
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A girl meets a wolf.

	 

	And a wolf meets his match.

	 

	Beatrix Cruz - Bee for short - has exactly one goal; kick her dad's severe depression in the rear. She's got a foolproof plan;

	 

	1. Get into the elite high school Lakecrest Preparatory on a scholarship

	 

	2. Study like crazy

	 

	3. Graduate into NYU and become a shrink

	 

	Nothing can stand in her way - not even Lakecrest's rich, hot, and notorious Blackthorn brothers. Not Fitz Blackthorn, with his flirting and his elite computer hacking, not Burn Blackthorn, with his intimidating height and emotionless face, and certainly not sinfully handsome Wolf Blackthorn, who hands out 'red cards' to students who displease him, and expels the ones who keep doing it.

	 

	But when Bee stands up for a student, she pisses off Wolf, and he's suddenly itching to pull her scholarship from underneath her. To keep it, Bee strikes a deal with the devil - father Blackthorn himself; spy on Mr. Blackthorn's sons, become friends with them, and learn their secrets in exchange for staying at Lakecrest.

	 

	Betraying the Blackthorn brothers' trust is supposed to be easy.

	 

	Becoming friends with the Blackthorn boys makes it hard.

	 

	And falling in love with Wolf makes it impossible.
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	For B, because life never follows that straightforward path.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	BEATRIX

	 

	If I told you Lakecrest Preparatory School ruined my life forever, you wouldn't believe me.

	'But Bee!' You'd say. 'How can a collective of buildings centered around high school learning ruin your promising young life?' And I'd look you right in the eyes and grasp your innocent, naive hands and say three words;

	Wolfgang Alexander Blackthorn.

	And you'd be confused, of course, because who is he, and how can one person ruin a life forever? You'd have questions. Heck, I still do, even after all this time.

	But let's start from the beginning, shall we? God it feels good, saying that. Like this is a proper story, something long and epic that deserves to be written down. Maybe it doesn't. I did screw it up royally, after all. 

	Whatever. I'm doing it anyway. A little screw-up's never stopped me before. I'm writing in the caveman style, too - with ink and paper instead of my laptop. I've had enough of computers, and phones. I've had enough of people texting me non-stop about how badly I messed up. And incredible, did I mess up. 

	Pen-and-paper is safer, too. Nobody can hack me, especially not Fitz, the sneaky mongrel. We'll get to him, don't worry. All you need to know is Fitz is smart. Smarter than me, which I like to think is a feat in and of itself. 

	Where was I? Oh, right. Wolfgang Blackthorn, and how he ruined my life.

	And my heart.

	Let's start at the beginning.

	My name is Beatrix Cruz, and no matter what anyone else says, this is how it went down.

	 

	***

	 

	It started three months ago, when someone left a very helpful and informative note in Eric Jones' locker. 

	I didn't like Eric. I still don't. I barely knew him at the time, but we had art class together and I'd just started at Lakecrest and asking him to pass me the charcoal was about as much of a friend as I'd made thus far. The note was a red post-it, with just the word STOP on it. I knew that because his locker was also right next to mine, and I saw him take it out with shaking hands. 

	He looked up at me, his mousy brown hair - which always reminded me of a dirty mop - quivering with the rest of his body. Being both a kind and considerate member of society, I voiced my concern gently.

	"What's up, my dude?"

	Eric gestured at the post-it. It took a while, but I solved his riddle. 

	"Ah! So either you've contracted lockjaw, or I'm supposed to know what that is. You do realize I've been here all of two weeks, right?"

	"It's a red-card," He whispered. 

	"From...a soccer match?" I tried. He suddenly looked even more scared. "A teacher? The principal? I've got it - the Principal's soccer match!"

	While I played one-man charades, Eric's eyes rooted over my shoulder, and I could hear a faint crescendo of laughing, giggling, and 'good mornings'. At that point I'd spent all of fourteen days at Lakecrest, but I already knew who was causing the ruckus. 

	"The Blackthorns," I sighed, and turned to watch their approach. It was dazzling, to say the least. Good-looking guys of their caliber don't usually show up until like, college. Or until you turn on the TV. Even in a richy-rich Pacific Northwest school like Lakecrest, where every single student drives their own BMW or Mercedes or, at the very least, a brand-new Prius, a huge majority of the guys didn't give a second thought to their appearance. Sure, they all wore the same gray plaid and brass-buttoned uniform, but some of them knew how to take showers more than once a week, and some of them definitely filled it out better than others, thanks to puberty.

	Unfortunately, the Blackthorn brothers filled it out the best. Doubly unfortunately, every girl in school loved them for it. It was genes, some whispered. I once caught two teachers arguing whether or not it was plastic surgery. Heaven knows they could afford it - with their dad being CEO of a huge shipping firm. Whatever it was, it worked. Pretty people get everything they want, and no one stops them. Everyone the Blackthorn brothers passed in the hall chimed in with a 'hello' or a slight wave, even the guys, and the shier girls just made do with lingering glances. 

	You know me, paper-and-pen. You know I absolutely despise people who have it easy. And the Blackthorns had it so easy. They were rich. They were gorgeous. And everyone liked them. They lived charmed lives. 

	Or so I thought at the time. 

	Anyway, it wasn't the fact everyone stared at them constantly and would stare at them for the rest of eternity until they left the room that pissed me off. It was the fact they never seemed to care about the attention.

	There was Bernard, or Burn, for short. Taller than his brothers by at least a head, he was the oldest of three - a senior. His green eyes were always heavy-lidded, like he was perpetually on the verge of falling asleep, though he had the same dark, thick lashes as his brothers and high cheekbones. I knew he was on the Varsity basketball team, and was the whole reason Lakecrest went to states for four years. He didn't talk much, but he didn't need to. With his height and width, he was more than a little intimidating. Some people called him 'the bear', half-jokingly, half-terrified. Now that I think about it, he was definitely most of the reason people gave the Blackthorn brothers such a wide berth, physically speaking.  

	The second brother was Fitzwilliam - Fitz, to everyone outside his family. Aside from the fact their mother was clearly on a big Victorian England trip when she named her sons, he was the most likable. And by 'likable' I mean he deigned to acknowledge people. Sometimes. If they were pretty enough for his tastes. He grinned more than the other two brothers. Once, he even winked at a girl, and the poor thing dropped her textbooks on her foot and she limped for a whole week straight with a dumbstruck smile on her face. The teachers and staff at Lakecrest were just as susceptible to his charms - he had a way with a smile and a compliment that got even Mr. Nomsky, the grizzled old English teacher, to soften up. Fitz was part of the computer science club, though I'd heard from the other members he never attended a single after-school meeting. 

	Fitz had wavy hair like golden lace, neatly slicked-back, and the same green eyes as Burn, but with a friendlier edge to them. He was the only one with freckles on his nose, and he wore his uniform like it was a casual toga - his tie-half loose and his jacket slung over his shoulders. He was the baby of the three, and it showed in the way he never took anything seriously. I had three classes with him, since he was a sophomore, too, and not once did I see him pick up his pencil or try to read the textbook. And strangely enough, the teachers never harped on him to do it, either. I chalked it up to the general unfairness of wealth until I saw his test results; nothing lower than 98% on every single test. And here I was, busting my rear from the time I got home from school till midnight just to make an 80% in one of the most strict, college-oriented curriculums in the country. Needless to say, I hated him. Still do, actually, but back then I hated him without knowing him.

	And finally, we came to the grand emperor of all evil - Wolfgang himself. He didn't always walk in-between the other two, but he seemed to like to, as if they were his personal gargoyles instead of his brothers. Taller than Fitz, but a hair's shorter than Burn, Wolfgang - or Wolf for short, because of course there's always a 'for short' with them - walked like a sidewinder moves in sand; utter silence and perfect poise. I think that's what intimidated most people - that he looked like he could never be ruffled, or upset, or tilted off-balance, not even by a passing tornado. There was something unshakeable about the way he held his head, his broad shoulders. It scared people. Well, maybe it was also the fact it looked like he hated everything. Where his brothers' eyes were green, Wolf's were brown-green, hazel if you really wanna get all gushy and poetic with something like Satan's eye color. Regardless, Wolf's eyes burned. They burned with a deep poison I can only describe as utter contempt. His gaze was always sharp, and started to hurt a bit if you maintained eye contact with him for too long. It was a small mercy his hair was as dark a black and shaggy as it was - it got in his eyes a lot, and put a buffer between the world and his acid-fire. Unlike Fitz, he wore his uniform perfectly pressed, though he always kept several silver rings on different fingers, and it was no secret he played with them, turning them around his skin in idle moments, or even when he walked. The middle brother, Wolf was a junior, and the rumors were already swirling he was poised to go to an Ivy League. He was on the Varsity swimming team, and nothing else. 

	Burn was the quiet one, Fitz was the flirty one, and Wolf was the nasty one. Everyone knew that. 

	And as they approached Eric and I, I realized from Eric's stare and the way he started trembling harder that they were the ones who sent him the post-it. I grabbed it from his fingers and waved it as the Blackthorn brothers came close.

	"So you're the ones who gave Eric this weird, ineffective paper stop-sign, huh?" I asked. Wolf spun a ring on his finger and pointed his volcanic glare at me.

	"This doesn't involve you, scholarshipper. I suggest you keep your nose out of this." He snarled. 

	Burn, obviously used to Wolf's usual venom, closed his eyes and leaned on the lockers like he was taking a casual nap. Fitz turned to the hallway railing and watched the clouds go by, as if he was bored by it all. Scholarshipper. Of course he'd use the fact I'm the only one on scholarship to this school against me. Everyone else had mommies and daddies who could pay for such a prestigious place. I took a deep breath.

	"And I suggest you go back to Hot Topic and give them their entire juvenile angst section you've clearly gobbled up and repurposed as a personality."

	Burn cracked an eye open. Fitz turned his head over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised. Wolf narrowed his long-lashed eyes to slits. Eric probably peed himself. 

	"Who do you think you are?" Wolf asked. The way he said it, dark and low and serrated like a knife, made me realize for a split-second why Eric might've pissed his pants. Beneath all that rich-boy angst, Wolf had an anger in him, a genuine, awful fire. Burn might've been the brawn behind the Blackthorns, and Fitz the affability, but Wolf was the fear.

	"I'm just a scholarshipper," I said brightly to counter his darkness. "Minding her own business."

	"You clearly aren't," Fitz chimed in with sweet smile, voice like cool honey compared to Wolf's ragged one. "This is none of your business."

	"You're right. One sec." I held up the post-it and ripped it in half, letting the paper flutter to the floor. I've always been one for dramatics. And for a fair fight. Eric versus all three of the Blackthorns wasn't fair by any definition in the solar system. I smiled at Fitz. "Now it's my business."

	Eric let out a sound like a squeezed piglet behind me. A murmur ran through the interested crowd watching us. Burn stood up straight all of a sudden, brow furrowed. Wolf had less neutral feelings about it. He leaned in so fast I barely had time to breathe, his height towering over me. I came up to his shoulders, but I wouldn't give him the satisfaction of looking up at him, so I fixated my gaze on his throat. He hovered, just in front of me, no part of us touching, and yet I felt him like a thousand pounds of coals on my skin.

	"The McCaroll scholarship is the one you're hanging onto by a thread, right?" He murmured, and though his words were quieter they somehow burned even hotter.

	I didn't grace him with a response. He chuckled, the sound completely humorless. 

	"Who do you think pays for that scholarship?"

	"The school," I retaliated. 

	"And the school pays for it with donations," He led on. "Of which seventy-five percent is donated from Blackthorn Shipping Industries, LLC."

	I swallowed so hard I swore he heard it. 

	"Your father has depression, and your mother works overtime at Southern General. Lakecrest is the only way someone like you can get into NYU for that high-end psychology degree you've always wanted, isn't it?"

	The lump in my throat fell to my stomach. "How do you know that -"

	"If I catch you interfering with my red-cards again, you're gone." He hissed. "No scholarship. No NYU. Nothing."

	All my muscles locked up, like I'd been poisoned. My head was spinning so fast I didn't even notice Wolf and his brothers leave, until Eric patted me on the shoulder.

	"Hey, are you okay?" He asked. His voice and the ring of the tardy bell pulled me out of it. 

	"Y-Yeah. I'm fine. As fine as you can be when you've been threatened by Beelzebub himself."

	Eric nodded, picking up the halves of the red-card I'd ripped.

	"What was that all about? Why'd they give it to you in the first place?" I asked. Eric shrugged.

	"Red cards. It’s a signal to rest of the school, basically. Whoever gets one gets shunned by the rest of Lakecrest.”

	“What? That’s insane!”

	He shrugged. “It’s how things are around here. Wolf gives it to people who're doing something he doesn’t like."

	"Do you know what it was?"

	He sighed. "I've got an idea. Hopefully it's the right one."

	"You can't just -" I inhaled, feeling the blood rush back to my buzzing head. "You can't let those spoiled jerks push you around like that! So what if they don't like something you did? So what if they're rich? You don't answer to them!"

	Eric laughed, the sound bitter. "It's Lakecrest, Bee. Everyone answers to them."

	"Well I sure don't."

	He shook his head and started towards his class. "Then you won't last very long, here. You ever hear about Mark Gerund?"

	"Who?"

	"Freshman, about two years ago. He was a scholarship kid, too. But then he got in a fight with Wolf at school, like a hardcore fist-fight."

	"Surely he wasn't murdered for a bit of punching," I laughed nervously.

	Eric shrugged. "Whatever happened to him, we never saw him at school again. The teachers didn't mention him, either. It was like he...disappeared. Wolf seemed pretty happy about it afterward." The tardy bell rang, and Eric started. "Garbage - gotta go. Thanks for your help."

	I watched him leave, feeling numb and cold.  

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	I spent the rest of the day trying to get Eric's words out of my head, and Wolf's pressure off my skin. And by that, I mean I curled up in the library. My sanctuary. My safe-haven.  

	Lakecrest's library was a beautiful glass building, with pale wood tables and benches stacked with comfortable pillows. It overlooked the whole school, which back then I thought was incredible. It still is - the buildings are all old brick covered in ivy, with roman pillars and manicured lawns and walkways out of a storybook, with flower-covered trellises. Most of the flowers were wilting at that point, since October was setting in with chilly air. The library was the place I came to distance myself from everyone else, with their flashy cars and jewelry and non-stop chatter about new iPhones and who was having a party at whose house that weekend. 

	I harrumphed and turned a page in my book, digging my butt deeper into the cushiony chair. I knew this place was for rich people when I applied, but I didn't know it was this bad. I'd been blinded by the incredible credentials of the teachers and the acceptance rate the students had getting into great colleges. Unlike most of my peers, I knew exactly what I wanted from high school - a better college. I didn't want to join clubs or go to parties. I wanted good grades, and to get out as soon as humanly possible. 

	My phone rang in my pocket, and I pulled it out. It was a cheap Samsung, but it did the only thing I wanted from a phone - call people and maybe sometimes text them, if Mom could afford the bill that month.

	"Hey Dad," I whispered. "I'm in the library."

	"Oh, I'm sorry. I thought school was over." His voice sounded so thin, that day. "I'll call you back –”

	"No, it's okay! It is over. I'm just picking up some books before I go home. I can talk now."

	"I'm so proud of you, you know." I could hear the smile in his words. "I can't stop bragging about you to the neighbors. My daughter - going to Lakecrest of all places."

	I laughed. "I know. How was your day?"

	He cleared his throat. "Do you know when you're coming home?"

	Subject change. My stomach churned. That was never a good sign. "Like, a half hour? How does that sound?”

	"Great. I think we're having spaghetti tonight, so there's no rush."

	"Spaghett about it!" I said in an Italian accent. Dad laughed a little at our old joke, but it was so faint I barely heard it at all. 

	"See you soon, Bee."

	"See ya."

	I had to get home, I knew that much. Dad didn't sound so great, and Mom wouldn't be home for another seventy-two hours, since her shift at the hospital this week was a double. He needed someone there with him, and I was the only one. 

	As much as I wanted to stay and watch the sun set over the grounds, I stood up, threw my books in my bag, and checked them out with the librarian. 

	"Ah," she pushed her glasses up on her nose. "You're the McCaroll scholarship student, aren't you?"

	"Yeah," I shifted uncomfortably. "Do I really stand out that much?"

	"You're one of three students in this school without a designer bag." 

	We laughed, and she spoke again. 

	"I've just seen you in here so much I thought you must be studying hard for something. You've got to maintain great grades to keep that scholarship up, huh?"

	"Yeah. And an essay, every month."

	Her eyes widened. "Wow. That's a lot of work."

	"It's worth it," I smiled at her. She kept checking out my books, reading the titles softly out loud. 

	"The Modern Brain, A Study of Chemistry and Moods, Mental Awareness for the Unaware -" She looked up at me. "Do you have a psych class soon?"

	"Something like that." I grabbed the books and zipped my bag up. "Have a good night."

	 

	I made my way across the lawn and to the parking lot, now mostly empty of Jaguars and chrome-fitted convertibles. My little gray Volvo waited for me, and I threw my stuff in back and took off towards home. Mom's hideously smelly air freshener swayed on the rearview mirror, an empty coffee cup of hers with lipstick stains on it still in the cup holder. I usually dropped her off at work and picked her up after it, but any other time the car was hers. On days when she was home, I took the bus. I liked driving. Dad couldn't do it, not since he got sick, so I pushed to get my license early so we wouldn't be totally house-bound with Mom at work.

	The fir trees flashed by on the highway, piercing the setting sun with dark spearheads. Sunset is the one time the sun doesn't hurt to look at, I thought to myself. 

	Wolf's eyes, on the other hand, never dimmed. 

	"Urgh! Get out of my head!" I grit my teeth. Wolf's gaze ignored my demand, and lingered in my memories like a bad stain. 

	I get how he knew about my scholarship - every teacher knew, and apparently the librarian did, too. When I first joined Lakecrest rumors went around about me - who my parents might be, why I was driving such a cheap-looking car, why my hair was so tragically covered in split-ends. It wouldn't be hard to put two-and-two together; that I was the scholarship student. But the other stuff - where Mom worked, Dad being sick, me wanting to go to NYU - how did Wolf know about any of that? That's private, personal stuff. He even knew I wanted to be a psychologist. How -

	I think back to everything I'd written about NYU. It was really just the one essay, the thing I wrote to get the McCaroll scholarship in the first place. He must've read that. I didn't exactly go around announcing I wanted to be a psychologist, and the only one I'd told about NYU was the scholarship committee. 

	So Wolf somehow sneaked a read of my essay. Why? Why bother with something as insignificant as that? Maybe he was nosy. Truth made its clear little voice known; he wasn't nosy. He sent out red-cards to people who did stuff he didn't like. He read my essay so he can know what I'm all about, so he knows exactly what kind of trouble the scholarship student will be, and whether or not I'll play by his little rules.

	"Rear," I muttered, pulling up the driveway of home. The sight of our duplex unknotted some deep anger I didn't know I was holding inside. At least home was free of the Blackthorns. 

