replaced by a string quartet and a singer whose voice rivals a songbird. 
 
   It’s the head alchemist's turn to dance with the lead sacred. Me. My trembling hands anger me. The time for nerves and hesitation has passed. Too much rides on me being able to do my part. Silently, I curse my body into obedience. 
 
   Mabry approaches me with all the grace and manners of the TriGate alchemists.  The music changes to a slower beat, a waltz, something that Seth couldn’t have planned better. Getting my hands inside his jacket will be easy, now. 
 
   “May I have this dance, my girl?” Mabry holds out a hand to me and lowers his head. I wish he wouldn’t be so nice to me. This kindness makes my dry heart beat faster. And for the first time in three years, I question the hate it holds so near. 
 
   I clear my mind, adjust the veil so my face stays hidden. Head alchemists can get inside your mind faster than royal bloods. Mabry and I are the only couple on the dance floor. We will dance until the silver moon rises to its highest point in the sky. Five minutes gives me all the time I need. First, I want to end my confusion. I need to have a clear picture of why I hate Mabry so much. 
 
   “My mother was a dancer. She taught me these moves,” I say.
 
   “I remember. Her technique was exquisite like a swan, and she was as beautiful as the lavender roses she adored,” he says. I inhale sharply and hold it. This news takes me by surprise.
 
   “You were close to her like that?” I ask, fighting the doubt demon telling me how wrong I am about Mabry. How selfish I am to be considering something that will destroy my best friend. But then I glance over at Seth, my teacher, lover, and friend and everything wrenches back into place.
 
   Mabry hesitates as though considering the best answer. He has a noble face and honest dark eyes—things that seem out of place on a murderer. “I was close to your mother. We were best friends. I taught her how to be an assassin.”
 
   My mouth drops open, and my feet move off beat. Suddenly, the music dims and my chest tightens so I can’t breathe. I stop and lean over. The crowd stirs a tad but Mabry silences them and steadies my body. Did he expect me to react this way? 
 
   “Easy, girl. We can sit this one out.” He bends over, grasps my waist, and I see the key Seth described shining inside the inner pocket of Mabry's vest. It gleams the brightest gold I’ve ever seen. I remind myself why I hate Mabry, replay Grandfather’s words in my head, and ease my hand into the fabric. The key slips into my palm, and I can’t help feeling this all happened too easily. 
 
   “I’m better now,” I say, allowing him to pull me close so I can look him in the eyes. I adjust my veil and drop the key down into my bra. “You taught my mother an illegal art?” He nods and studies me with sad eyes as we continue the sacred dance. 
 
   You hate him, Desi. You hate him, Desi. Don't let his sad eyes fool you.
 
   “Well, it didn’t help her. Bernael’s army still overpowered both my parents,” I say. “People say a Caducean lifted the invisibility spell on our house. That’s how the fallen got to them.” I wait for him to digest this news and watch for the tell-tale signs in his face. Against my will, my body stiffens. I am failing at remaining calm the way Seth told me to do.
 
   “Please understand I did my very best to help your mother prepare,” he says.
 
   “Prepare for what? Her death?” I hiss, jerking my hands away. 
 
   “For many things. Women should be as prepared to fight as their male comrades. I taught your mother the Caducean arts, so she could protect herself. Your father made bad choices. Decisions that can start another war none of us are ready to see. The humans that live on the other side of the doorway must be protected. Even if that means a few Bardonians must die for the cause.”
 
   His words make me dizzy, and I’m almost certain he knows something about me that he’s not saying. Why bring the Caducean creed up at this point? Why say the very things to weaken my resolve when I’m already confused? 
 
   “I don’t want to dance anymore.” I turn, walk over to Seth, and bury my head in his chest. 
 
   The lights dim. Above the building, silver moonlight beams down through the glass ceiling and covers the room. Chants sound around Seth and me as the dedication ritual starts. 
 
   Part of me wants to find Keta and abandon this plan. The other half, my stronger half belongs to Seth. Standing in the dark beside him, I breathe in his earthy scent, and feel his lips at my ear. Stomach flopping, I listen closely for his words when I place the key in his hand. We move back and stare at each other. The brightness in his eyes, the odd way the silver light reflects in them, erases all thoughts of grandfather sitting alone with a stranger back home. 
 
   “What has my little flower decided to do?” Seth whispers to me as we stand under the silver light, holding on to each other. 
 
   Clasping my hands behind his neck, I move his head down to my lips and say, “She’s going to assassinate the head alchemist.”
 
   * * *
 
   Hours pass before the Great Hall empties. And then I’m inside the hallways of the alchemist’s house, the place where I trained to earn Gabriel’s wing medallion. Dressed as the Caducean warrior Desmond, I creep along the hallways hidden by the darkness. 
 
   Months of my life have been spent inside these walls, so I know this floor plan like it’s one of my body parts. For safety reasons, no one outside the Caducean tribe is allowed to enter the training barracks. Anyone caught breaking in could be sentenced to death. The key to the head alchemist’s room will only work for those touched by the Archangel Gabriel’s blood. 
 
   I reach Mabry's chambers. For months, I've studied his schedule, so I know he lies sleeping now. Inside his spacious room, candlelight illuminates the form in his bed. He sleeps soundly, which is kind of odd for someone in such a powerful position. 
 
   I repeat his last words, the ones where he said my parents needed to die for the cause, over and over in my head. Even so, my heart beats loud and fast. It screams for me to reconsider my plan, but tears at my mind when I think of betraying Seth. Terrified doesn’t begin to touch the way my skin crawls and stomach lurches. 
 
   My short, but loud breaths almost give me away. I raise my hands above my head, my mother’s Celtic dagger aimed over his chest. The form in the bed shuffles a tad just before it bolts upright to a sitting position. 
 
   But the person staring back at me isn’t Mabry. It’s Keta.
 
   I gasp. A thousand thoughts rush through me, leaving me dizzy. From in the shadows beside the bed, Carl steps into the light. He carries a fireblade and aims its red tip straight at my chest; but the only thing I see is my best friend's face.
 
   "I'm sorry, Des. I couldn't let you do this," Keta says, shuffling out of the bed. 
 
   “It’s over, Desmond. We know what you’re planning to do,” Carl says. So Keta hasn’t told him everything. He still thinks I’m the boy who trained with him over the past six months. I glance around, wondering when the head alchemist will enter the room.  “Don’t worry, I told Mabry to meet me at the practice fields outside of town. I wanted to confront you myself first.”
 
   I lower my dagger and strengthen my resolve. None of the other boys made it across the fire lake. I was the only one. Tonight, I pull from the same strength. It fuels my courage, giving me the guts to move on with my plans.
 
   “I knew I should’ve taken both you and your sorry brother out when I had the chance.” Behind me, Levy steps into the room. Another boy stands beside him. “That's right. I know the assassin's secret. The farm girl who fooled us all into thinking she was one of us. You got sloppy, though, Desi-mond. I saw you leave with your bitchy little friend after the ceremony, and I followed you.”
 
   Keta and I exchange nervous glances. Carl looks surprised too. Sweat covers my palms. 
 
   “You're no better than your sorry traitor father. Mabry wasn’t the one who lifted that spell. He's too weak-minded to pull off something like that. You want to know who lifted the barrier? I did. Your father should never have had protection like that in the first place.”
 
   My body tenses just before my muscles start to quiver. The candlelight casts shadows over Levy's eyes, making him look devious. As he stands here killing me with his words, I almost expect him to become the monster I suspect he has always been. But then, I’m a demon slayer. Getting rid of monsters is what I do. 
 
   “You went through all that trouble, the pain, the torture. Things only men should worry with in the first place. And just so you could hear about how I brought your sorry father down,” Levy says. “And you thought I was all looks and no brains. Poor mixed up servant thing. I don’t even know what to call you.”
 
   Keta moves toward me. I recoil a tad. I’m still not sure how I feel about her. Levy’s words root me to the floor as if I'm paralyzed like grandfather. I don't think I’ll ever be able to move again.
 