	I climbed the stairs and was greeted in the doorway by the smell of burning. A cold wave of terror ran through me - was it a fire? I had to get Dad out, before the smoke hurt him, unless it already had -

	I dropped my bags and dashed inside, covering my nose with my sleeve.

	"Dad?" I shouted. I found the source of the smoke in the kitchen - a pot of tomato sauce was burning. I took it off and turned the heat down, throwing open the kitchen window to let the smoke out.

	"Dad!" Flinging open the doors to their room, my room, the bathroom, I finally found him sitting on the edge of the bathtub, staring at the floor.

	"There you are," I collapsed at his side. My eyes darted to his wrists, but Dad scoffed and muttered.

	"I didn't hurt myself, if that's what you're worried about."

	"I didn't -" I tore my eyes from his wrists and looked to his haggard face. He hadn't shaved in a few days, but he rarely did, these days. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean anything by it, Dad. I was just worried. You left the sauce on the stove, and I -"

	"I know what I did, Bee," He snapped, head moving up. Mom always said I looked most like him, with brown-gray hair, like a silver summer fox. His was grayer than mine, with white streaks just barely showing at his temples. Dad's eyes are my blue ones, pale and a little too large for our square faces, but his were bloodshot and irritated more often than not. 

	"I was making dinner. I came in here to take my pills," He breathed. "And then I realized - why do I take them at all, if no one is home to take them for?"

	I felt sick to my stomach. "Dad -"

	"They make me normal," He said evenly. "They make me act like a normal person, right? So why should I take them if I'm alone for most of the day? If I'm by myself, I can be as abnormal as I want. I can -"

	He faltered, his eyes going dim as he looked at me. "I'm sorry, Bee. I didn't mean to scare you."

	"It's okay," I smiled, jumping up and fishing a paper cup and his pills from the cabinet. I filled it with water, and handed it to him. I tried to dredge up what little I remembered from the books I'd checked out. I shouldn't be confrontational, the books said, but I should always keep the focus on the patient's well-being. "If you don't want to take them today, that's fine. It's just, you might feel better if you do."

	Dad stared at the pills, then looked up at me. 

	"Alright." 

	I watched him swallow the pills with water, and though his smile afterwards seemed forced, it was still a smile.

	"Well, I burned dinner. So."

	"Spaghett about it!" I crowed. "I can order us a pizza."

	Dad nodded tiredly. "Might as well."

	I watched Dad as we settled in to catch crappy soap operas on the couch. It was a thing we'd always done together; grab a bowl of popcorn, find the most hilariously bad show, and make fun of every overdramatic plot twist. That used to be my ideal Saturday night. 

	Now, though, it was a different story. 

	Dad tried - at the beginning of his diagnosis, I know he tried his hardest every day to act like nothing was wrong for me. But that lasted four months. The days when he wouldn't get out of bed began to get more and more frequent, and he'd come out feeling bad about staying in bed so long. It was a vicious cycle. Mom was understanding, and she loved him, but their fights had been getting more and more frequent. They weren't really traditional 'fights' - most of the time Dad would retreat to his basement workshop before a real fight could break out. When he came up, Mom would accuse him of running from his problems, of being a coward, and the whole thing would start all over again, on another day, during a different dinner. Sometimes, she'd go down there after him, and I'd hear crying from the basement. When they'd come up, they'd be a little friendlier to each other. I don't know what happened down there, and I never would - I couldn't stand to listen to the crying for more than a few seconds. It always felt like the sound itself was a monster trying to rip my chest open.

	I started to think I was the real coward. I couldn't even comfort Dad, or Mom, when they needed it the most.

	The pizza arrived, and Dad and I dug in with gusto. I suggested more TV afterwards. TV was always a nice way to spend time together, without demanding too much from him. But Dad insisted on cleaning the burnt pot, so I went upstairs to my room and cracked open the spines of my new books. 

	'Above all,' the book said. 'You must remember depression and suicidal thoughts are a result of a chemical imbalance in the brain. It is a sickness, not a condition of the patient's character, and should be treated as any sickness is - as a malaise not under anyone's control'.

	"Not under anyone's control," I repeated, and wrote it down in my purple-leather notebook. It's the same one I'm writing in now, actually. I started keeping one just to have all the important stuff readily available, should Dad have a particularly bad episode, or I forget what not to say when talking to him. I couldn't afford to say the wrong thing and make him hate himself even more. I promised myself I would only make his sickness better, not worse.

	A knock on my door made me look up. "Come in."

	Mom peeked her head around the door, and I smiled.

	"Mom! They let you off?"

	"Denise took my shift," She said. "Said she really needed it. And she gave me a ride home, too, the sweet thing. How did it go tonight?"

	She was referring to Dad. It's the same question she asked every time she came home after a long shift. I opened my mouth to tell her about the pan, his pills, then stopped. Her eyes looked so tired, the circles under them a bruised purple and her hair in disarray. The faint smell of antiseptic clung to her. I shook my head.

	"It was fine. We had pizza, and watched TV."

	"Ugh, that sounds like heaven," She heaved a sigh. "And how're you doing? Is school still okay?"

	"Aside from the fact I'm pretty sure I'm the only one who knows how to clean my own room on that entire campus, yeah, it's great."

	Mom chuckled. "That bad, huh?"

	"I swear I saw someone wearing a diamond necklace. In P.E."

	Her smile made my heart swell a bit - even tired, she was so pretty. 

	"Incredible. I can't believe you chose that school."

	"You'll see. When I'm world-famous and obscenely rich, you'll regret ever questioning me!"

	"Alright, tiger." She laughed again and looked around the room. "Don't you miss all your old posters and pictures? The walls look so bare."

	"It's called atmosphere, Mom. I can't concentrate on algebra if a shirtless boyband keeps staring at me."

	“What about your old books? The fantasy ones? Did you put those away too?”

	“I’ve got textbooks to read now.”

	She shook her head. "Alright, I get it. Leave your uniform out and I'll iron it when I get up. But for now, I'm crashing."

	"Okay. Sweet dreams."

	"Sweet dreams, Bee." She said, and closed my door behind her. I let out a long sigh, and stared at the blank walls. They used to be covered in things I liked - boybands, anime, the occasional musical and old TV show. I hoarded books, too, on a massive bookshelf; all my childhood favorites meshing with my new loves. Like a fanatic little squirrel hoarding for the winter, I used to collect figurines, band t-shirts, the newest fantasy trilogy signed by the author - anything and everything about the people and media I was obsessing over. But especially books. 

	Books were my cake, my crack. I could eat through a whole trilogy of books in one day, easy. Back when I was reading for real, when Dad wasn’t sick, I used to go through forty books a month. Crazy, I know. It took up most of my time, but I didn’t mind at all. I had nothing better to do. Sometimes I’d even try my hand at writing – sitting at my laptop and dreaming up lavish fantasy worlds for my characters to prance around in. I never showed anyone my writing, mostly because I was embarrassed, and mostly because it wasn’t any good.

	Before Dad got sick, I wanted to be a writer.

	I know it sounds dumb, pen-and-paper. Everyone wants to be a writer. Everyone wants to be a rock star, too. But I really wanted it. I was ready to go to school for it, making a wishlist of my top writing schools, like Sarah Lawrence. I dreamed of reading all kinds of literature, writing my own kinds of literature, surrounded by people who loved books just as much as I did. 

	But it wasn’t meant to be.    

	The day Dad was diagnosed was the same day I researched the best college psych programs I could find, and the best high schools to help me get in them. I buckled down and turned my grades from C's to all A's. Two weeks after the end of freshman year at my old high school, I entered the McCaroll scholarship essay contest for Lakecrest, and won.   

	My eyes skipped over to my closet, where piles of cardboard boxes sat, all my old, childish things inside them. My books sat there, calling out for me. I'd always been tempted to open them again, dive into the worlds I used to love so much, but at the last second I'd remember the look on Dad's face when he heard his diagnosis, the look on Mom's face when she'd come home, tired and barely holding together, and all of my selfish urges to slack off would instantly fade away.

	I didn't have time to play around in fantasy lands. Dad needed me. Mom needed me. 

	I pulled out my homework and cracked down on it, but no matter how hard I'd try to concentrate, the image of Wolf's angry eyes slid into my brain, burning between all the equations and derivatives. The fact he thought he knew about my family just kept pissing me off, over and over, like rubbing salt in a wound.

	He talked a big game, up in his golden castle with his perfect body and infinite money and petty little red-card power struggles, but he didn't know squat about me.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	 

	I went to bed angry at Wolf. The next morning, I woke up only slightly miffed. I was willing to forgive him. Maybe. If he decided paid me a million trillion dollars. 

	Except then Mom dropped me off at school, and he had to go and make me hate him again. 

	You always knew when the Blackthorn brothers were around, because that's where the people gathered, too. A ring of them surrounded two other people in the quad, a grassy part of the campus where people usually hang out before the bell rings. The two people in question were Wolf, and a freshman boy I recognized as being on the swim team, too. Fitz and Burn waited for Wolf far from the crowd, leaning against a pillar and watching everything go down. I fought my way to the edge of the circle, just barely picking up on the words around me. 

	"Who is that?"

	"Wolf seriously needs to stop picking on the freshmen. Don't tell him I said that, though -"

	"Look at that guy! He's so big for a freshman."

	It was true - the freshmen was nearly Burn's height and twice as wide. His muscles bulged from his uniform, like he was growing too fast for his own skin to keep up. Wolf stood across from him, his blazer perfectly pressed and his hazel eyes narrowed, his body the exact opposite of the freshmen's - lean and sleek and coiled tight like a spring.

	"I'll ask you again - are you going to stop?" Wolf all but snarled. 

	The freshman clenched his meaty fist, a red card peeking out of it. "You don't know what it's like."

	"No, I don't." Wolf drew his eyebrows tight and hard. "And you won't either, if you keep going on like this."

	"I'm not stopping," The freshmen set his jaw proudly. "I don't give a hoot what you say."

	My chest swelled a bit. Good for him, standing up to Wolf's sorry rear. Wolf, on the other hand, didn't even blink. He walked over to the crowd, to where a girl was drinking an iced coffee. He said something to her, and she gave the rest to him. It was a bizarre silence, until Wolf walked over to the freshman and dumped the coffee over his head.

	The crowd gave a half-muffled shriek. Some started laughing. The freshman looked mortified, anger buried deep in his gaze, but he didn't so much as glance at Wolf with it. Wolf, on the other hand, stared right at him, as if daring him to throw a punch. He'd just antagonized a guy who could probably fold him in half, but he looked unruffled and fearless to the point of arrogant.

	"You will stop," Wolf said. "Or I will make you stop. It's your choice - control yourself, or have me do it for you."

	The freshman could only stare at the ground, but even I could tell he wanted to spit out a 'forget you'. I gritted my teeth. I was getting sick just watching this. I'd had enough. I strode into the center, between the freshman and Wolf. He immediately turned his snarling on me.

	"What are you doing, scholarshipper?"

	"Wow, it's weird how I also have a question for you, which is; are you actually this much of a pisslord, or is it just to show off for your daddy?"

	A second murmur ran through the crowd. I kept my head high. Wolf's feral glare was practically searing me from the inside out. He opened his mouth, and at that second the bell rang, loud enough to break the tension and scattering the crowd in a dozen directions. The freshman ducked away from us, dripping coffee as he went. In a blink it was just Wolf and I. I'd make a pun about staring down a wolf, here, but I was too nervous at the time. 

	"You keep getting in my way," He growled.

	"Someone's gotta do it," I lilted. "Haven't you seen a single feel-good after school cartoon? How else will we defend against the evils of bullying? Who am I kidding - you probably grew up watching orchestras in Berlin instead of TV."

	I was shocked by my own bravery, but then I realized my mouth was running on an auto-pilot born of chest-crushing anxiety. Could he really take my scholarship away? Even if he could, that doesn't mean I would just stand by and watch him harass and humiliate other people. Not when I know how much psychological damage that could do. Wolf's glare lingered on my face, over my blazer, to my skirt and long socks and worn converse shoes.

	"You've got the best grades in the sophomore class behind Fitz," Wolf finally said. "But in reality you're a complete idiot."

	"I'd rather be an idiot than a sadistic, spoiled little bully," I countered, my face turning red.

	"So that's how you think of me," He crossed his arms over his chest.

	"I don't think about you at all," I snapped, letting the anger and fear fuel my tongue. "Unlike the rest of the star-struck morons in this school, I think literally nothing about you, because, turns out, people who threaten me aren't high on my give-a-rubbish-about list. You wanna take my scholarship? Go ahead. Go cry to your daddy. But I'm sure not gonna let it go easy. I'll fight you. I'll fight your stupid brothers. I'll fight your dad. I'll fight anyone who gets between me and what I want in life. So go ahead. Try me. But don't say I didn't warn you."

	Spinning on my heel, I stormed away, my heart beating like frenzied bird against my ribs. Adrenaline scorched my veins, my body ready for anything. If he tried to run after me, I'd kick him in his nuts and run. If he tried to get close to me again like yesterday, I'd punch his face. 

	If I wasn't certain about it before, I was now; I hated Wolfgang Alexander Blackthorn with every fiber of my body.

	But to hate your enemy better, you have to get to know him better. And I wasn't going to let a bit of newly-found despising get in my way of figuring out Wolf's whole deal. The more I knew about him, the better I could defend my scholarship from him.   

	Ask anyone at Lakecrest Preparatory about the Blackthorn brother's personal lives, and they'll do one of two things; A. Pretend like they don't know you, or the Blackthorn brothers, or even where their own butthole is, or B. Become selectively mute for a minimum duration of three minutes while you stare at them expectantly waiting for an answer. 

	I found this out at lunch. Or, I tried to. Turns out if you stand up to the school's golden boy, word gets around about it, and you accrue a few nasty looks and an entire dumpster's worth of being shafted. Even the usual lunch table I sat at with some non-threatening girls told me I couldn't sit there. My one haven in this unpleasant cafeteria - gone. A guy elbowed me into dropping my tray into the trash, his friends snickering from a table far away. I'd gone unnoticed - like cardboard, or a drab decoration no one cared about - and now I was public enemy number uno. People might've felt ambivalent about me before, but they sure as trash hated me now. But it was fine - I didn't come to this place to make friends, anyway.

	I asked everyone who didn't immediately wrinkle their nose at me what they knew about the Blackthorn brothers', and they all gave me the same answer. Coughs. Sniffing. A slight clearing of the throat. A few girls who didn't seem to hate me swooned extremely helpfully. Finally, I abandoned all hope of conversing intelligently with my peers and turned my sights on the teachers. More than several of them told me it was an inappropriate thing to ask and then kicked me out of their classroom before I could argue.

	I managed to strike gold with Mrs. Greene, though. A young-ish, overly polite teacher, she had a baby face and the most gorgeous shade of auburn skin that she played up with floaty blouses and skirts. She was the chemistry teacher, so it probably helped that when I interrogated her, she was half-distracted with pouring two dangerous-looking chemicals together.

	"The Blackthorn brothers?" She puffed. "Oh goodness, why are you asking me this now? Can't you wait until after class?"

	"Well, no. You see, I'm writing a history essay titled 'An In-Depth Look At Examples of Homo Sapiens With Their Heads Dangerously Deep Up Their Own Buttholes', and I need to turn it in. Next period. Because I forgot to do it."

	"You're the best student in my class, Bee. You can't expect me to buy that. Or that title." Mrs. Greene shot me a frown, and nearly dropped her beaker. "O-Oh, I don't know anything about them, alright? Even if I knew, Mr. Blackthorn is on the school board, so I couldn't just tell you. He'd have my head."

	"I know a lot of people would probably have your head for mixing some very scary looking chemicals in the same room as one of your students. While I don't have protective gear on," I singsonged.

	Mrs. Greene's mouth dropped. "You barged in!"

	"Still," I squinted at my hand. "Is that a bit of acid I see, eating away at my skin? Help! Someone help!"

	"Alright!" Mrs. Greene hissed, putting the beakers down. "You don't have to yell. I know they lost their mother when they were young."

	I suddenly felt awful about snooping. Almost awful enough to stop. Keyword here being 'almost'. 

	"I know every year they take the school day off on January 8th, without fail. Mr. Blackthorn said once during a meeting that it was to visit her grave." Mrs. Greene grunted. "There. Are you happy now? Please leave, I've got a lot to prepare for lab today."

	"Did Mark Gerund really stop coming to school after he got in a fight with Wolf two years ago?"

	Mrs. Greene suddenly looked nervous. "Yes. Well, I was new here when it happened, so I don't remember it very well. But yes, I think he dropped out around that time. Now please, if you don't mind, I have to get back to work."

	"Right. Um. Sorry. I wasn't going to actually tell on you -"

	She sighed. "I know. I won't tell on you, either."

	"For what?"

	"For being too clever for your own good. Now get out!" She marched over and shooed me out the classroom door, slamming it behind me with a muffled; "Thank you!".

	I turned it over in my head for the rest of the day; the Blackthorns lost their mom. I couldn't imagine life without my Mom - she's a rock, an island, the whole thing that keeps our family together. If any of us - Dad, or Mom, or me - wasn't there anymore, we'd fall apart. 

	It gnawed on me, sometimes - that Dad would leave. It was a natural part of studying a lot about depression and suicide, I guess. He swore to us he'd never do it, but I was always afraid I'd come home one day and he'd be in the bathtub, or hanging from the ceiling, or -

	I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. Not now. Get those thoughts out of your head, Bee. They're not helping. 

	"Ms. Cruz, are you with us?"

	The sound of Mr. Brant calling my name snapped me out of it. I straightened in my desk and nodded.

	"Yes. Sorry."

	"Can you tell me what we were discussing just now?"

	My eyes darted to my textbook, to the whiteboard, but there was nothing on it. I chewed the inside of my mouth, the feeling of a dozen eyes on me making me queasy. I always had an answer for Mr. Brant. That was, like, my thing. History is my best subject. 

	"I can't remember."

	"Well perhaps you'll remember better if you listen next time." Mr. Brant insisted. I nodded as a murmur ran through the class. In the very back, I could see Fitz, hair sleep-mussed, his chin on his folded arms as if he'd just looked up from his usual place sleeping on the desk. His green eyes caught mine, and I quickly looked away.

	The last thing I needed right then was Blackthorn attention. But I got it anyway. After class was over, Fitz walked up to my desk.

	"Hey there, scholarshipper," He smiled. "I don't think we've been formally introduced yet."

	"Unfortunately, I already know who you are," I said, hurriedly stuffing my books in my bags. "And triple unfortunately, I've got another class to get to across campus. So if you'll excuse me -"

	He put his body between me and the door. I tried to make my glare imitate a sawblade, but it didn't faze him at all. He just kept smiling.

	"You haven't even told me your name."

	"You know my name." I said.

	"Well, sure. I mean, I'm the one who hacked my dad's computer and stole a copy of your essay."