   In one night three people I care about more than life itself have betrayed me. And in one final thought, I decide I will stay true to my vows, I will protect grandfather, my brother, and my mother's memory. 
 
   “You weren’t supposed to tell this pompous ass hole,” Keta says to Carl. Levy shoots her a hard look. Suddenly, I'm more afraid for her than myself.
 
   “You told me not to say anything to him. So I didn't,” Carl says to Keta.
 
   “Don't worry. Mabry's safe. He knows that I’ll handle this in my own way,” Levy says, and I realize how much I hate his voice. “He sent me to handle our little assassin who wants to be a man. So handle her like a man we'll do.”
 
   “You are such a coward. There isn't a man in here that couldn't take you down,” Keta says, before she pays any mind to me warning her as best I can, before Carl can react to Levy's fist, balled up so tightly that it shakes.
 
   And then Levy moves over to Keta so fast no one even notices what happened until she lies on the floor beside Mabry's bed, sobbing, her nose gushing blood. 
 
   “What the hell, Levy,” Carl says, dropping his fireblade and rushing over to Keta. 
 
   Watching Levy hit my best friend ignites the dynamite inside me. I charge at Levy who doesn't see me coming and send a swift kick straight at his nose. A crack echoes in Mabry's lunch room sized bedroom, and Levy stumbles backward, cursing.
 
   “You broke my nose, bitch!”Levy yells. 
 
   “Is that right? Good. Now you match my best friend,” I say. The boy beside him, the one I recognize as a Levy groupie, moves toward me. 
 
   “Don’t touch her. I got this one,” Levy says to the guard headed my way.
 
   A broken nose doesn't do enough damage, not for someone as vile and vicious as Levy. So I send another foot in his direction except this time he grabs my ankle and swings me into the metal bed post. My back cracks, pain paralyzes me, and my legs go numb. 
 
   Carl moves toward him, but the boy who came with Levy attacks him this time. An insane part of me wants to laugh at Carl, who is always much better at cracking jokes than he is with fighting. But anger can turn even the calmest person into a beast. I know this better than most people do.
 
   Levy isn't finished with me yet. He straddles my body, pulls me up by the collar, and punches me in the nose, the eyes, my mouth. Five blows later, I don't feel as though I have a face any longer, and my legs still won't move. Seth had better be happy about the vial I stole from the artifact room just before I came in here. Something has to be worth this beating I'm taking.
 
   “I have to say you're a lot tougher than your traitor mother. She was so weak when I strangled her. Begging for me to spare your life, hanging on to that dried up purple flower her husband gave her. Pathetic. Maybe you can deliver a fresh one to her after you get judged and sent to Hell.” 
 
   Levy smacking around my best friend and beating the crap out of me are bad things. But Levy confessing that he’s the one who murdered my mother ignites the fire demon trapped inside me all these past years. Back throbbing with pain, I focus on the power given me by Gabriel. I shove Levy away from me and straight into Carl, who has just finished taking out the groupie. 
 
   Even though Carl fights like a true warrior, the evil inside Levy makes him vicious. He turns on his best friend, wrenches Carl's fireblade from his hands, shoves him against the wall, and drives the fiery tip into his chest. 
 
   Keta's screams fill the room and tear through my heart. Levy spins around, a wicked grin stretching across his face. But crazed Levy doesn't expect me to throw the Celtic knives, the ones that once belonged to my mother. I toss them across the room and watch them sink into his midsection. The knives pierce all the way into his gut. At first, I think he isn't going to die. Didn't someone once tell me that cowards are gutless? Hissing and gasping, he claws at the air around him. His body thuds to the floor just as Carl slumps in Keta's arms. 
 
   Levy’s dying eyes stare at me as I slide across the floor toward him. When I reach his body, I remove the dried rose from my pocket, the one grandfather saved all those years. The same one mother held while the monster lying before me squeezed the life from her. I pull Levy's jaws apart and stuff the dried flower into his mouth. 
 