	My mouth dropped open a little. "What?”

	"You heard me." Fitz laughed, green eyes twinkling. "His passwords are always super easy to guess. I knew your name weeks ago. But I'd like to hear it from you all the same. You know, pretend we're normal people being introduced to each other for the first time?"

	"We wouldn't have to pretend if you didn't hack your dad," I hissed. "Why did you wanna know about me so badly anyway?"

	Fitz shrugged. "Wolf asked me to. He's always asking me to research the incoming new kids."

	"Why? Is he that paranoid one of them is going to ruin his precious school?"

	"Oh, you sweet, naive, badly-dressed baby."

	"Badly dressed?" I sputter. 

	"Listen - this school is already ruined," Fitz ignored me. "You just haven't been here long enough to see that."

	"Are you talking about the mind-blowing materialism? Or the stuck-up attitudes?"

	"That's just the surface stuff. Small time crime." Fitz shook his head. "In case you haven't noticed, money makes people feel entitled to doing stupid things."

	"Like your brother and his red-cards."

	I'd learned early on in my Lakecrest career that Fitz never frowned. His face went to neutral, and maybe even bored, but he never, ever frowned. Except this time. 

	"Wolf is the only one doing anything good for this school."

	I laughed, but stopped when I realized he wasn't joking.

	"Sorry, I thought you were trying out a stand-up comedian routine. Is that not what's happening here?"

	"I don't expect you to believe me," Fitz shook his head. "You clearly hate Wolf, after all."

	"The only thing I hate is people assuming how I feel about other people."

	"Honey dearest," Fitz put on a sickening smile as he mocked me. "No one's assuming. Your hate for him this morning was as plain as the sky is blue."

	"Alright, you caught me. I hate arrogant bullies. Weird, huh? No one else here seems to."

	"I'd tell you to give him a second chance, but you're clearly not the forgiving type," He said.

	"Wolf and you are a package deal," I managed. "So I'll tell you this only once; I don't want anything to do with you. Or him. Or the tall one, either. Or your rich-rear dad. Just leave me alone, and stop threatening my dang scholarship."

	Fitz's smile grew wider, impish-like in its curl. "It's a shame you'll be gone soon - I haven't had this much fun in a while. Even Burn looked a little less dead inside at your antics this morning, and that's saying something."

	My stomach drops. I'd be gone soon? Did that mean - 

	"It's weird," Fitz pressed. "We're always a little fashionably late. But today, Wolf insisted we get to school early to reap the red-card from that freshman, like he wanted to avoid you, or something."

	"Why is that weird?"

	"I thought you hated him," Fitz's smile darkened into a smirk. "Look at you, asking questions about him like you care."

	"I don't care! I just want to - ugh! Fine. Don't tell me. Just stay away from me." I threw my backpack on my shoulder and started towards the door. Fitz's voice stopped me. 

	"He never tries to avoid people, Beatrix. The opposite, actually. He confronts them constantly. But for some reason he wants to avoid you."

	I looked over my shoulder at him. "Tell him the feeling's mutual."

	I left the classroom, adrenaline shaking me up again. Every time I talked to one of the Blackthorn boys face-to-face, I got so nervous I could barely see straight. It's the scholarship. I knew it was. They had the power to take it from me, to cut my hard work out of the picture with a snap of their fingers. They could guillotine my life apart, and I was just waiting for them to drop the blade. They did it to Mark Gerund. They could do it to me.

	I opened my locker, a slip of red paper waving on the inside. I picked it up and read the word I already knew was on it. 

	STOP.

	I looked around for any sign of the brothers. They had to be nearby, ready to swoop down for the kill. I knew exactly what Wolf wanted me to stop doing. He'd made it abundantly clear this morning. This was just a formality. He wanted me to stop interfering. 

	But like mad I was going to do what he wanted. Everyone else did. Everyone probably would, for the rest of his spoiled life. But I wasn't going to give him that satisfaction. Nobody deserves Beatrix Cruz's respect - they have to earn it. 

	I poised my hands to rip the red card in two when a deep voice scared me trashless. 

	"I wouldn't do that if I were you."

	I looked around to see Burn, somehow half-hidden in the shadow next to the lockers despite his towering height. His close-cropped, curly hair swayed in the breeze, his eyes tiredly watching me with none of Wolf's venom or Fitz's amusement. He just looked utterly bored.

	"Goodness on a cheese platter! You scared me!" I hissed.

	"Sorry," He muttered. "Wasn't my intention."

	"What is it with you Blackthorn boys and annoying me today, huh? Is it 'bother Beatrix forever' day? Did you not hear me when I told you all to keep away from me?"

	"I heard you," Burn said, voice getting softer even as mine got louder. He was so calm I felt somehow foolish for getting so worked up. I took a deep breath.

	"Did Wolf put you two up to this?" 

	Burn's face didn't make many movements, but he quirked a bit of an eyebrow for this occasion.

	"Us two?"

	"Fitz talked to me, too. Tried to tell me how weird it was you guys got up early, or something? I don't know, I stop listening to condescending voice tones when they go on for more than five seconds."

	I heard a chuckle, and blinked. That couldn't have been Burn. I'd never so much as seen him smile, let alone laugh. But there it was - the smallest of grins on his face, though it faded quickly when we locked eyes.

	"When Wolf first started, I didn't agree with his methods," Burn said. "I still don't. When he told me what he planned to do, I tried to talk him out of it."

	"That obviously didn't go too well."

	Burn kept on, his voice steady. "I didn't help him, at the beginning. Neither did Fitz. It was a fool's errand, we thought. But then we saw it."

	His jade-green eyes got a little distant, like he was deep in a memory. 

	"Saw what?" I tried. 

	"The school. It...transformed. It got better. Everyone was scared of Wolf, and he knew it, and he used that. The red cards made people think twice about doing terrible things."

	"Sorry, I'm must be slow or something, because I'm seriously not understanding what's so great about bullying people into making them do what you want."

	Burn studied me - not devouring me whole with his eyes like Wolf did, but a slow, even stare straight to my face. No fire, no acid. Just neutrality. 

	"I hope you stick around, Beatrix," He finally said.

	"Why?"

	Burn was quiet again, and then he murmurs, almost to himself; "I've never seen Wolf get that close to someone."

	I furrowed my eyebrows. "What?"

	"He doesn't...do the whole touching thing." Burn said. "And he hates getting physically close to people. But you - that day with Eric and the red card -"

	He trailed off, but the moment he was talking about hit me in vivid memory. Wolf's body heat, the way his shadow danced over my skin. He'd gotten way too close. But apparently that wasn't a thing with him.

	"Burn, what -"

	"Just...do me a favor," Burn said. "And stay in this school. If you can."

	Without another word, walked away. I sputtered into the air, throwing my hands up in confusion. Not only were the Blackthorn brothers annoying, they were obtuse. All three of them were very different, but they shared one thing in common - never stopping to explain themselves.

	"Fine." I shoved my books in my bag. "Fine! Don't explain anything ever, that's fine and dandy and definitely something normal people do!" I moved to tear the red card up in my frustration, but something stopped me. If I did, Wolf would be more pissed, wouldn't he? He'd lower that guillotine blade down on my head even faster. Argh! I hated that I was making any decisions because of him in the first place! It was trash, and he was trash, and -

	My bag buzzed, and I took out my phone. Dad was calling me. I gripped the phone hard, the plastic of its edges sinking like teeth into my palm. I told him I was almost home, and was running late for the bus. Which I was, thanks to a certain Blackthorn brother. I hung up with a hot knot of dread in my stomach. 

	"I'm not at Lakecrest for me," I rested my chin on the cool metal of my locker and muttered into it. "This isn't about me. This place is for Dad. NYU. NYU. New York University, Bee. Don't get it twisted. That's all that matters. So what if you hate Wolf's guts? Just ignore him. Ignore him, and do what you have to do to get out of here with a shining college resume."

	I repeated it to myself the entire walk to the bus stop. If I said it enough times, it would cement itself in my brain as truth, and I could stop catching on offended fire every time I saw Wolf's face. In theory. But dear god, my theories had been awful lately. 

	I brought out one of my psych books and started pouring over it, so I didn't notice the sleek black limo pull up to the curb. Even if I had, I probably would've just thought it was somebody getting picked up at school by their private driver - something I'd seen way too many times at this point to be surprised by. So the low voice startled me when it said my name.

	"Miss Cruz?"

	I looked up to see the handsomest older man I'd ever seen sitting in the backseat of the limo, his window rolled down. His hair was nearly all white with age, but his face had fine, deep lines that somehow made him look more regal. His brows were thick and his nose was slightly hawkish, and his lips formed a smile.

	"So you are Miss Cruz. Forgive me for the intrusion. My name is Nathaniel Blackthorn. I serve as Chairman of the School Board for Lakecrest Preparatory."

	Wolf's dad. The guy I submitted my essay to for the McCaroll scholarship. The guy Fitz hacked to get that same essay. I'd been so worried about impressing him when I was trying to get into this school. My heart suddenly felt like it'd been home-runned straight into my voice box. I stood up and smoothed my skirt.

	"H-Hello, sir. Sorry, I didn't know -"

	"You and I have something we must discuss, I'm afraid," He interrupted me smoothly, and smiled with all his eye wrinkles. "It's about your scholarship."

	"Oh. R-Right." My throat-heart started tapdancing queasily. This was it, wasn't it? He was going to open his mouth and tell me my scholarship was revoked. "Please, if there's anything I can do to keep it –”

	To my surprise, Mr. Blackthorn chuckled. 

	"Ah, so you're aware of exactly how much my son dislikes you. You've thought this would happen for some time already. Excellent. That proves you're much cleverer than I thought."

	I looked up, bewildered. "I don't understand."

	"In that case, would you be so kind as to meet me at Ciao Bella this evening?"

	The fanciest Italian restaurant this side of the city. 

	"I'm not sure I should -"

	"I didn't mean to put you in an awkward position, Miss Cruz. I had simply hoped to talk with you in a place where neither of our families could be privy to the conversation." 

	His words were heavy and slow, like they had a double meaning to them. I frowned, but Mr. Blackthorn kept going.

	"I'm offering you a way in which you can save your scholarship, Miss Cruz."

	I felt stupid for blushing, but I did anyway. "Look, Mr. Blackthorn, I don't think this is appropriate -"

	He laughed, this time, full-bodied and loudly. "Oh, dear. You're right. I would be quite the terrific scumbag if that was what I wanted, wouldn't I? But no. I'm quite happily widowed, thank you. My interests are in your position, Miss Cruz, within this school. I believe there is something you can do for me that I would much appreciate."

	He must've seen how confused I was, because he smiled. 

	"Simply meet me at Ciao Bella at seven tonight. Ask for Blackthorn. We will discuss the finer points then. I look forward to it."

	He didn't wait for me to confirm, or deny. He simply rolled his tinted window up, and the limo drove away. And that's how I knew he was a Blackthorn for real - because he left without explaining anything at all. 


 

	Chapter 4

	WOLF

	 

	There’s a girl waiting for me by my bike in the parking lot after school. 

	But that’s nothing new. Girls have always, for some reason or another, liked to wait around by my bike. I’d learned to live with it, the way you live with mosquitos. Living with it isn’t the problem. The problem is lately, it’s gotten a lot worse. 

	The stupid ones sit on the bike like they own it. The smart ones just stand by it, admiring it.

	Today, it’s the former. 

	She’s a junior in my Calculus class – Miranda? Minnie? Something forgettable with an M. She sits on the seat of my bike languidly stretched out, like it’s a bed. Her hair is dyed red and curled with almost as much agonizing precision as her eyeliner, and she wears her navy uniform skirt as high up on her waist as she can manage without getting looks from the faculty. She waves at me as she sees me walk over. I give her two seconds to figure out my glare means she needs to move. She doesn’t.

	“Hey, Wolf.” She smiles. “What’re you up to?”

	 She – like everyone else in the school – knows I don’t like people who touch my bike without my permission. And yet she’s doing it. I’m still unclear about what these women think being near or on my bike will get them. My attention? Perhaps. Though why they’d want the attention of a short-tempered jerk like me, I have no idea. This girl has decided to skip respect and move straight to goading me for attention. And she’ll get it. Just not in the way she wants.

	“Move,” I request. The girl winks and strokes the handlebars.

	“Oh, come on, Wolf. We’ve been in the same class forever. The least you could do is give me a ‘hello’, or a ‘hi, beautiful’.”

	“Why would I do that?” I drone.

	“To be polite, maybe.” She inspects her nails.

	“I don’t do polite.”

	Her laugh is nice, even if her entire personality isn’t. “That’s why I like you. So I guess it’s fine. For now.”

	“Move,” I repeat, my words hard and biting. “Or I’ll punish you myself.”

	She blushes. “Well, if you insist!”

	I knead the space between my brows. She’s starting to give me a headache. If I was Burn, or Fitz, I could easily move her to the side with little damage on either of our parts, but that’s not an option for me. It never has been. My words and eyes alone have to burn her so badly she wants to move. I’d perfected burning people to an artform to survive. But it’s just not happening, today. 

	A muffled crashing noise makes us both look to where a girl desperately scoops up several fallen textbooks from the ground. A girl who happened to chew me out, this morning. Beatrix Cruz. 

	“Oh goodness, not her,” Miranda groans. “I was so pissed off at her for what she said to you, Wolf. I’m seriously going to fight her.”

	“Touching,” I drawl. “But I don’t need you to defend me.”

	“She’s so full of herself!” Miranda points at Beatrix. “Just look at her!”

	I do. Beatrix cradles the textbooks in her arms gingerly as she makes her way to her dusty, accident-scarred car. The way she walks is always a little unsure, but determined. The wind plays with her hair, some of it stuck in the corner of her cold-flushed lips. The uniform suits her in a way it rarely does girls – it makes her look younger than her world-weary eyes betray. It’s easier to overlook the heaviness she carries in her shoulders when they’re covered in a stiff navy blue blazer. At the right angles, when she’s caught up in some textbook or another and smiling at something she read, she almost looks like the carefree teenager she’s supposed to be.    

	The enchantment of the moment is lost when Eric walks up, offering to help her carry her books. My skin heats. She has no idea what he’s done – and so she lets him help, their hands touching, her smile completely unaware of the evil that lurks beneath his.   

	“That’s so hilarious,” Miranda laughs. “If she seriously starts to hang out with Eric, and he tries to do what he did again –”

	“Move, now,” My voice feels like acid in my throat, and Miranda jumps up. 

	“Geez, okay.”

	I put my helmet on and rev my bike loud enough to have the whole parking lot looking at me. Beatrix and Eric included. Reminding Eric of my presence is enough to have him making some excuse to Beatrix and scuttling away. Good. Beatrix - as ignorant as ever - looks less than pleased about it, shooting me a nasty look as I glide towards the parking lot exit. Fine. Let her be angry at me. What’s one more drop of hate in the sea of disgust she’s already formed for me?

	If things had been different – if I’d handled it differently – if she and I had met some other way -

	I shake my head and stop at a stoplight. It’s pointless to think like that. What’s done is done, no matter how much I want it to have gone differently.

	“There’s our boy!”

	I look over at the voice to see Fitz, sitting in Burn’s convertible, with Burn driving. Fitz waves at me, his curly hair askew from the wind. 

	“What’s with you today? Why all the ruckus? I could’ve sworn you wanted people to notice you, or something, but that can’t be right. You’re the antisocial brother! You’ve got a reputation to maintain!” 

	I roll my eyes and say nothing. Burn nods at me, and I nod at him. 

	“Dinner, tonight,” Burn says simply. I shrug. He isn’t wrong – it’s that time of month when Dad tries to get us all together in one room to eat. Sometimes it’s a restaurant. Sometimes it’s at home. But it’s always the same – food cooked by a chef, not him. Conversation desperate for answers. Pitying gazes and self-righteous screeds. Herculean attempts at manipulation. 

	And the worst part? We can’t avoid it even if we want to. Well, we could. We used to, sleeping in Burn’s car on the side of the road, but that meant the next day would be even worse. And the day after that. Avoiding The Dinner just made four more Dinners to avoid, so we’d agreed to attend just the first one and have it over with. 

	The light is about to turn green, and Burn shoots a smirk at me. 

	“Race you.”

	I nod, and rev my engine. He does the same. Fitz clutches his seatbelt for dear life.

	“Hey, uh, me here, being the voice of reason for once in my life; maybe this is a bad idea!” 

	The light flickers green, and I shoot off down the road. Burn’s car might be flashy and powerful, but my bike accelerates to 60 from 0 in a blink. His takes far longer, but when he does catch up, he starts to pass me. I floor it, both of us neck and neck at 80 miles an hour. Fitz’s girlish scream is barely audible through my helmet and the roar of the wind. The road up to our house is mercifully empty, the winding hill the perfect test for my bike’s new hydraulics system. Burn’s convertible is always faster on these hills, with the more horsepower he has but I cut as close as I can to the corners of the road and gain some space on him. The hardest part of this run is coming up – a hairpin turn overlooking a forest cliff. I always take it slow. It’s complete madness to take it any faster than 35 miles. 

	I look over at Burn – his smile plastered over his face. He isn’t one to show a lot of emotion, not since Mom died, but in moments like these, and especially when we race, he’s always over-the-moon-happy. Exhilarated. I know him; he pushes his body to the limit, doing whatever he can to make it just that one inch farther, faster. It’s his way of testing himself, and the world. Sometimes, it feels like he’s taunting lady luck, daring her to strike him down like he struck Mom. 

	We both shoot towards the hairpin turn at 85 miles. It’s a game of chicken, now; who’s going to slow down first? Whoever does is the loser – it’s too hard to come back from a turn like this without flat road, and it’s a hill all the way up to the house. I always lose to him, and this is the exact spot where it happens every time. But not this time. This time I’ll go farther. This time, I’ll keep up with him like no one else can. 

	The turn nears so quickly, my heartbeat skyrocketing. It’s now or never. If I don’t slow down, if he doesn’t slow down –

	I brake, and Burn whizzes past me, pulling the emergency break and drifting around the corner seamlessly. Curse him. He’s so good at that. Envy and irritation war inside my mind; he’s so good, but he’s such a moron. It’s an insanely risky move. If the road was any wetter, if his brakes were any worse, he’d go right over that cliff.

	I drive the rest of the way up to the house. The driveway is immaculately kept, of course. Dad pays for no less than four groundskeepers to keep the hedges and oak trees looking pristine. Appearances are, and always will be, most important to him. 

	The house isn’t the one we grew up in – Dad sold that one when Mom died. It was smaller, and much less ostentatious than this one. This one has white marble floors, a grand staircase, two ‘sitting rooms’ and a piano room. All the paintings are originals, all the vases from Japan. After Mom’s funeral, Dad poured himself into material things, into putting on all the trappings of the ‘rich’ in order to hide his pain. It wasn’t always like this. Back when Mom was alive we afforded a big, serviceable house in the suburbs. Dad wasn’t head of the corporation, back then. But then he became CEO, and money changed him. Mom saw the change, too, and they argued constantly. And then she died. And instead of opening Dad’s eyes for the better, it did the exact opposite. It made him shut his eyes - tight as he could for as long as he could. 

	So stepping foot onto the new property always feels a little sad, to me. Like it’s a shell, a coffin for the love Dad and Mom once had – a coffin for our family, and the way we used to be; innocent and happy and a thousand times less lonely.

	Burn and Fitz are already out of the convertible, Fitz frothed up in a trembling rage. 

	“What part of ‘I’m never going to ride with you if you pull that stupid trash again’ do you not understand?” He demands. Burn ignores him and looks to me.

	“You lost.”

	I kill the engine and put the kickstand down, taking off my helmet. 

	“Maybe you’ve lost,” I say. “Your mind. That was the fastest I’ve ever seen you take that turn.”

	He shrugs. “Had to test the new fuel injector I put in.”

	“That’s a tired excuse, and you know it,” I counter. 

	“Next time maybe test it without me in the passenger seat?” Fitz snaps. Burn says nothing, getting in the convertible again and pulling into the garage to park it. I do the same. Fitz storms into the house, muttering something about ‘maniacs’. 

	“He’s whiny, but he has a point, Burn,” I say. The dimness of the garage makes it hard to see his face, not that he’d show any emotion otherwise. “Don’t do anything ridiculous with him in the car.”

	“So it’s fine if it’s just me?” Burn asks. What do I even say to that? No? Yes? How can I explain to him none of it is fine – doing it on his own could get him killed or hurt just as easily. But he doesn’t care. He never listens – he just goes off and does whatever risky thing he wants to. There’s no point saying anything. So I’m quiet. Finally, Burn turns and walks into the house, and eventually I follow. 

	I expected Dad’s personal chef to be in the kitchen preparing dinner, but there’s no one. Odd. I’d say we misjudged the timeframe of The Dinner, but that’s never the case. It’s happened so much we’ve grown an internal radar with pinpoint accuracy for it. I check the downstairs office warily – nothing. The upstairs office – empty. Dad’s gone.

	Mystified, I head to my room. I pass Fitz’s messy room, where he types away on his extensive computer system. Fast food containers litter every surface, his clothes flung around like a tornado got into his closet. The only neatly kept thing in his room is his computer. He has four monitors hooked up on a sleek black iron desk, and then two more monitors hooked up to the wall above those. His chair is massive and winged and he rolls around from keyboard to keyboard, typing on this or that. Sometimes he has a competitive game like Call of Duty going that he yells obscenities at, but not today. Today he just types, hundreds of lines of white text on a black screen that’s basically gibberish to anyone but him.

	“The chef isn’t here,” I knock on his open door and say.

	“Unless he’s cracked the code on how to make an invisibility potion,” Fitz offers without looking up from his monitors.

	“Which he hasn’t.”

	“You never know,” Fitz shrugs. “Maybe Harry Potter really is real.”

	“It’s not.”

	“Stop killing my hopes and dreams. Oh, wait, that’s your favorite hobby. My bad.”

	I know when Fitz is too angry to drop the whole ‘verbal battle’ thing. It’s pointless to talk to him until he’s had a good ten minutes to cool off, so I head to my room. 

	Burn’s room is before mine, the open door revealing just how bare the walls are and how plain the furnishing is. Burn might be the most reckless of us, but he’s also strangely the most modest – everything from the curtains to the bedspread is a plain gray. A personal gym crowds one corner of his room, complete with a weight press, an elliptical, and a treadmill. Out of the three of us he’s the one who’s home the least – always hiking or running, so he doesn’t keep much inside his room other than his clothes. In the rare moments of downtime he chooses to spend in the house, he likes to whittle little bits of wood. Mom taught him to do it when he was a kid. He’s good at it, too; wooden animals with detailed fur and claws line the windows of his room.

	I walk into my room and lock my door behind me. I prefer privacy more than Burn and Fitz do. I’m not as Spartan as Burn, and I’m not as messy as Fitz. Somewhere in the middle. My bed is covered in a plaid blanket, my computer decent but nothing as high tech as Fitz’s. I keep a few free weights and medicine balls in the corner for stretching before and after swim practice. The only decorations on my wall are swords – my grandfather’s old World War II decorative Navy sword, my mom’s gold-leafed machete she got as a gift from a Mexican official, and an elegant katana from a traditional Japanese weaponsmith – Dad got me that one as a bribe. He knew how much I treasured my swords, and the katana was his attempt to win me over. I despise him, but I can’t despise something as beautiful and well-crafted as the katana, so I keep it with the rest of my collection.

	I throw my riding gloves and jacket on the bed, and settle at my computer. Sometimes Fitz and I play games together, but I know he’s too pissed for that right now. I flip boredly between Facebook and Twitter, nothing new or exciting going on. I don’t keep social media accounts for my own vanity or connection with others – it’s solely for my red carding. Social media provides clues into a person’s life as easily as a nutcracker pierced chestnuts. All it takes is a little digging into the Lakecrest network to find everything I need to know about whether something someone did was real or not. Pictures, tweets, timestamps, all of it was evidence I collected and kept in my arsenal. Fitz always offered to help, but I refused, knowing his help was the sort that’d land both of us in jail if he wasn’t careful. He likes to think he’s the best hacker around, and don’t get me wrong, he’s good. But I know better than anyone he’s suffering from big fish in a little pond syndrome. He’s good, but there’s always people out there who are better.

	So I refuse his help. I refuse anyone’s help. I do all my own research, all my own digging. Burn likes to call it my ‘stalking’. I can’t fault him there – it is pretty much stalking. But I’ve worked hard to make Lakecrest a better place. I’m not going to stop now. 

	Fitz asked me ‘why’ once. Why I tried so hard to make the school better. I wasn’t sure. I’m still unsure. After Mark – I suppress the flinch that runs through me – I had nothing left. I was at the bottom, with no light in sight. I needed to do something, anything. It started out small; taking on the ruthless teasing and taunting upperclassmen did to underclassmen. And then it branched out to stopping fights, getting the drug dealers kicked out. It was a small irony that Fitz managed to get drugs even though I’d kicked out most of his dealers. His saving grace was he never complained that I was making it harder for him to fuel his habit; a habit Burn and I hate to acknowledge, but hate trying to interfere with even more. It’s hard to tell your little brother to stop popping pills when Burn seeks adrenaline highs and I mercilessly cut down anyone who messes with Lakecrest’s integrity. We all have our vices. Fitz’s is sloth, Burn’s is gluttony, and mine is wrath. Part of the reason we manage to get along at all is the fact we don’t call each other out on them.

	The Lakecrest twitter scene suddenly starts moving again. People can’t stop commenting on Beatrix’s book dropping accident in the parking lot, or the way she and Eric smiled at each other. Some people even tag me, asking me why I haven’t gotten Eric kicked out yet. I scoff. As if it was that simple. The red cards are warnings, nothing more. If he keeps messing up, that’s when I’ll boot him. But not until then. Until then it’s up to everyone else to watch him closely, and provide me the clues and information I need to remove him. That’s all I can do. I’m no vigilante, no matter how vividly I remember Beatrix’s smile at Eric. All I can do now is stalk his online presence, waiting and watching for any indicator that he’s about to do something disgusting again.

	But he doesn’t post anything. Not today, anyway. But I’ll be watching. I get off the computer and strip off my uniform blazer and shirt, collapsing on my bed. Every muscle in my body is sore. Coach is running us ragged during swim practice. I’m not on the swim team to compete – on the contrary, I’m there for the stress relief. It’s just a happy coincidence I’m good at the breaststroke.

	My hand wanders to my bedside table, where I keep a certain essay. I asked Fitz to grab it from Dad’s computer, not knowing how deeply it would suck me in. The theme was ‘hope’. I’ve read it so many times the edges of the pages are a little worn. Writing doesn’t usually get me like this. It doesn’t hit my core hard, make me stop and think. But as much as I hate to admit it, Beatrix’s essay did. It struck a chord with me I haven’t been able to shake since.

	I glance down to a paragraph.  

	I originally wanted to go to college for writing. Not journalism stuff, but creative writing. It’s stupid, I know. There’s no money in it, I’d be an artist living a starving artist’s life. I know all those things. But there’s nothing I enjoy more than writing. Than reading. Books are my world, and I want to live in that world forever. I want to create worlds I can live in forever. 

	But that’s not reality. The reality is Dad’s sick, and writing isn’t going to help him. Books with pretty covers aren’t going to magically make him feel better. No – psychology is. Real and true science, therapy and time and effort. Those are the only things I can do to help him. And creative writing is definitely nothing like clinical psychology. I can’t do both at once. 

	So I had to make a choice. 

	Maybe when I’m old I can go back to writing. Maybe I can learn to write when Dad’s better. But for now, I have to help. Helping is more important than art. Family is more important than what I want. 

	My chest compacts painfully. This was the part of the essay that made me feel the worst – she was giving up her dreams for her parents. It’s wrong – her reasons for being at Lakecrest are just wrong. I had half the urge to ask Dad to reject her scholarship a few months ago, but I never worked up the courage. It wasn’t that Dad wouldn’t do it – he would. He always does what I ask if it regards Lakecrest, mostly because he likes nothing more than to assert his power over the school. It was just that, if I revoked her scholarship, I’d never meet her. 

	So I didn’t ask. It was selfish, on my part. Stupid and selfish. And look how well it panned out – I hadn’t been able to talk to her until recently, and that’d been awkward. 

	I shake my head and keep reading, until I get to the last paragraph. 

	No matter what happens, whether I get into Lakecrest or not, giving up will never be an option for me. I think that’s what hope is – not a fancy light, or a bright, positive feeling like they make it out to be in the Disney movies. It’s not some noble trait only heroes and Good People™ have. I think it’s just moving forward when all hope is lost. Hope isn’t some grand and mysterious motivation like love; it’s just never giving up in the face of hopelessness. When everything is lost, when you can’t physically go on one step further, but you choose to keep moving forward anyway? That’s hope. Hope isn’t a thing. It’s something you do when you can’t do anything else.

	So I’ll keep on hoping.  

	The words are so simple. Sure, she uses some fancier ones much earlier in the essay, but her words aren’t pretentious, like so many other essays by McCaroll scholarship hopefuls I’d read. I read them all, of course, trying to get a sense of who these people were, if they ever made it into Lakecrest. I’d read dozens. Maybe even hundreds. But this one? This one didn’t simper, or flatter. This one didn’t brag or boast. This one was straight and true, like an arrow, a sunbeam – undeniable and strong. I was in awe. I read it over and over again, dissecting and memorizing my favorite parts.  

	And then I met her. 

	Well, saw her. For the first time. It was the first day of school, everyone primped and perfumed and Prada’d to their last hair, and then there was her. Beatrix Cruz walked into the front doors, her two brown braids slightly ruffled by the autumn wind. She carried a backpack that looked older than she – threads trailing from the frayed corners and a zipper that didn’t close all the way around the mass of school supplies she’d brought. Her uniform was carefully ironed, and from the essay I knew she had to have done it herself – her mother was rarely home. It wasn’t tailored like everyone else’s; it simply hung on her shoulders, wrinkle-free but far too baggy. Her stormy gray eyes never once shied away from someone’s gaze. She looked straight ahead, the sunlight illuminating her from behind.

	I knew in that moment it was her. There were always a few new students on the first day, but she was unmistakable. The unflinching gaze could only belong to the same person who’d written that essay. 

	And now she hated me.

	I’d forgotten what it was like, to be hated. Well, the students I kicked out hated me, but they were scumbags who needed to be taught a lesson. I could care less what they thought of me. But someone who wrote such honest things? Someone who poured her heart out on paper and made it look easy? Someone who knew what hope was? I wanted someone like that to like me. Someone like that was rare and priceless. The last thing I wanted was for her to hate me. 

	But she did. 

	Yeah, maybe I built up our meeting a little too much in my mind. Maybe I’d been too nervous for too long, watching her from afar. Maybe I’d read the essay too much, instead of trying to talk to her like a normal human being. Maybe I was just being downright creepy about the whole thing. I liked her writing, and that was it. I shouldn’t have wanted anything more than that. It was greedy of me. And it was stupid of me - the last time I tried to get to know someone they betrayed me. Mark took my trust and ripped it into tiny shreds. Just because she wrote an essay I liked didn’t mean she was any different. I knew from her words that she and I were similar – two people who tried their hardest to save someone. Trying. She’s still trying, but my efforts are in the past. 

	That’s why she doesn’t belong at Lakecrest. 

	Her essay said nothing about her wanting to be here for her own sake. It was all for her Dad’s. And while that’s noble, and self-sacrificing, and a million other things, it’s also very, very stupid. Incredibly stupid. Maybe it’s because I would’ve given anything to make Mark ‘better’ again, but I can’t stand seeing her waste what’s left of her teenage years trying desperately to heal someone she can’t. He needs professional help. It’s a shrink’s job, not hers, to help with his illness. Putting all of that pressure on one person who isn’t trained for it - who doesn’t have years of study and practice under their belt – is wrong. Putting all that pressure on one girl is wrong. And the worst part is? She’s doing it to herself, stubbornly.

	She has to be expelled. It has to be done. She has to leave Lakecrest before it damages her psyche, her soul, and her dreams, permanently. And if I have to be the bad guy, then so be it.    

	I don’t know her. Not really. But her writing sang to me. Someone who wrote like that had to be equally as graceful, as wise, as kind. Words don’t come from nowhere – they come from a mind, and I wanted to know hers. 

	I’d never know. But at the very least I could preserve it. Protect it. Protect her.

	All I have left is the essay, and I read it over and over until the sun sets and I fall asleep with her words dancing behind my eyelids.


 

	 

	Chapter 5

	BEATRIX

	 

	This is going to come as a shocker to you, pen-and-paper, but I've never been to a truly fancy restaurant in my life. 

	The closest I'd ever come was the Cheesecake Factory in Seattle on a weekend sometimes. Going out and eating wasn't exactly Dad's thing - he always felt like he was ruining it for the rest of us, and got downtrodden pretty quick - so we stopped going. I'd definitely forgotten which one is the salad fork or how to sit in a chair for more than ten minutes without squirming into a more comfortable slouch, and I definitely, DEFINITELY didn't have anything to wear. Not that I usually cared about impressing people, it's just that Mr. Blackthorn held the future of my scholarship in his hands. I had to at least try and look smarter and older than I really was. 

	Dresses aren't my style. I like sweaters and jeans and converse and that's it. Frankly, everything else in the fashion world can take a flying leap off a waterfall. With piranhas in the bottom. Mom did try to get me a sundress once with blue flowers on it. I barely fit it anymore. But it was all I had, and I was desperate to look like more than a sixteen-year-old girl belonging to a hovering-just-above-poverty American family. I squeezed into the dress and threw a sweater over it, convinced I looked like the world's dopiest kindergarten teacher.

	Mom wasn't home, thankfully. It was Dad and only Dad. Mom would've definitely noticed something was up when I walked into the living room wearing the sundress I hate. But Dad was oblivious, glued to the television as he had been since I'd gotten home. It was one of those days for him.

	"Hey Dad." I kissed the side of his cheek, his beard scratchy. He'd told me once he hated beards, but shaving had sort of fallen on the wayside for him. "I'm going to the store to get some things for Mom. Do you need anything?"

	"What?" Dad tore his glossy eyes from the TV. "No, no I'll be fine."

	"Okay. I have my phone with me. Call me if you think of anything."

	He grunted, and I tiptoed to the front door and closed it behind me. Only when I was inside the car did I let out a breath of relief. That could've gone way, way worse. I caught myself, for a split-second, being thankful for the fact he had no energy to stop me, or even pay attention to me long enough to realize what was really going on. But that was disgusting of me, and I knew it, so I shook it out of me like a bad bug. Of course I wasn't thankful. I wish he'd stopped me. I wish he'd notice even the smallest thing about me, these days.

	I rehearsed a speech for Mr. Blackthorn the whole time I drove to Ciao Bella. I couldn't look too desperate, because even a low-class scholarshipper like me had pride, but I couldn't let any bone he threw me go to waste. I'd have to accept, no matter what he wanted me to do. At that point, I would've done anything short of deal drugs to keep my scholarship. As I mulled over the list of potentially illegal things I would and would not agree to, a knock on my window startled me. A young man in dress whites smiled at me as I rolled down the window.

	"Hello, miss. Shall I valet park for you this evening?"

	I looked over his head only to see the sign of Ciao Bella glaring back at me. I'd been so deep in my own brain I hadn't even noticed I'd made it. I hastily cleared my throat.

	"Um, I'll just park normally, thanks."

	I parked and rounded the restaurant, which looked like a big hunk of black glass, shiny and smooth and impossible to see into. Beautiful candlelit tables waited outside on the patio, though with the chilly temperature most people were inside. A rush of warm rosemary-scented air greeted me as I opened the door, the crackle of real wood fires along the wall mingling with the low violin music. A hostess greeted me, and I asked for Blackthorn's table. She ushered me past rows of tables brimming with couples in expensive-looking clothes, tucking into plates of lobster pasta and glasses of thick red wine, the sort of wine the whole bottle gets brought to the table for. I tried not to sweat or meet their eyes when they glanced up at me, but I definitely noticed one lady laughing behind her hand at my shoes. I fought the embarrassed blush on my face.

	The hostess finally stopped at a booth in the far back, where Mr. Blackthorn sat. He looked every bit like he belonged in The Godfather, with his crisp tux and single shot of whiskey. He toasted to me as I took off my coat and sat down opposite him.

	"There you are, Miss Cruz." He smiled at me. "Is there anything you'd like to drink?"

	"Water would be fine, thanks."

	"Come now - an iced tea would be much tastier. Perhaps a soda? My sons prefer the wine here - I assure you, it's quite good."

	I gnawed my lip, cutting off my words of 'underage drinking is illegal' or something equally juvenile-sounding. "Just water."

	"Very well." He nodded, and the hostess silently disappeared and reappeared with a glass for me. When it was poured, she left, and Mr. Blackthorn cleared his throat. 

	"Do you find this place to your liking?"

	I looked around. "Sure. It's cozy. Lots of pretty people. One of them even laughed at me. Well, I'm pretty sure she was laughing. Otherwise she must've been choking on pasta. But there aren't any ambulances or shrieks of horror, so I figure I'm definitely the source of her amusement. Always happy to help lighten the mood."

	Mr. Blackthorn looked shocked. "Laughed at you? Which one? Can you point me to her?"

	"Oh no, I'd rather not cause a problem -"

	"Marie," Mr. Blackthorn said. The hostess reappeared, seemingly from nowhere. "Kindly escort whichever of your guests laughed at my friend here off the premises."

	The hostess smiled. "Of course, Mr. Blackthorn."