   “So when you get to Hell, you can tell Bernael that the assassin sends her love in this rose. Tell him he didn't stop me three years ago. He only made me that much better.” I position one hand on top of his head and the other one below his jaw. And then I slam his mouth shut, holding it closed until his lifeless eyes stare back at me, glaring even in his death.
 
   Behind me, Keta throws herself across Carl's motionless body and sobs. “I love you, Carl. Don’t leave me. Please, please don’t do this to me.” He lifts a hand up to her face just before his body slackens. 
 
   Keta cradles Carl, her secret lover, rocking until his body goes still. I can't help but wonder when my heart drifted so far away from my best friend, a girl who is a sister to me. I move over to where she sits holding Carl and reach for her hand.
 
   “Don't. Please don't ever touch me again. He kept your secret safe. It died with them both. Just get away. Go!” Keta hisses and glares at me with eyes that will haunt me even in death. 
 
   I ease back toward the door, a knot of something clogging my throat. Keta screams. Carl’s body lies still in her arms. I tremble and force my feet to stay away from her. I can do nothing but offer her memories now, more pain than I’d ever wish for anyone. I turn, remove my knives from Levy's gut, and ease out of Mabry’s room. I dare not take a glance back at Keta, or I’ll throw myself at her feet for sure.
 
   Outside the room, stomping feet head toward me. All the commotion has awakened the rest of the house. My body is too numb to think. All that I planned has gone wrong and my best friend, the girl I love more than anything, dismissed me in the most devastating way ever. Seth. Once I find him, I can give him the vial and rest in his arms. 
 
   First, I have to deal with the other boys, my housemates. Most Caduceans are still out celebrating, so there can't be too many of them heading my way. I position mother’s Celtic knives and wait, sweat beads prickling across my forehead. I may not have a lavender rose to remember me by, but I have a hellacious uppercut that’ll work in its place. And it does work for a brief moment. Filled with raging hate, I slice, wound, and sever the limbs of the first three warriors. But twenty Caduceans against one warrior, even an assassin’s daughter can’t beat those odds. 
 
   * * *
 
   The next morning, Seth strolls into the prison as if there are no guards stationed outside my cell. Right away, the darkness and bad dreams of the previous night disappear. He comes for me even after everything that has gone wrong.
 
   “How did you get by the guards?” I ask, lacing my fingers through the bars and around his. He gives me the strangest look as if he’s both bored and glad to see me. 
 
   “Baby Caduceans don’t stand a chance against me,” he says, easing his hand away from mine.  “Did you get it?” An uneasy feeling pulls at my stomach, but I remove the vial from my pocket and hand it to him anyway. His eyes light up. I don’t think I remember a time when he looked at me with as much eagerness as he does the vial.  
 
   “Levy was the one who lifted the veil, not Mabry,” I say, watching him caress the vial as if it’s his lover. 
 
   “I know,” he says without looking at me, and my heart skips about four beats. 
 
   “What do you mean, you know?” I ask, my voice rising.
 
   He turns his dark-blue eyes on me. A glare swims inside them, and I take a step back. Where has my prince gone? 
 
   “I mean, I know that it was Levy who made the call. I also know that your mother like her daughter was an assassin. A confused one, but a killer still. I respect that. With this vile, I can free the ones I love now, too. You can understand that, can’t you, Desi?” He eases backward as he says these things. Shock has taken my voice, my heart, my soul and rolled them into a package for the reaper. This boy I love has betrayed me. The vial was what he wanted the entire time. 
 
   “You used me. I hurt my friends, my family. And for what?” My lips tremble. My voice shakes. I want to murder Seth Alton more than I ever did Mabry. I grab the bars and shake them, growling at Seth, stabbing him with my willpower.
 
   Seth turns his back to me and says, “It’s better for you to hate somebody like me anyway. You’ll understand that one day.” And then he strolls out of my cell as if I’m a flea he just plucked from his skin.
 
   “You can’t just leave me here. Damn you, Seth Alton.” I grit my teeth and shake the bars some more. I want something to hold back the tears, anything to ease the pain. 
 