	Horrified, I watched as she walked over to the woman's table and said something. The woman started to argue, and her date slammed his fist on the table. This caused two men in starched shirts and jackets I hadn't seen before come over, so tall they blocked out the light and sent long shadows over the table. One of the men said something, then pointed to our table. The woman and her date looked to us, and Mr. Blackthorn smiled and gave them a small nod. The couple's faces went ashen, and they grabbed their things and strode out as quickly as they could.

	When they were gone, Mr. Blackthorn sighed. "That's much better."

	"I didn't -" I swallowed. "I didn't mean to -"

	"You did nothing wrong, Miss Cruz. It was entirely them. I despise people who can't maintain good manners when in public. And to laugh at my own dinner guest! Such arrogance stifles my appetite." He opened the menu lying at his fingers and passed it to me. "You must be hungry. Please, take a look. I highly recommend the fettucine al pepperoncini and the heirloom bolognese."

	Still feeling queasy, my eyes roamed the menu and practically bugged out. Everything on the menu was upwards of forty dollars! I desperately flipped through for a cheap salad, but even that was a good thirty bucks! The wines - a hundred dollars a bottle! I swallowed hard.

	"I think I'm alright with water for now."

	"Oh, please. I insist. It's my treat. I know how much you high schoolers can eat - the answer is 'endlessly'."

	"I'm okay, really. I ate before I came."

	Mr. Blackthorn fixed me with a stare. It was more like Burn's unaccusing stare than Wolf's self-righteous one. But then he flipped on a smile, so fast and bright and sincere-looking. It was the same way Fitz turned on his smile, too. 

	"We will need to improve your lying skills, Miss Cruz, if we are going to work together," He said. I opened my mouth to argue, but he bulldozed forward. "Work together on what, you ask? My sons, of course."

	Mr. Blackthorn tucked a napkin in his lap and took another sip of whiskey. I was about to ask another question, but held myself back. He was a Blackthorn - he'd tell me only when he was good and ready. The waiter came to our table, took his order, and left, and that's when Mr. Blackthorn continued. 

	"As you may know, my sons are quite...privileged. I worry as a father that privilege may be leading them down a path of wanton vice."

	"I'm not sure what you're getting at, Mr. Blackthorn." I tried. 

	"Come now," he smiled. "We both know Lakecrest is filled with young adults, most of them with easy access to wealth. Wealth can buy all sorts of sordid things, Miss Cruz. Clothes, cars, cellphones...drugs."

	He said the last word lightly, though it carried weight.

	"You want me to, uh, spy on them?" I asked, suddenly nervous. 

	"Spy is such a crude word," Mr. Blackthorn sighed. "I'd prefer the term 'befriend' them. You are their peer, after all."

	I snorted so hard mid-drink I nearly blew water all over the table. He looked very impressed. I nursed a napkin against my nose until I was decent, and then;

	"Sorry. In what world are me and your sons 'peers'? 'Peers' means 'equals', and I'm definitely not going around bullying people and smelling like Burberry while I do it -"

	I stopped, suddenly aware of my rant. Mr. Blackthorn only had a little smile on.

	"I'll be frank with you, Miss Cruz. Wolf has put in a formal request to me to revoke your scholarship to Lakecrest."

	The water that'd nearly gone up my nose danced in my stomach. "And you're going to do it?"

	"It's the first time he's ever approached me with a request personally," Mr. Blackthorn shook his head. "I almost felt like his father again." His eyes got a little misty, and I was quiet. They obviously weren't on the best terms with each other. "He clearly has strong feelings for you, Miss Cruz." 

	"Yeah - strong feelings for me to get sent straight to perdition."

	He laughed. "You're so forward. I like that. Here's what I propose; you, Miss Cruz, will observe my sons."

	"Uh -"

	"I'm aware they aren't the most public of people," He amended. "But they do frequent all the numerous parties your classmates throw over the weekends when their parents are away. And considering most parents of the students here have two or more properties, they are frequently away. You will report back to me what my sons do at these parties. This includes drugs, or any sexual activity, or any gambling."

	"But -"

	"I'm under no illusions that you'll become friends with them," He continued. "They are barely friends with each other. But they never speak to me openly, anymore. Their concerns, their pain, their joy - they hide it all from me. It's been like this since their mother died. Truthfully, I think they blame me for her death still."

	Sadness creeped into his eyes, deep and colorless and dark, a sadness I'd seen in Dad's eyes, some nights. A sadness I could only describe as hopelessness, in all its vicious emptiness. Mr. Blackthorn recovered though, and cleared his throat.

	"If you could hear even their slightest heart's worry, and report it back to me, I'd be infinitely grateful."

	I was silent, stirring my water with a spoon. "You want me to snitch."

	"Yes."

	"For how long?"

	"I'd like it to be at least for two months."

	"And you'll keep my scholarship intact if I do it for two months?"

	"Yes, I think that will be sufficient. As long as you continue to maintain your grades and submit your monthly essay."

	"I don't know if you noticed," I gestured down at my dress. "But I'm not exactly Lakecrest-popular-kids-party-acceptable. I don't even know how to - how to, erm, party. I put my hands in the air or something and take shots of bad vodka, right?"

	He laughed. "Fret not. Kristin Degal - do you know her?"

	"O-Of course," I stammered. "She's legendary. I've looked up to her ever since I got in. Senior, captain of girls' varsity volleyball, and president of the student council. She has the highest GPA in Lakecrest's history, and she's got early acceptance to -"

	"- MIT next fall," He finished for me with a nod. "Yes. That Kristin Degal. Ambitious and bright as a button. I wrote her recommendation letter for MIT, you know."

	He said it knowingly, like I was supposed to pick up on something deeper. 

	"Oh, so -" I struggled. "So she'll....bake you a cake?"

	"She'll get you into those parties."

	"Kristin Degal will - into those - for me?" I flapped my hands around like an incoherent idiot until I realized something. "Wait - she parties?"

	"Of course," Mr. Blackthorn's eyes glimmered mischievously in an exact copy of Fitz's. Or rather, Fitz was the copy. This was the original glimmer. "A girl in high demand like that has to unwind somehow. She owes me, and she'll be fulfilling that debt, just as you will."

	I frowned. "Sorry, it's not like I don't believe you - but how do I know you'll keep your word? I could snitch for you, but you could just turn around at the end of two months and throw my scholarship in the dumpster, and I wouldn't be able to do anything."

	"It is a rather unbalanced proposal, isn't it? Risky, too. That's why I have this."

	He proffered a document, thick with fine print and clauses and points A, B, C, all the way to L. A space to sign two names sat at the bottom, and he pulled an expensive-looking pen from his pocket, uncapped it, and signed one of the spaces with flourish. 

	"This is a document that seals our agreement. I had my lawyers draw it up - it's fully legally binding. It says in exchange for reporting on my sons for a minimum of sixty days, I will keep your scholarship intact. I'll have our waiter be our witness, shall I? And, of course, you will keep this document, so that if I should renege on our agreement, you will be able to provide evidence of my word to a court of law, should you so chose." 

	I looked down incredulously at the paper. My experience was in reading psychological textbooks and medical thesis’s, not legally binding contracts. But If I was going to go through with this, I had to be thorough. I'd seen the way he'd easily had two people escorted out of a restaurant just for offending him - who knows what clever ruse he could hide in a document? I scoured every inch of the words, over and over, until I could make sense of it. Or, almost sense. By the time I looked up, Mr. Blackthorn was eating his pasta elegantly. He wiped his mouth.

	"Are you satisfied with the legality of the contract, Miss Cruz?"

	"I - I guess."

	"Guess?" He quirked a brow.

	"I am," I corrected, not wanting to seem inexperienced or wishy-washy. "This is fine. Do you have a pen?"

	He called for the waitress, and she watched. He handed me his pen. It felt too big and fancy for my fingers still covered in the remnants of a bad red nail polish job. I folded the paper over twice and put it in my pocket.

	"So. How exactly does this work?"

	Mr. Blackthorn smiled. "Every Wednesday night, you and I will meet here. You will report your findings to me then."

	"Can't we just, I dunno, Facebook? Email?"

	"Those are...unreliable," he said delicately. It hit me just then. 

	"Oh, right. Fitz."

	"Fitz indeed," Mr. Blackthorn asserted. "He's very clever, and even more ruthless than I. But his way with machines - he got that from his mother. She was a programmer, you know."

	I watched his face; every time he mentioned her, he smiled so gently. He must've really loved her. 

	"Of course, he'd never do any of it, if Wolf didn't ask him to," he continued with a wry smile. "Wolf's good at manipulating people. He got that from me."

	"And Burn?" I asked.

	"Burn is his mother - soft, kind, but afraid. So very afraid of losing those close to him. So when she died, he stopped talking as much. They all handled it in different ways. Fitz buried himself in computers. And Wolf -"

	Mr. Blackthorn stared into the golden liquid of his whiskey before sighing, deeply and resignedly. 

	"Wolf perhaps took her passing the hardest of us all."

	I was quiet, unsure of what to say. Mr. Blackthorn seemed to notice the awkward, heavy air, and clapped his hands together.

	"Now then. I'll give you Kristin's number so that you two can text. Is there anything else you need, Miss Cruz?"

	I frowned. "Any advice? On, I dunno, what shows they watch? What ice cream they like? Anything? I sort of told them this morning that I'd fight them, so they're definitely not going to be friends with me, or even talk to me, unless a miracle -"

	"Burn runs," He said. "Every morning, at five sharp, he gets up and runs the length of the Diamondback trail. You know, by the -"

	"Old nature preserve," I finished for him. "Yeah. My dad taught me how to ride a bike up there."

	"He might not admit it, but he enjoys silent company. Fitz will catch on to you immediately, unless -"

	"Unless what?"

	"You'd have to lie," Mr. Blackthorn sighed. "And as we've previously discovered, you aren't very good at that."

	"I can be," I insisted. "I swear to you, I can be. Whatever it takes, I'll do it."

	He looked surprised at my vehemence. "You want this scholarship very badly, don't you?"

	"Yes, sir."

	"Very well. Fitz will see through any ruse you come up with. Unless, of course, you admit to him he's the smarter student, and you're never going to amount to his level. He doesn't like outright flattery, but he's a soft touch when it comes to people who recognize their limits and want to overcome them. So, you ask him to tutor you."

	I scoffed. "Mr. Blackthorn, do you have any idea how many girls do that on a daily basis?"

	"But you will be slow about it," He pressed. "You will feed him the lie bits at a time - miss a few key questions on a test -"

	"But my grades -"

	"I'm sure just one or two won't do much harm. We have to make it convincing, remember. And I'm sure you can always ask for extra credit - the faculty loves that sort of thing."

	I groaned, imagining how much extra work that would mean. But I could do it. I had to do it. 

	"Fine. What about Wolf?" Mr. Blackthorn was quiet and still, so at first I thought he hadn't heard me. I cleared my throat. "Mr. Blackth-"

	"Wolf trusts no one," He finally managed. "Not even himself. You will never be able to become his friend. He will suspect you no matter what you do, especially since the two of you have butted heads before. He's egotistical, and young, and burns with a hatred for the world. I have no advice for you."

	"Great. Good. I didn't exactly want to try, anyway."

	"Unless -"

	"Unless what?”

	Mr. Blackthorn smiled a small smile and shook his head. "No, it's so insignificant -"

	My curiosity ran over my common sense. "Anything helps."

	"His motorcycle is very special to him," He said. "He’s very possessive of it – he’s never let anyone else ride on it, save for himself. If, perhaps, you were to learn some motorcycle trivia..."

	He trailed off. I'd seen Wolf ride in on that noisy, expensive-looking thing every day, the paint black and accented blue, so sleek and aerodynamic it looked like a wasp. Every morning he took his helmet off, and every morning his hair looked somehow better with helmet head. It infuriated me. 

	"It's special to him?" I narrowed my eyes. Mr. Blackthorn nodded.

	"It was his mother's."

	I whistled. "A programmer and a motorcyclist? She must've been one heck of a lady."

	"She was," He agreed. 

	"Is it -" I swallowed hard. "Is it true he doesn't like touching people?"

	"Now where did you hear that?"

	"Burn told me."

	He nodded with a little exhale. "Yes."

	"Did he always -"

	"No. It began when his mother died."

	I was quiet. I read about that sort of thing in my psych books, too; phobias that manifested out of trauma. Mr. Blackthorn forced a smile.

	"It shouldn't be a factor into attempting to 'befriend' him - he never lets anyone touch him, regardless of who they are. Not even me." He glanced at his watch. "Oh, look at the time. You should get home before it gets too dark. Keep the document with you, and I will see you next Wednesday, here, at the same time."

	I got up and put my sweater back on. Just as I walked away, Mr. Blackthorn called out to me.

	"Oh, and Beatrix?"

	I turned. His smile this time was an almost-smirk, infuriating in its composed, perfect arrogance. A smirk I'd seen Wolf throw around before. 

	"Remember - this is our secret. My sons must not know."

	"You got it." I turned on my heel and left, only the barest hint of an uneasy feeling in my stomach.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6

	 

	In case you haven't noticed yet, pen-and-paper, making friends is extremely easy for me. I have lots of friends. Hordes of them. Gengis Khan would be jealous of how big my horde of friends is. 

	That’s why I never eat in the cafeteria alone. It’s why people always fight over being my partner during duo projects in class. 

	I’m the sole reason the PE teacher has to divvy up the dodgeball teams by himself – because everyone wants to be on my team. 

	My nasty phone literally never stops buzzing with people texting me how much they love me.

	Okay, fine. You got me. I had – have - zero friends at Lakecrest. 

	I hadn't had a proper friend since like, middle school. I lost most of my friends at my old high school, when I decided in freshman year I wanted to go to Lakeview. I totally get it, though, because I shafted my old friends until they stopped texting me, and then they stopped eating with me at lunch or asking me what was wrong. I didn't do it on purpose, I swear - I just didn't have time to hang out with them when Mom needed me to come home early for Dad, or clean the house when he couldn't, or make dinner for him when he didn't have the energy. And I had to study on top of all that, so maintaining friends or any sort of social life became impossible pretty quickly. So yeah, I shafted them. I figured that was the nicest way, the easiest way to get them to stop wasting their time on me. 

	 

	Besides - what could I have told them? 'My dad has depression and I need to be home'? They'd never understand that. They had moms and dads who functioned without chemical brain imbalances. They'd tried to force me to come out with them, and trust me - I wanted to. For a while, I really wanted to try to be normal again, or whatever normal was for me before Dad's illness. I wanted that more than anything. But I knew going out with them was just a short fix - a quick escape into not-reality. Sleepovers and movies and coffee shops meant nothing. They'd accomplish nothing. The reality was Dad was sick. And the only thing that would help long term was my education. I could help. I could become someone who could really, truly help him; not as a daughter, but as a person.

	I tried not to think about how often the books on my desk I'd checked out from the library told me that depression sometimes, oftentimes, never truly went away for good. That it always remained, just below the surface. 

	I skittered my eyes away from that passage. I didn't have time to read, right now. I needed to catch up on my homework - hanging out with Mr. Blackthorn put me back a couple hours. If I finished quick enough, I could go back to reading, so I microwaved some tea and fired up my laptop. A knock on my door resounded, and Mom poked her head in. She was none the wiser that I'd left - she came back an hour after I did from hanging out with her nurse-friends.

	"Hey, sweetie. Why aren't you in bed? It's almost one."

	"I know - I just have to finish this paper."

	Mom stared at me very sternly. "Ten minutes."

	"Thirty," I insisted. "And then I promise I'll go straight to bed."

	"You know, you could've gone to a normal high school. One that didn't give you this much homework."

	"Hey, come on now! You know me - challenge is fun. And challenging. But mostly fun."

	Mom chuckled. "You did always try to climb the highest you could up the kitchen counters. Or the TV. Or the fine china shelf. Anything that looked dangerous." She walked over and kissed the top of my head. "Sleep well."

	"You too."

	When she's gone, I leave two answers on my homework wrong. My hand shakes while I do it, and I have to nuke my urge to correct from orbit, but I do it. Before I go to bed, I put my old, beat-up gym shoes by my bed. I set my alarm for the ungodly hour of four-thirty in the morning. And last but not least, I search on my tiny phone screen for 'different types of motorcycles and how to recognize them'. 

	I turned over to the cool side of my pillow, my thoughts choked with the Blackthorns. Wolf’s phobia started when his mother died.  If I lost Dad, how would I deal with it? I wouldn't. I'd break, utterly and completely. 

	A bigger seed of pity than I'd like to admit sprouted in my heart for him, but I quashed it. He still wanted me expelled from his school. He was still a jerk. 

	He was still Wolfgang Blackthorn, and we were still never going to be anything more than mortal enemies. 

	 

	***

	 

	I'm not much of a morning person.

	This is evident in the way I: 

	A. can't open my eyes fully without the help of coffee, and

	B. wake up every morning with hair like a Tasmanian devil's nest. 

	I forced myself to tiptoe blearily to the kitchen and start the coffee maker with as little beeps as possible - both Mom and Dad needed their sleep. I successfully brewed a cup of coffee with only two stubbed toes and one cupboard-to-forehead maneuver. Considering how little light was streaming in through the dull dawn sky, I decided to call that a victory.

	"Can you shut up?" I hissed at a gaggle of cheery birds chirping madly in the driveway. I fumbled my keys trying to get into the car and the birds only grew louder, and for a split-second I swear to heaven they were laughing at me.

	Staring down at my old exercise t-shirt and gym shorts, I almost started laughing at me, too. Since when did I exercise? Sure, I did some stretches if my back got sore when I was on the computer, but other than that I was pretty much a slug. It was a miracle I hadn't put on more weight, but then again Mom always said I had Dad to thank for that. It's true - the man's got a metabolism like a starving tiger. Even if that meant, when he wasn't eating so much anymore, he got thin. 

	Too thin.

	I shook my head. Now wasn't the time. Dad was fine. Tonight I'd come home and make him something he really liked. But for now I needed all my mental presence just to get through driving on two sips of coffee and no sleep.

	I made it to the Diamondback trail in one piece. The parking lot was empty, of course, because what madman comes up here at the asscrack of dawn to do something healthy like exercise? Not me. But Burn Blackthorn definitely did, judging by the shiny red convertible sitting there. What was it with rich people and their obsession with motor vehicles? Why did they polish and wash and detail them so painstakingly? Did cars create their lives, or something? Did cars bring them food in the dead of winter when they were starving? Were cars actually useful beyond getting from one place to another and I just didn't know it? Maybe he used his car to save orphans, or something. Or maybe it's just a dude thing I'll never understand.

	I stretched my calves a bit at the mouth of the trail, half to calm my nerves and half so I didn't injure myself to death running like I never do. Burn was definitely here. And I definitely had to get to know him, if I wanted my scholarship intact. It was now or never.

	"Harley Davidson," I muttered as I started up the trail. "Bugatti. Suzuki. Yamaha. There's an Italian brand too, isn't there? Or is that Bugatti? Do you Bugatti a Bugatti?" I laughed at my own joke and felt a little better. 

	The humor petered off quickly. It was only a half-mile or so into the trail before I was wheezing. The pine needles smelled great but the crisp air stung my skin, freezing my lungs on the way down. And while my nose dripped with the cold, the rest of me was burning - my muscles begging me to stop.

	"Oh no. No mercy for you," I said as I bent to look at my ankles. "Not today."

	"Are you...talking to your feet?"

	I jolted at the low voice, whirling around to come face-to-face with Burn. He wore sweatpants and a hoodie, his curly hair damp with sweat and his cheeks flushed. He looked at me like I was a totally alien species. 

	"Shoot!" I wheezed even harder. "You scared me! Again! Is that like, a talent of yours? Scaring people? Because you should consider making money off of it. You're really good at it. Not that you need money. Or to scare people. I'd prefer less of it, frankly."

	"So would I," He said slowly. "What are you doing out here?"

	"Isn't it obvious?" I assumed a confident posture even as my legs were killing me. "I'm jogging."

	"You don't do this a lot," Burn said, a fact, not a question. I felt slightly miffed, except then I realized he was right and it was obvious by the way I was puffing and wheezing.

	"Yeah, well. We all have to start thinking about our old bodies someday," I said. "I want mine to look good in a grave, thank you very much."

	He shook his head, which I took as a positive sign. At least he wasn't running away. Yet.

	"So, uh," I looked behind him, to the misty trail. "Anybody else? Out here? With you? On this fine morning?”

	Burn wiped his face on his sweatshirt. "Don't worry. Wolf hates mornings."

	"I wasn't worried about him," I countered. "I was just -"

	"I should get back to my routine," Burn interrupted me. 

	"Oh - right. Can I - Can I come with you?"

	He looked confused again, and the more I saw it the more it reminded me of a lost puppy. He didn't look nearly as intimidating as I was used to at school. Then again, I'd never studied his face much - I was too scared by his height to really look at it for long.

	"I just don't know this trail," I said quickly. His mouth creased slightly, but finally he nodded.

	"Alright. But I won't slow down for you."

	"Sure. Didn't want you to, anyway. I like running fast."

	He gave me what I thought was a 'sure' look, before turning and starting off at a brisk pace. I kept up with him for all of three minutes before I had to fall back. God - he was fast. And to make it completely unfair, he was graceful, too, like a cheetah running next to my wobbling, drunken moose gait. The trail was a pretty simple roundabout, so I just followed it, clutching a stitch in my side and grumbling at the footprints in the dirt that undoubtedly belonged to the fastest Blackthorn brother. 

	"The things...I do..." I puffed. "To stay in this...stupid school -"

	As I crested a hill, I saw a figure leaning on a rock, waiting. For me. It was Burn, his chest still heaving a little, though his eyes looked the opposite of tired - invigorated, even.

	"You made it to the halfway point," He said. I collapsed on the pine needles, too tired to play proud anymore. 

	"H-Halfway?" I groaned, congealing into a lump on the forest floor. "Who invented this running stuff and how can I cram his head up his own rear?"

	Burn didn't grace me with an answer, preferring to sip water from some bottle he had. For some reason, a ghost of an emotion crossed his face. I couldn’t pin it.

	“Are you….alright?” I asked. 

	Burn’s ghost of emotion turned into a full-blown grimace.

	“Don’t ask that.”

	“What?”

	“Are you alright,” He repeated, then scoffed. “It’s a pointless platitude. And I’m sick of those.”

	“I’m just being –”

	“Polite. I know. But think – how many people have you actually tell you their real feelings if you ask that?” 

	I was quiet. He shook his head. 

	“We all say we’re ‘okay’. Automatically. Like it isn’t alright to be not alright. That’s why I hate it. Because it’s a lie. All of it. Even if you mean well, no one will tell you how they really feel. So it’s pointless to ask.”

	“I’ll tell you,” I offered. “Ask me right now.”

	“No.”

	“Come on!”

	He was silent, and then; “Are you alright?”

	“No!” I yelled at the top of my lungs to the air above. “I feel like trash!”

	I looked down, only to see his face ever so slightly amused. Or maybe I was imagining it. Yeah. Probably that. Definitely that – Bernard Wolfgang isn’t the type to feel entertained.

	We sat there for a while, me catching my breath and him staring out at the view. He pointed to the horizon.

	"There," He said.  

	With huge effort I sat up, looking at the awesome view that peaked with the morning light. The halfway point was on an overlook, the two of us practically teetering on the edge of a cliff that hung above the city proper. You could see everything from up here; all the little cars, all the planes, all the incoming clouds and clear spots in the sky. My house looked so small from up there; Lakecrest looked practically insignificant. And for that brief moment, they were. Looking at the horizon and how gorgeous the sunrise was over it, my brain was washed clean. The worries lingering inside my house and my school evaporated, until only the beauty of the view was left. 

	"I get it, now," I managed through a dry mouth and heaving lungs. "I think...I finally get why some dude invented the whole running thing."

	I expected Burn's silence, and I got it. After a serene half-hour or so of an empty head, Burn's massive hand on my shoulder shook me out of it. 

	"We have to go. School starts soon."

	I stood up, my legs in semi-working shape again. "School. Right." 

	All the levity drained out of me as Burn and I walked down the path back to the parking lot. Apparently, he didn't want to run the other half of the path, at least not today. At the sight of my car, I staggered over to it with tears in my eyes, hugging the roof.

	"I've never been happier to see a hunk of metal in my life!" I crowed. 

	The sound of a car pulling up behind me scared me. It was Burn, with the window rolled down this time. 

	"It's going to hurt." He said.

	"What is?" I asked. 

	Everything," He clarified. "Everything will hurt. Put ice cubes in ziploc bags and keep them on your body if you can."

	"You can't tell me what to do, Mr. Olympics."

	He shakes his head again, rolls up his window, and leaves without another word. I stand in his tailpipe dust for a few seconds, pondering all seven billion of my life choices, but mostly just the one in which I tried to impress him and he ended up impressing me instead. 

	 

	***

	 

	If you think I'm bad at sports and moving my body in a manner faster than a light potato-chip reach, just wait until you've seen my school-on-four-hours-of-sleep routine. It's a masterpiece. A comedy-tragedy worthy of Shakespeare himself. Heavy emphasis on the tragedy.

	I didn't have class with Fitz until the end of the day, but I really didn't feel like sucking up to Wolf. It felt somehow dirty, like I was corrupting into one of those mindless zombies that swooned or glowered whenever he passed. Say what you will about Wolf - the guy knew how to make an impression wherever he went. Fans - enemies - he apparently didn't care which, as long as they were paying attention to him.

	Which is exactly why I'd decided to give him a sum total of no attention. The second I saw his pissed-off, arrogant face walking across the quad in the morning, I did a one-eighty. There was no way I was ready to drop hints I knew about motorcycles or some trash on him. Heaven knows if it would even work. He was smarter than that. He had to be. 

	I opted for the next best thing - Mr. Francis, the auto body shop teacher. 

	Auto-body and Woodworking were both taught by Mr. Francis. Basically, if you needed a huge dangerous tool that could saw through your femur in point-seven-seconds flat, you called Mr. Francis. Or, more accurately, you waltzed into his classroom on a very early morning and demanded answers. Politely.

	"Mr. Francis!" I tried. The doors to the shop were supposed to stay closed at all times - so why were they open like this?  

	I saw the cause a second too late - Wolf's beautiful motorcycle sat in the garage, the navy-blue paint glimmering in the sun. Mr. Francis was bent over it, walking around it in a slow waltz as if inspecting it for problems. Lo and behold, the king of hot garbage was standing there too, and instead of his usual "I-hate-my-life" look, he had a mildly interested expression going on. 

	"What do you think it is?" I heard Wolf ask.

	"Hrm. Not sure." Mr. Francis grunted back. They hadn't seen me yet. If I just backed up - "I'm thinking it's the fuel injectors, but that'll take at least a day to get to, more if I gotta order a part to replace it."

	Wolf caught a glimpse of me out of the corner of his eye, and my stomach dropped. Busted. He glared crossbow bolts into me. 

	"What are you doing here?"

	"So, what, they don't teach you how to read in private school kindergarten?" I point at the sign that clearly says AUTO CLASS on it over the door. 

	"I can read words just fine," Wolf fired back. "It's the faces of morons like you I have trouble processing."

	"Well read this," I pointed to my lips, hanging onto my temper by a bare thread of exhaustion from my run earlier today. "Go. Take. A. Swan. Dive. Into. A. Piranha. Lake." 

	"Ah," Mr. Francis' voice cut between us - too well timed to be anything but strategic. "You must be the scholarship student. Welcome. Have you changed your mind and decided to take auto or wood shop or something of the sort?"

	"Uh," My eyes scrabbled desperately for something, anything. Any excuse so Wolf wouldn't know I was here for - urk - him.  They caught on the only part of a motorcycle I recognized from studying last night - the muffler. "Your muffler's crooked."

	Mr. Francis turned to inspect it, but Wolf scoffed and brushed his long bangs from his face. The movement was so infuriatingly handsome on him I forgot who I was for a second. And then I remembered. And gagged.

	"The fact you think you know anything about what we're doing in here is hilarious," Wolf said.

	"Oh," Mr. Francis said softly. He straightened and smiled at me. "You were right, Beatrix. The muffler was a little loose and knocking against the pan - that's where the sound was coming from."

	"Ha ha!" I pointed accusatorily at Wolf. He didn't even blink.

	"You got lucky."

	"Lucky or not; Shall I heat your own words up in the microwave so you can digest them better, your highness? After all, you've got a ton of them to eat."

	"I'll be fine, thanks," He snidely shot, then turned to Mr. Francis. "Keep it here for me, would you Carl? I'll come pick it up after school. Or whenever this loudmouth brat decides to leave.”

	"Hey! This loudmouth brat solved your bike issues!" I protested. Wolf stormed past me, his eyes blazing with irritation, cutting a huge swathe of burning ground around me. He was under the garage door and gone before I could throw out one last knife-in-the-back insult.

	"Sorry about that," Mr. Francis said. "The Blackthorns can be a little...."

	"Evil?"

	"I was thinking more along the lines of...eccentric," He corrects. "Anyway, did you need something from me?"

	"Uh, yeah, actually. Do you think you have one last spot in your auto shop class?"

	"Which one?"

	"Whichever one Wolf is in."

	Mr. Francis pondered this. "Wanna show him up that badly, huh?"

	"Call it a personal desire. A compulsion, a genie's duty. A geass, so to speak." 

	"Well I can't just let you in, that's an advanced class."

	I proceed to tell him everything I learned, nearly verbatim, from the motorcycle magazine I read last night. Have I mentioned I sure know how to buckle down and study when I want to? Hand signals, engine caps, oil changes - I let him know it all. When I was done, Mr. Francis looked more than a little winded.

	"Well alright then. Seems I underestimated you, Beatrix. You're in. Consider your sixth periods mine." 

	I did a little fist pump. "Yes! Thank you Mr. Francis! You won’t regret this! Unless I screw up horribly and get us all killed via battery acid! But that's, like, just a wild hypothetical, you know."

	"Sure," He eyed me. "Don't you have another class to be getting to?" 

	I left the auto shop feeling considerably better. I managed to successfully invade one of Wolf Blackthorn's spaces by going around him, instead of through him. Now if I could just keep that trend up for the rest of eternity, until he decided to stop being a toe to me, whichever came first even though neither would come first because 'eternity' and 'hating me' were the same things for him, that'd be great. Wolf might hate me more for what I've done, but at this point he hates me for simply breathing, so. I'll take my chances. 

	If Burn is the hard target and Wolf is the impossible target, then Fitz is the easy target. He spent most of the last class of the day sleeping as he always does - his blonde head on his desk and his arms as his pillow. Mr. Blackthorn underestimated Fitz's apathy - I was pretty sure a few wrong answers and me asking him to tutor me wouldn't be enough. I had to make it convincing. I had to take it one step further. Mr. Brant's history class was my favorite, and Mr. Brant was my favorite - dry, witty, yet serious. And now I had to let him down.

	I raised my hand to offer an answer.

	"Elizabeth I," I said proudly. Mr. Brant furrowed his brows. 

	"I'm sorry, Beatrix, but that isn't the answer I'm looking for. In fact, that's two centuries too late. She wasn't even close to this time period."

	A clump of shame started burning in my stomach, my cheeks heating. It's one thing to not be paying attention like the other day, but getting an answer wrong? Wrong answers weren't my thing, and the whole class turned to look at me. They knew that. Whispers went around the room. Laughter. Fitz lifted his head off the desk to look at me, his eyes not in the least bit sleepy. Bewilderment lingered in them, and I caught his gaze only for a moment before looking away.

	Mr. Brant changed the subject eventually, but the damage was done. The fake damage. Or so I thought, until Mr. Brant asked me to stay behind after class. Fitz was the last one to leave, and his steps were so slow and deliberate I could swear he was doing it on purpose. 

	Mr. Brant waited until everyone had filtered out before turning to me. 

	"How's everything with you lately, Beatrix?" He asked. I looked at my feet, unable to meet his eyes.

	"Fine."

	"You seem distracted, lately. Is there anything you don't understand in the material? I can help clarify -"

	"It's not that -" I blurted. "I'm just - tired. That's all."

	He gazed at me, neither judging nor suspicious. "Alright. I hope you rest up soon. We need your bright brain in this class - otherwise, who will answer all my questions? I'd be talking to a silent room."

	I laughed a little, and said goodbye to him. I had a hunch Fitz was waiting for me outside the room, so when my name was called I was ready for it. Sure enough, Fitz caught up with me in the hall.

	"There you are, scholarshipper."

	"I thought I told you to stay away," I grumbled. I couldn't become friendly with him all of a sudden, not after my outburst the other morning. If I did, he'd be suspicious. He's smart, but not Wolf-wary. 

	He smiled. "Let's just say I can't resist a sob-story. You haven't been on your game. You're slipping up. And I find that irresistibly tragic."

	"I can take care of myself, thanks," I snorted. 

	"Oh, I know you can take care of yourself. But how will you find time for that when you're too busy taking care of everybody else, is my question."

	"What?"

	"Oh, c’mon, don't play dumb. Eric. And then that big, hard-steroid-popping freshman. You stood up for both of them. Naively, of course. But you still did it. You put yourself right in the middle of Wolf's warpath for them. You're either brave, or stupid. Or both."

	"Steroids?" I whispered. Fitz looked at me like I was a tiny child learning what colors were for the first time.

	"Duh. Why do you think Wolf gave him a red card? Wolf wants him to stop. The kid's on his swim-team. Steroids can destroy your body. Wolf knows that. That freshman doesn't. He keeps popping them in the hopes he can impress his jockhead dad, or some nonsense."

	I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. "That's why Wolf harassed him?"

	Fitz laughed again. "That's how it works. Do something stupid and slash or illegal in this school, and Wolf threatens you to stop. And if you don't, you're gone. Simple as that."

	"And Eric? What did he do?"

	"Got caught trying to put date-rape drugs in a girl's drink at a house party a month ago."

	"Wait, how does Wolf know that?"

	"Everyone knows it," Fitz yawned. "Wolf just takes the time to make sure it's true. Asks around, does his research. And when he has evidence, when he's sure, he issues a red-card. That's what it means. 'We have dirt on you that could ruin your life here at Lakecrest, so you better stop'."

	I suddenly felt sick. Eric, the guy I defended first, the timid, scared guy. He'd tried to date-rape drug someone's drink? And I stood up for him?

	My legs felt wobbly, so I scrabbled for a nearby bench and put my head in my hands. I heard Fitz sit with me. My head shot up and I glared at him.

	"You aren't just kidding me, right? To make Wolf look good or something? This is all actually true?"

	Fitz put a Boy Scout sign up. "On what's left of my sullied honor, scholarshipper, it's true. If you don't believe me, you can ask anyone in this school."

	"No one in this school talks to me. Except you. And Burn. Wolf shoots me a nastier-than-the-back-of-the-toilet-glare sometimes, and that's exciting."

	"Yeah, he does that."

	"So Mark Gerund," I swallowed. "Was he a similar case?"

	Fitz shrugged. "No. That was more...personal. For Wolf, anyway."

	"But Wolf drove him out. He had your Dad kick him out -"

	"Oh, no," Fitz laughed. "Trust me, Mark left on his own. It's just the fact he got into a fight with Wolf the day before he dropped out that makes people think that Wolf had something to do with it."  

	"Then why - why is Wolf trying to kick me out, now?"

	Fitz's green eyes twinkled with something like amusement. "Probably for the same reasons he fought Mark, I'd imagine."

	"What? That doesn't make any sense -"

	"Listen," Fitz leaned in. "You're sucking at history all of a sudden. That's what I wanted to ask about. You're supposed to be smart - the smartest one in this pit beside me. What gives?"

	"I -" Amid all the revelations Fitz was dropping on me about Wolf and his red-cards, I struggled to remember what I was really doing this all for. Fitz had to be one of the easier brothers to get to know. I had to get on his good side. "Things aren't great at home," I said, not fully lying, really. "And it sucks, and I can't concentrate lately and I'm starting to fall behind in class, and I don't have notes -"

	I trailed off. "Nevermind. It's stupid to complain about this stuff."

	Fitz's face lightened. "It's not stupid. It just means you suck. More than usual.”

	I frowned at him, and he laughed. 

	"For now," He clarified. "You're going through a bit of a suckage period. Never fear. Us smarter beings can help with that."

	"Like I'd want your help," I snapped, now definitely irritated with him. 

	"Seriously," He insisted. "If you need help catching up, I can do that.”

	"Why help me? I've done nothing but get mad at you, and yell at Wolf -" The memory of defending Eric came crashing in on me and I groaned. "Goodness. Why didn't anyone stop me?"

	"Wolf tried to," Fitz pressed. "With that red-card. But you ignored that, of course. You're good at that whole ignorance is bliss thing, huh?"

	"Screw you, too."

	Fitz breezed past the insult, flipping aside a lock of his blonde hair like he was on the Hollywood red carpet. "I can tutor you. Contrary to popular belief, I'm actually pretty good at the whole school thing. When I want to be. When it doesn’t put me to sleep forever."

	"And what do you get out of it?" I ask. "I can't give you money, or -"

	"Apologize," He said quickly. 

	"What?"

	"Go apologize to Wolf. Right now. He's at swim practice, in the pool building."

	"I've got nothing to apologize for!" I protested. "He's the one who dumps coffee on people, he's the one who threatened to take my scholarship away -"

	He sighs. "Fine. You're right. His methods are extreme. But he's always got a reason for them. Dumping coffee on someone isn't nearly as damaging as the trash that freshman is doing to the inside of his body with the steroids, or what Eric tried to do to that girl."

	"And getting me kicked from the school?" I asked. "How do you justify that?"

	Fitz is silent for once, no quip on his lips. "You'll have to ask him yourself. Like, right now. He's just a few minutes away."

	"You're sure," I pressed. "You’re absolutely sure he has a good reason for doing it? That's stupid. That's blind faith. He's doing it because he hates me."