   I have now lost everything. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Late in the evening, Mabry enters the room. A man dressed in somber blood-red robes trails him—a judge. The man’s monotone voice sentences me to the quick death for my crimes. I hear nothing, feel nothing. No name could ever be more misleading. The judges call it the quick death because the condemned stands inside a box lined with spikes. And when the box closes, the spikes pierce the seven nerve-pressure points located on the victim’s body. It’s a punishment that makes crucifixion sound fun. In the end, the condemned either prays for mercy from his jailors or begs for a quick death inside the box.
 
   On the day I’m to be sent to the galleys, I think about everyone I’ve lost. All because I had no idea about the person I wanted to become. Maybe if I’d known who I was the first time I met Seth, I would’ve avoided him, and he wouldn’t have been so fatally attracted to me. Keta and I would be celebrating and gabbing about first dates. Carl would still be alive, and they’d get married. And my family’s name wouldn’t be tarnished the way it is now. 
 
   True. I don’t deserve the quick death. I deserve more than that. I should be punished a thousand times over for disgracing my family’s name and betraying my friends. 
 
   Mabry enters my cell. This time the head alchemist is alone. I guess he wants to gloat for the girl who failed to kill him. My body lightens, and I feel as if I might float away. He stalks over to my cell, unlocks it, and motions for me to step outside. Heart in my throat, I glance around for the executioner. 
 
   On the way out, I stumble. Mabry catches me, steadies me on my feet. It was my hope, the stupid gullible girl I used to be, that Seth would return. Deep down, I know better. He has what he wants. Whatever thing he is, royal or Caducean or maybe even a fallen, drives him now. I am just a memory riding in the shadows of his past.
 
   Mabry steadies me just before he places a knife in my hands. The golden hilt and blade laced with silver scroll patterns gleams even in the dim cell. It’s one of my mother’s daggers. I’d recognize the intricate design anywhere. Tingles trickle over my skin. This is the most life I've felt in days. And then Mabry places his hands over mine, and aims the dagger’s tip straight at his heart. 
 
   We lock gazes. “You put forth an effort like none I’ve ever seen in any of my initiates before. You risked all, lost everything.  At the end, you did what you believed was necessary to preserve your family’s honor. I was the man who ordered your father to be taken. I, however, did not give Levy the authority to butcher him and your—to hurt your mother the way he did. I regret making that call. If killing me eases your pain, then it is my duty to allow you to finish what you started.” 
 
   I want this. It’s why I spent the last six months allowing other boys to mutilate my body. It’s why my best friend in the world hates me. My entire body trembles. The urge to push this dagger consumes my thoughts. But my heart betrays me. I make a short jab at his heart, stopping just before I pierce his skin. Yes, Mabry gave Levy the order to release the invisibility barrier, but hasn’t he dealt with the same pain and guilt as me? 
 
   Dropping the dagger, I fall to my knees. Sobs, years of tears pent up inside me, and exhaustion weaken my muscles.  “I didn’t mean to hurt anybody. Please believe me,” I say. Mabry lifts me to my feet, and holds me in his arms. My body slumps in them. I crave this attention more than I realize.  
 
   A light forms on the wall beside us. The glow hurts my eyes, but fills me with a peaceful feeling. Glancing back at him, I don’t know what to say. 
 
   “It’s a doorway to the human lands,” he says. “You’ll land near a safe house. Ask for their lead Caducean, a woman. Tell her the war has begun. And remember, child, Gabriel wishes for us to learn from our mistakes.”
 
   “Please watch over my grandfather and explain to my brother, Tobie?” I say through the knot lodged in my throat. I want to send a message to Keta too, but decide it’s probably best for her to forget about me.
 
   Mabry nods. “Go now. I can sense the executioner. He's almost here.”
 
   “You have my eternal gratitude. My life is yours if you ever need it,” I say.
 
    Mabry smiles, but his eyes remain sad. I turn, hurl my body through the doorway. And like the butterfly emerging from its cocoon, I head toward a new life for a transformed me.
 
   THE END
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