	"Then prove me wrong. Go ask him."

	"Fine!" I threw my hands up. "I will."

	Fed up with him, I storm across campus to the pool building. Fitz doesn't follow. The smell of chlorine and the sound of splashing water and shouting guys greets my ears. The moment I step into view of the pool I realize how bad of a mistake this is. Fitz goaded me into this - if I don't play this right, Wolf will be even harder to get on my side, if that's even possible.

	The swim team does laps back and forth, a burly woman with thick arms and a loud voice bellowing at them to move faster as she prowled the edge of the pool with a stopwatch.

	"You think that will get you into states, Bergman?" She shouted. "Let me see that arm movement, big circles. Is that your idea of big? Get moving!"

	I shrunk into the tiled wall, hoping she wouldn't see me. I was just about to bolt for the door when her voice called out.

	"Oi! You there! Who are you?"

	I flinched and turned. The people in the pool had stopped swimming, every boy staring at me. Wolf was in the middle lane treading water, hair drenched but doing nothing to hide his gaze on me. Incredible. Now he hates me and thinks I'm probably stalking him. Which I am. Just. On his dad's payroll. Slowly. From afar.   

	"I must've....taken the wrong door?" I offered quietly. "Sorry."

	She squinted at me, then blew her whistle. "Alright, five minutes, boys, and then it's back to the butterfly you all know and love. Drink something, get those electrolytes back in you."

	I watched the guys get out of the pool and knew this was my chance to break for it. I messed up. Holy god I messed up so hard by letting Fitz get to me -

	"You don't strike me as the type who likes water. Or anything, really."

	My hand froze on the door's handle and I turned, coming face-to-face with Wolf. He toweled himself off as he stared at me, rubbing it through his dark hair as disdain soured his face.

	"How do you do that?" I hissed. "Sneak up on people like that? Burn does it too. Is it hereditary, or are you classically trained ninjas, or -"

	He shoves a slightly-damp twenty dollar bill at me suddenly.

	"For your unwanted assistance. With fixing my bike."

	It was such a bizarre thing I was struck dumb for a second. "Oh, wait. I get it. This is laced with anthrax and you've taken the antidote your whole life and this is how I die, struck down by my mortal enemy's charity."

	His green eyes narrowed, fox-like. "It's not charity. You fixed the bike, however stupidly lucky you were with it."

	"Why are you giving this to me?" I scoffed. I made the mistake of looking down, to the exposed skin of his velvety stomach, every svelte line of muscle shifting beneath his exerted breaths. Gross, Bee. Don't let it hypnotize you like it's done to every other girl in this school. "Mr. Francis is the one who's actually going to fix it."

	"Mr. Francis doesn't have only one parent who works," He countered brusquely. "Just take the money."

	Anger welled up beneath my cheeks. "You think you know everything about my life? I don't need your stupid twenty, okay? My mom does fine, I'm doing fine, my dad's fine, we're all just fine, okay? We might not be swimming in it, but we know how to save and be smart with our money. We don't waste it on things like - like expensive cars or restaurants or random girls who we feel sorry for!"

	My shouting made the other boys on the team look at us, muttering to each other. Even the lady coach frowned at me. I felt hot and itchy all over, just like in the crowd that one morning. I'd do anything to not be there at that very second. If I could teleport to the top of a mountain, or a serene meadow, or hell, even the parking lot of the 7-11 near my house - something, anything. Anywhere away from his moment and Wolf's fire-laced eyes. He looked almost...shocked, the usual irritation in his hawk-like brows going slack. My eyes caught on his broad shoulders, his sharp collarbone, his prominent jaw. This was the shape of him - of a guy who could never understand my situation. Not in a million years. But he pretended to, like it would earn him brownie points for being a 'good guy'. I was sick of him. I was sick of everyone telling me he was secretly a good guy. He wasn't. He never would be. Not to me, anyway.

	Some distracted, stupid part of me looked at his skin again, the deep olive of it. It was a shame, that part thought, that he couldn't stand being touched by someone else. He had a beautiful body. Did he really have a phobia? Someone as outwardly put-together as him? How could he have a phobia, when the first day we interacted he came so close to me I could smell him? Was it a lie? Was Mr. Blackthorn simply adding an extra layer of caution around his son -

	My fingers were suddenly inches away from the side of Wolf's cheek, the tips of them sensing the heat coming off his skin. I wanted to finish the movement, to touch him, but logic screamed at me. What was I doing? How did my fingers get there? I pulled my hand back, Wolf flinching away from me at the same time. What the flying idiot was I doing? 

	"I-I'm sorry. I - I have to go." I spit the words out in a jumble, and dashed for the door. The smell of fresh air threw my every word and action in the pool building into stark reality. Incredible, incredible, shoot! What had I done? I acted like a complete weirdo - there's no way I could ever look him in the eyes again, right? This was it - I had to move to China, Japan, Malaysia; as far away from the Blackthorn boys and this stupid school as I could. Everyone in that building saw me reach for him - he saw me - I saw me and I can't get the image out of my head. I replay it over and over, like some hideously embarrassing movie reel.  

	My drive home is a white-knuckled blur of terror and disgust at myself. I half-move through the motions of checking on Dad, making sure he's eaten, taken his pills, making sure dinner is getting started, making sure my homework is caught up, making sure I don't ever, ever look Wolf Blackthorn's way ever again for as long as I live.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 7

	WOLF

	 

	Everything feels so far away.

	The sound of the pool water lapping against the sides fades. The echo of Coach’s yelling fades.

	I watch Beatrix leave, and trace the red-hot marks her fingertips left on my cheek. My skin crawls with goosebumps, my nerves standing on end with some invisible electricity.

	What is wrong with me? Am I having a stroke? The doors open and close behind her and all I can think about is how I want more of her touch. More of her eyes lingering over my ridges and lines. Just…more of her. Period. 

	Frustrated, I growl and shove the twenty dollar bill into my backpack. 

	“Where do you think you’re going, Blackthorn?” Coach shouts. “Get back in the pool!”

	I’m so distracted I hear her, but don’t process any of her words. She blows her whistle in my ear and I start.

	“Goodness, coach –”

	“I thought I told you to tell your girlfriends to stay away from the pool while we’re practicing,” She snaps. “And you said you had it taken care of. Don’t tell me I’m gonna have that hassle again – you could barely get in here with all of them crowding the door.”

	“No, it’s not like that.”

	Coach eyes me up and down. “Alright. Then get back in the pool and let’s burn a few laps.”

	I head to the edge of the pool. My teammates stare at me from the benches they perch on, half-soggy and sipping Gatorade. They murmur to each other, elbowing one another like they’re all sharing some secret. Jason, the steroid-abusing freshman, whispers the most earnestly out of them all. Of course he does. He’d love to start a nasty rumor about me as payback for dumping coffee on him. He’d love to do anything to get back in the good graces of the team and the school. And even though the team’s shunned him up until now because of his red-card, they start to listen to him. I direct my glare right at them, daring any of them to say something. And of course, there’s always one guy stupid enough to dare. A senior who loves to give me trash whenever he can. 

	“So,” He treads water beside me. “You and the scholarship girl, huh?”

	“Don’t,” I warn. 

	“Don’t what?” He smiles. “C’mon, man, you can tell me. We’re a team. Incredible, I wouldn’t blame you for tapping that – she’s a little frumpy, but if you look real hard you can tell she’s got some amazing belly under all that. I’d do her too. Just once, though, and then dump her on the curb.”

	I see red. Before I can control myself I throw a punch at his jaw, and it connects with a sickening crunch. The senior comes up gasping for air, and lunges for me. We tangle underwater, my eyes and ears full of chlorine as he punches me in the stomach, the air shooting out of my mouth and molten pain replacing it. The sound from above is muted, but I can still hear it - the team starts shouting, Coach blows her whistle, her hands fishing madly underwater for us. She sends in half the team after us, pulling the two of us apart in the shallow end.

	“What the heck is your problem?” The senior snarls at me. I spit water mixed with blood from my split lip. He isn’t any better off – his left eye socket is starting to bruise.

	“If you talk about her like that again,” I growl. “I’ll ruin more than just your face.”

	“Why do you care?” He shouts. “She’s just the scholarship girl!”

	“Enough!” Coach bellows. “The two of you – in my office, now. The rest of you, in the showers. Practice is over.”

	The senior and I begrudgingly enter her office, the only thing keeping my fist from his face the fact that Coach is staring right at us from across her desk. 

	“What seems to be the problem, gentlemen?” She asks.

	“I said something about that girl who came in and he flipped!” The senior protests. “He flipped on me just like he flipped on that Mark guy!”

	“Don’t say his name,” I flinch. 

	“I’ll say whatever the heck I want!”

	“Language,” Coach warns, then looks to me. “Here’s how this is gonna go; Harris, you keep your nose out of Blackthorn’s business. Blackthorn, don’t go punching people, no matter how bad they piss you off. If I hear or see this one more time, you’re both off the team, and I’m warning your parents.”

	Harris glowers at me. “Like it’ll matter for him. His dad runs this place.”

	“No one’s getting any favoritism, Harris,” Coach warns. “Now get out of here. Go change. And try to talk about your problems like grown-ups instead of flinging poop at each other like monkeys, alright?”

	We both echo ‘yes coach’, and head to the lockers. I let him go first, just to make sure he doesn’t turn on me and try to start something. The urge to red-card him is strong, but there’s no point – he hasn’t done anything ‘wrong’ in the ultimate sense. He pissed me off, that’s all. That isn’t worthy of a red-card. If I did red-card him I’d basically be a dictator, and that’s the last thing I want people to see me as.

	Every guy in the locker room falls silent when I walk in. I change as quickly as I can and get out, riding my bike a little faster than normal, like it’ll leave the stares behind. I know what they were thinking behind their silence – Wolf Blackthorn, never once seems to give a hoot about a girl, and then all of a sudden starts a fight over one. I know the rumors that’ll spread like wildfire tonight, and the stares that will follow tomorrow. When I get home and open my computer, it’s confirmed – Twitter and Facebook are ablaze with what went down today. Speculations fly - scholarship girl and Wolf have slept together, she’s pregnant and Harris is the real father – stupid trash that only makes me angrier. Pent-up energy blazes through me, half fury and half something else I can’t name, something that leaves me sore in the chest and utterly confused in the head. 

	I don’t start fights. I haven’t touched someone purposefully since Mark. But at the single mention of Beatrix, the thought of someone like Harris touching her, I flew off the handle. All my reservations, all my avoidance of physical touch, flew out the window. For a split second, I forgot myself. She eclipsed my fear – something no one else in my life had ever done.

	Mark came close. As much as I hate to admit it, he came close. But with him it was slow, gradual. With her, it was instant. I lashed out in an instant, without thinking, without hesitation.

	I get up, unable to take a moment more of this storm of energy. I knock on Burn’s door, but he isn’t home. Of course he isn’t. Part of me wants him to be – he would listen to my problems. Or, he used to. Since Mom died he’s never really been there for me, or Fitz, not like he used to be. I want to open the door and see him there, smiling patiently, waiting for me to tell him whatever awful secrets I’d been keeping inside. His advice was good. Would be good, if he was here for me anymore. But he’s not.

	So I settle for the next best thing.

	Burn’s punching bag hangs from the ceiling, a heavy column of sand covered by plastic. I punch it, as hard and fast as I can, willing all the confusion in me to drain out with my fatigue, willing my physical efforts to clear my head. I punch until sweat drips down into my eyes, until my knuckles sting like someone’s poured lemon juice in open wounds. And the words – everyone’s words clamber over each other, like a chaotic tornado in my mind.  

	She’s just the scholarship girl, why do you care – 

	- You think you know everything about my life?

	       - you can tell she’s got some amazing belly under all that. I’d do her too.

	I feel stupid. I feel weak. I feel powerless. Just thinking about the look on her face when I offered the twenty makes me feel even stupider. Thinking about how gentle her fingers were on my cheek makes me feel even weaker. 

	People aren’t supposed to affect me like this. I thought I was over this. After Mark I swore to myself I’d allow no one to make me feel things ever again. And then Beatrix came and ruined everything. I’m powerless all over again, and it scares the ever-living trash out of me.

	So I keep punching, until my knuckles bleed and my body screams at me to stop. 

	“Wolf?”

	I look up through my haze to see Burn standing there. The exhaustion hits me like a truck, and I feel myself staggering. Burn is there, his strong arms holding me up, and for a split-second when I look up at him I see him as his nine-year-old self, smiling warmly and telling me everything will be okay. And then I snap back to reality, and his face is older and barely has any emotion to it at all. But if I look hard, I can see a tiny spark of concern in his eyes.

	“Wolf, are you alright? What are you doing in here?”

	“I had to punch something,” I manage. “And you have a whole bag devoted to it. I thought to myself ‘why not?’”

	“Your lip –” He cuts off. “Did you get in a fight?”

	I can’t have him asking questions. It’s too shameful to admit that I lost control. I push out of his support and stand on my own.

	“I’m fine.”

	“You’re not,” He insists, following me as I collapse on my bed in my room. “Goodness, Wolf, your knuckles –”

	“Stop pretending to give a hoot,” I snarl. Burn says nothing, retreating after a while. Just when I think he’s left me alone for good, he comes back with hydrogen peroxide and gauze. 

	“I don’t need any of that. Get out.”

	Burn ignores me, kneeling beside the bed and dabbing my knuckles with something wet. It stings, and I hiss. 

	“Would you stop trying to play the concerned older brother part? You outgrew it a long time ago.”

	“Be as angry as you want,” He says softly. “But I’m not leaving until everything bloody is taken care of.”

	I entertain the thought of getting up and forcing him out, but then I remember just how tall and built like a brick wall he is. I glare at the ceiling as he wraps my knuckles in gauze.

	“Who punched you?” Burn asks. 

	“No one.” I grunt.

	“Why did they punch you?” He asks again, patiently. So patiently it pisses me off.

	“It’s done, okay? It doesn’t matter who or why or what did it. Drop it.”

	We’re quiet. We both know he’ll just hear about it tomorrow. I exhale, quick and hard.

	“I punched some senior. Harris. He was making stupid comments about a girl.”

	“What kind of comments?”

	“Like, ‘hurr hurr I’d harass her’. Stupid trash.”

	“Who was the girl?”

	I gnaw the inside of my lip. “The scholarshipper.”

	Burn’s expression doesn’t so much as twitch. But I’ve been his brother long enough to know he’s surprised.

	“You…defended her?” He asks. I fling my gauzed arm over my eyes so I don’t have to face him.

	“No. It wasn’t like that. He was just pissing me off.”

	“You punched him.” Burn asserts.

	“I know.”

	“You hate touching people.”

	“I know.”

	Burn falls silent. To my utter relief he finishes gauzing my other hand and gets up.

	“Rinse your lip out with saltwater before bed.”

	“Yes, Mom,” I grumble. 

	“I’m serious, Wolf. If it gets infected we’ll have to tell Dad you got in a fight.” 

	“Fine. Okay. You’re right. Now just leave me alone.” It feels harsh and I feel like a toe, considering he bandaged me up. He moves to the door, and I call out.

	“Thanks.”

	Burn pauses, nodding over his shoulder, before he closes the door behind him. 

	I let my whole body relax, finally. Finally alone. The twisted energy in me is gone – depleted – leaving behind an empty husk. An empty husk who can’t do much more than lie on his bed and wince at the thought of school tomorrow. 

	At the thought of facing Beatrix Cruz.  

	It’s easier to read her writing. I take out the essay from my bedside table and read. 

	My dad isn’t in the best condition. He’s sick with depression. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from researching, it’s that it isn’t his fault. That’s just how things are, in his brain. No matter what, he’s still my dad. No matter what, I’m his daughter and I have to do everything I can to help him get better. That’s what being family means. That’s what love means; it means helping. It means supporting someone, defending someone, giving them your best effort. Flowery poetry and candied cherries one day a year isn’t love. 

	Love is sacrifice. And I intend to sacrifice a lot.

	Us teenagers want a lot. We want a social life, we want friends. We want a boyfriend or girlfriend. But we can’t have it all. I mean, some of us have it all, but those are the lucky ones. The rest of us just make do, fumbling around in the dark for something, anything to keep us going. But in reality, all those things are temporary. Being a teenager is just a blip on the radar of the rest of my life. It’s a few years. A few years I’m more than willing to sacrifice.

	I have all I need to keep me going, right here, in my family. 

	For the hundredth time I’ve reached this point in the essay, I think about what a moron she is. Her intentions are so pure and blazing they practically radiate off the page. Yeah, so she wants to help her Dad – but what about her? Everything she’s saying is a mirror image of my thoughts two years ago, when I was trying to help Mark. It practically stings to read them here, again. Another lamb to the slaughter. Another lamb willing to sacrifice themselves with no intention of getting anything in return. 

	It took me two years to figure out I was worth more than nothing. And yet here she is, convinced her time and energy are better used for her Dad, not her. It burns me up inside. 

	This isn’t how things are supposed to be, I want to say to her. It’s alright to be a kid, for idiot’s sake. Think about yourself for once, before you think about other people. It’s okay to have your own dreams, and go for them.

	Except I’ll never be able to say that to her. Not now. Not after the way she touched me, the way I reacted.

	So I settle for her words. Her words don’t scowl at me. Her words don’t make me feel ashamed, or confused. 

	Her words don’t touch my cheek. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8

	BEATRIX

	 

	Dying from embarrassment isn't something I usually do, pen-and-paper.

	Generally speaking, I prefer the whole not-dying thing to the dying thing. I've got a lot to do with my life  - become a famous psychologist, a good one with a very good degree, research how to cure depression, or at least how to treat it better, and help a lot of people all around the world. Including Dad. Especially Dad. 

	So dying really isn't high on my list of priorities, to say the least. Studying is. Getting good grades definitely is. I remember once, when I died from embarrassment; my middle-school friends and I went to a boyband concert and lost our minds, throwing our bras on-stage, and then the boy band member I was obsessed with looked my way, looked at the bra on his feet, and wrinkled his nose with disgust. I died then. I'm pretty much a ghost. A very smart, food-loving ghost. I cringe thinking about how stupid I was back then, but the feeling is definitely the same. Except minus the fact Wolf isn't a boyband member and I'm definitely NOT his fan and also it's just so dang hard to act normal when your brain refuses to stop playing the same moment over and over and over -

	"Bee?" Dad asked over his morning breakfast of orange juice. "Are you okay? You haven't touched your cereal."

	Count on Dad to be aware of how I feel when I need him to be the least. "N-No, I'm fine." I take a massive bite of cheerios. "See? Shoveling food into my mouth like always. Haha."

	Dad sighs. "Alright. If you say so. You can always talk to me, you know."

	My heart sunk a little. It's a lie, and we both know it, but he says it anyway so he feels like a Dad.

	To say I dreaded stepping foot on school grounds that day was like saying a snowman dreads a bonfire. I was terrified. Something had happened at the pool yesterday, something between just Wolf and I, and I didn't know how to handle it. It was just a tiny touch, a voice in the back of my mind says. What was the big deal? I didn't know. I mean, I know now what it was, but back then, I had no clue. It had felt...amazing. That strange shiver that ran down my spine, the way my blood felt like it started to simmer - it happened all at once because of a single fingertip to skin. 

	I was horrified. At myself, at what I'd done, and at how I reacted. I thought I didn't give a hoot about what Wolf thought about me, but turns out I did. Especially if he went and told the whole school about it. I imagined the rumors as I drove that morning - 'The scholarship girl likes him'. I could handle the rumors about me being weird, me being poor, me being unfashionable. But liking someone? I didn't have time for that. I wasn't here - at this stupid school - for that. And liking Wolf of all people? After I very publicly declared my hate for him and his whole family? It would look like I'd fallen under his spell like everyone else in a matter of days. Like I'd succumbed. Like I was just like everyone else. I couldn't handle that. I didn't want to be like everyone else, obsessed with their looks and haute couture and their reliance on their parents' money to get them by in life.

	I got out of my car, and the moment I did I could feel people staring. They know. Of course they know. My skin prickled, my face got hot. I wanted to yell at them, at someone. 'I don't like him!' I'd say. 'To me he's about as hot as the extra-grody gum on the bottom of my shoe!' 

	The only reason I didn't say any of that was because Kristin Degal walked up to me. 

	To describe Kristin is a bit like trying to describe the sun when you don't have a badass telescope - you know it's bright and hot and provides life, but you don't see the details, like the fact it's made out of plasma, and has beautiful arcing solar flares on the surface, and will summarily implode after a million trillion years. You don't know any of that. You just know it's beautiful and warm. Kristin was beautiful and warm, with soft dirty-blonde hair and a physique like an Amazonian goddess. Someone like that has to have some flaws, you protest. Of course she did. She ate with her mouth open and had the loudest, screechiest laugh I've ever heard. But she had a 4.2 GPA and a near-perfect SAT score that got her on the news. She was nice to pretty much everyone, and only person she wasn't nice to was that one guy who tried to grab her rear in the hall one time. She flipped him over her shoulder. That was the day we all learned she was also a black-belt in Judo.

	Kristin smiled at me. "Hey, Bee. I'm Kristin."

	"I-I know." I managed. "I've seen you...walking around."

	"Walking? Some people say I strut." She mused. "Would you say I strut?"

	"Uh, sort of?"

	She thinks on this, then shakes her head and claps her hands. "I'm asking you weird things way too early into our friendship, aren't I? Mr. B told me you were pretty smart, so you definitely know what I'm here for."

	"To tell me about a 'rocking party', I assume."

	"You got it! It's at nine, at Riley's house. I'll come pick you up at, what, nine thirty?"

	"But...it's at nine. What about eight thirty?"

	"Early? Aw, you're so cute. No no no, you always have to be late to a party."

	"Uh, why?"

	"So you can make an entrance!" She winked. "Here, give me your phone number. You can text me your address later."

	As we exchanged numbers, I glanced up at her. "Is there like, a dress code?"

	"Oh, the usual."

	"By the 'usual' you mean Prada."

	This got a laugh out of her, that screechy, yet somehow infectious, laugh. 

	"If you don't have anything to wear, I can bring some of my clothes over -"

	"No, it's okay," I protested. "I happen to enjoy wearing regular jeans. Also I'm pretty sure Prada doesn't make jeans that aren't a size 2."

	She laughed again. "For sure. Okay, you have my number, I have yours. Text me later - I've got to get to AP Chem early!”

	In a whirl of vanilla perfume, Kristin hugged me and then dashed off, waving at other friends she saw around campus as she went. It was weird - the moment she hugged me, the people at the edges of the parking lot staring at me just...stopped. I knew Kristin was popular, but seeing her power in action was sort of terrifying. With a single hug, she got them off my back. Just like, with a single red-card, Wolf got people to do what he wanted. The two of them were in a totally different category than me, a category full to the brim with charisma. 

	I stepped into Auto Class nervous. My eyes scanned the room, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Wolf wasn't here yet. Secretly I hoped he wouldn't show up at all - that'd save me and him a lot of awkwardness. Who am I kidding - Wolf Blackthorn? Awkward? Not in a million years. He'd walk in that door, glare at me, and never stop. I'd have two holes burnt in the back of my head permanently. And it would only be the back of my head, because I was never ever going to look Wolf in the face ever again, that much was for sure. 

	Mr. Francis took attendance, and introduced me as the newest addition to his class. Auto Shop was mostly filled with guys, but two or three girls sat at the back table. I sought shelter with them. One of them rolled her eyes at me, the other smiled faintly, but never spoke to me, not even when Mr. Francis grouped our tables together to work on labelling a diagram of a V-8 engine. They just passed the paper to me when it was my turn to fill in a blank, and went back to talking to each other about which convertible they were going to ask their parents for when they got their license.

	"I don't want a BMW," the frowny girl sighed. "My brother already has one and I don't want to look like I'm copying him."

	"You could always get a Saab," Smiley-girl said. "They're really well made."

	"Oh, there's Wolf!" Frowny girl pointed to the door. My stomach dropped, and I bent my head over my paper, trying to disappear into the ink. The girls must've not heard about what I'd done at the pool, because they didn't look at me at all. Or maybe they just really liked Wolf. I'd guess the latter, since they couldn't stop whispering.

	"He looks really good today."

	"It's the uniform, you know? It just suits him."

	"Get it, suits?"

	"Oh shut up, you're so punny."

	"You're right. It's his hair, I'm pretty sure."

	"You like guys with messy hair, though. You're biased."

	"Seriously, Amanda? I know you like Fitz more, and I admit he's cute, but Wolf's, like, on another plane of existence. There's cute, and then there's stupid-hot. Wolf's stupid-hot."

	"You know, Lily told me the other day he looks like he belongs in a castle in France or something and that's exactly it. Like, he shouldn't be in America, you know? He should be a transfer student from Europe."

	"If he had an accent I'd die every time he opened his mouth and I like living, thanks very much."

	"You're so dramatic."

	Listening to them talk, I should've felt like rolling my eyes. But I didn't. It wasn't that I agreed with them - it's just that they were obviously really good friends. I couldn't remember the last time I'd talked with someone my age like that so....so casually. So openly. Guilt welled up in my heart. I was the one who pushed my old friends away. So I had no right to feel so sad. I had no right to miss talking like that with someone. This was the life I chose; this scholarship, a good college, Dad's recovery. It was much more important than a few friends.

	I squared my shoulders just in time to hear my name said in Mr. Francis's voice. 

	"Why don't you go sit with Amanda and Jackie and Bee? It's the only group with three people."

	"I'd...rather not." Wolf's voice was low, hitting me like a gut-punch to the stomach. 

	"I'd rather you would," Mr. Francis insisted. "Please, Wolf. Make my life easy today, for once."

	There was a pause, and then footsteps grew near. I clenched my fist around my pen and focused as hard as I could on labelling the parts of the engine. Manifolds, oil pan, crank pins - a chair shrieked next to me as it was pulled out – flat-plane crankshaft, rocker cover, valve train -

	"Hi Wolf," Amanda said. Next to her, Jackie giggled. Wolf said nothing back. I dared to look up, only slightly. Wolf was sitting next to me. His arm on the table was all I could see. And then his finger pointed on the paper.

	"You mixed up the crank pins and the valve train," He said. I jerked my pen away from his finger, paranoid about getting too close again. Incredible. He was right. I scratched the answers out and switched them. His hand lingered in the corner of my vision – I could’ve sworn I saw something white and gauzy beneath his blazer cuffs. Had he hurt himself? Goodness, so what? Why did I even care if he did or not?

	"Aren't you going to say thank you?" Amanda asked, clearly irritated.

	"Yeah! He's just trying to help. The least you could do is say thanks," Jackie insisted.

	I opened my mouth, but Wolf spoke first.

	"The least you could do," He said. "Is not tell other people what to do."

	Jackie shrunk back. Amanda looked like she wanted to melt into her chair out of embarrassment. I started laughing. It was so soft and quiet, but it burst from me like a bubble.

	"That's ironic," I said. "When all you do is tell people what to do with those red cards."

	I couldn't believe what was coming out of my mouth. It was reflex, an automatic response system my brain had built just for him; insult him, quip back, do something, anything, but don't just sit there and take his trash. 

	I expected Wolf to stand up and leave, to glare. But he just scoffed, the sound rough but somehow gentle. 

	"For once, scholarshipper, you have a point."

	The tense knot of anxiety in my chest loosened just a bit. It was suddenly just like how things were before the incident yesterday - resentful and wary between us. Nothing had changed, and I was so insanely relieved about it I blurted;

	"I have a name, you know."

	"It's a terrible one - like you came out of a storybook," He retorted.

	"Oh?" I raised a brow, still too scared to look at him, my eyes glued to the paper. "Like Wolfgang's any better?" 

	Across from us, Jackie smothered a laugh in her throat. Amanda shot her a nasty look, then tried to cover it up with conversation.

	"Your name's Beatrix, right?" Amanda asked sweetly. "Isn't that like, Beatrix Potter? The lady who wrote Peter Rabbit? Maybe we should just call you Rabbit-lady instead."

	"Wolves eat rabbits," Jackie chimed in extremely not-helpfully, then giggled.

	"Not if the rabbits are smart enough to hide," I said. "Everyone knows you have to hide from wolves, or they'll ruin your life."

	"Projecting, much?" Wolf asked. 

	"At least I'm not self-aggrandizing," I shot back and pressed my pen into my paper hard enough to leave an ink stain.

	"Look at you and your big words," Wolf sneered. "Yes, we all know you got into this school with your brain, scholarshipper, you don't have to be high-and-mighty about it."

	"She does walk around like she's better than us," Amanda said. "I've seen her at break - she never talks to anybody. Are we all just beneath you, Rabbit-lady?"

	Anger boiled my stomach. "I - I don't talk to anyone because I don't know anyone! I don't think I'm better than -"

	"You do." Wolf smoothly cut me off. "You just don't want to admit it."

	My ears went red. "Fine! So what if I do? So what if I think the entire school is an idiot for being hypnotized by your trash? All you guys do is talk about cars and clothes and -"

	" - how would you know?" Wolf asked. "You've never once spoken to anyone for a long period of time. You’re always wrapped up in reading some huge book."

	"Are you keeping tabs on me like some creepy stalker?" I snapped. "Oh, wait, you do that for everyone you give a red card to, don't you?"

	"It doesn't take a rocket scientist to realize you aren't the type to make friends easily," Wolf drawled. 

	"Oh! I saw her talking to Kristin this morning!" Amanda said. "They got like, super close. Really close. I think Kristin has a crush on her -"

	"That's -" I sputtered. "That's ridiculous! We only just met."

	"That doesn't matter," Amanda sing-songed. "Trust me, I've got a great crush-detector. I can definitely tell she's a, you know, lesbian. You'd make a great couple."

	She said it like it was a dirty word, something bad. My skin crawled at her awfulness, but that only lasted until Wolf spoke.

	"Enough." He said, so sharply it left me with whiplash. "You're a lot of things, Amanda, but I thought you were better than malicious ignorance."

	Amanda crossed her arms over her chest, frowning at me. Of course she was aiming it at me - she thinks this is all my fault. If only I was nicer to Wolf. If only I was less stuck up. If only, if only, if only I wasn't all these things people think I am.

	When the bell rang for next period, I bolted from my seat. I wanted to put as much distance between me and everything back there as soon as possible. Wolf was faster, somehow, stepping in front of me before I could get seven paces out the door.

	"You're not going to change your mind about taking my twenty, are you?" He asked, walking backwards effortlessly as I strode forwards. I aimed my gaze over his shoulder. His face was still off limits. 

	"No. I'm never going to take it. I don't want anything you have to offer, and I never will."

	He stopped, falling off to the side. I pushed past him and walked up the stairs. I was too afraid to look back, too ashamed. The farther away I got from him, the longer the usual school day went, the more and more I realized he'd been right. I didn't talk to anyone. Sure, I overheard people talking about stupid stuff like brand name bags and what drugs they were going to score for Riley's party, but I never listened longer than that. I always tuned them out.

	Friday morning, I went running with Burn again. He ran silently and I not-so-silently huffed and puffed as I tried to keep up with him. He waited for me, again, at the halfway point, and we watched the same beautiful sunrise spread over the horizon. It was peaceful, centering. As much as I hated the running part, it was worth it. It was worth it to just sit here and have all your problems be put in perspective. 

	If Wolf was right about me being stuck up, was it really such a bad thing?

	"Is being stuck-up a bad thing?" I asked Burn. He downed some water from his bottle and offered it to me. I hesitated for a split-second, then took it, waterfalling it into my mouth just in case he was the type to hate second-hand saliva. 

	"It's only bad if it hurts someone," Burn said after a long consideration. "People call me stuck up."

	"Why?"

	"Because I don't talk to anyone," Burn said. "And that makes people think I don't like them."

	"Yeah, they're just assuming things about you," I agreed. "I think you're pretty chill."

	"That's assuming, too." He said. "You've spent a total of four hours with me in your life."

	"Four hours is better than none!" I insisted. He nodded.

	"I guess."

	"So what do you do?" I asked. "When people call you stuck up?"

	"Ignore them," He kneeled to tie his shoe, and it was weird to see someone so tall and intimidating bent in half. "But before I ignore them, I make sure to listen. If you listen to people, you understand them. And if you understand them, understand where they're coming from, you aren't stuck up, no matter what they say."

	His words kept with me, even after we parted ways at the trail's head. 

	So I decided to try.

	That's right, pen-and-paper. I, Beatrix Cruz, decided to swallow my pride and try something new.

	I spent all of Friday listening to students in the halls talk, to the smaller conversations, the one-on-ones instead of the huge groups. They talked about their parent's strict expectations, their worries about not being smart enough for college even if they were guaranteed to get in with their parent's money. I noticed more things instead of writing them off; a girl came out of a bathroom stall clutching a pregnancy test, her eyes swollen with crying. Two freshman guys who always sat in a corner of my class whispered that they didn't understand the homework and were too scared of being made fun of to ask the teacher. I watched Jackie, who was in another of my classes, open her purse to get a pen, and spotted the label of a pill bottle inside with a very familiar name; Axoprol, the same stuff Dad takes for his depression. Nobody takes anti-depressants for fun, I knew that much.

	Why had I not noticed any of this before? I just wrote everyone around me off as a product of too-much-money, and don't get me wrong - they were still very much rich. But they were also people, and I'd refused to see that. Why? I had no idea. I'd been worried about Dad, I guess. I'd been worried about my grades. I'd been worried about the future. I had a hundred and one reasons, but none of them were excuses. 

	Wolf had been right.

	Wolf had been right and I hated it.

	So I did what anyone with a fresh wound in their pride would do; I went to the library and buried myself in books. Not the fantasy books – no matter how much I wanted to. I wanted to give in and lose myself in other worlds for a while, if only to get away from all this garbage. Except I couldn’t. Except if I did that, I’d be wasting precious time. So I went to my usual haunt – the psychology textbook section. 

	But that just irritated me more - how could I read so many of these psychology books and not realize I was judging people harshly in my own brain? How could I help people if I judged them like that? If I ever wanted to become a shrink worth a cent, I needed to seriously step up my self-awareness game. 

	"There you are!”

	I looked up to see Fitz walking towards me, sandy hair wind-blown and his hands in his pockets. A huge grin was on his lips. I shielded my face with a book.

	"Can't a girl have an existential crisis in peace?" I groaned. 

	"Oh, is that what we're doing right now?" He chirped. "Because I thought you and I had a tutoring session. Or did you forget?"

	"If I recall," I scowled as he put one finger on my book-shield and lowered it. "Halfway through our talk about tutoring we had a horrendous argument and I stormed off to confront Wolf about something stupid."

	"And then you embraced him lovingly," Fitz continued. I gaped. 

	"What? No! Where did you hear that?"

	"The entire varsity swim team - who, if I may remind you, was there when it happened - insists you tried to kiss him. It's all they've been talking about for two days; captain of the swim team, the one and only Stoically Nasty Prince Wolfgang, allows a lady to touch his face for an extended period of time! How scandalous!"

	Fitz mimed fainting like an 18th-century dame, and I suddenly felt sick. Was that the rumor that'd been going around? Incredible - was that what it really looked like to an observer? I definitely, under no circumstance, could look at Wolf again. Not even at his hand, or over his shoulder, or a single flyaway hair of his. Nothing. Ever again.

	I tried to bury my heated face in my book-shield, but Fitz pulled a chair up to the table and slammed a few heavy books of his own down.

	“What are you doing?” I narrowed my eyes at him.

	“We had a deal,” He said lightly. “I’d tutor you, if you apologized to Wolf. And you did. Sort of. Not really. But it’s the thought that counts. Let's start with the War of the Roses, shall we? That's what the upcoming quiz is on."

	"I don't want -"

	"You do," He insisted, eyes sparkling. "You want a good grade. I know that you, more than anyone in this school, wants good grades. So c'mon. Sit up. Let's refresh that naive-yet-clever little brain of yours."

	Inwardly, some part of me cheered. This was exactly what I wanted. This is exactly what I needed if I wanted Mr. Blackthorn to keep my scholarship up. But the victory still felt a little hollow. It was just an act, after all. We weren’t really becoming friends. It was just for the scholarship.

	"I can't - I can't pay you. I've got nothing to pay you with and I don't want your charity."

	"Yes, I'm aware you hate charity," Fitz exhaled. "If you really are stuck on paying me back, just think of this like a raincheck. You owe me in the future, alright? Just a little favor, or an errand, and we'll be even."

	I wrinkled my nose. I was pretending to struggle in that class, but would owing Fitz really be worth it? I shook my head. Of course it would be. I was already doing pretty well with Burn - getting to know him slowly. And now that Fitz was willing to tutor me, I was two-thirds of the way there! All that's left was -

	Wolf. 

	But that would never happen. I'd sunk that ship so far down they might as well have started calling it the Titanic. Burn and Fitz would be enough. They had to be. 

	I never expected Fitz to be a good teacher, but he was. Despite the fact he slept through all of the class, he knew everything we'd covered, top to bottom. His teaching was easy to understand, and he even managed to make it fun. I couldn't keep myself from smiling and laughing at the history jokes he'd make. The hardest part of it all was remembering to play stupid - to not immediately give him the right answer. He drew stick figures to represent all the royalty I had to memorize, and I called them ugly. He then drew a stick figure of himself, which he claimed was his most beautiful work yet. We got sidetracked, and he drew Burn - huge and sleepy-eyed - and then Wolf, with his perpetually angry face and sharp eyebrows. 

	"And this is you," Fitz announced. He drew a stick figure with the long ponytail I usually wore and an armful of books.

	"That's way too many books!" I protested. "I look like I'm about to fall over!"

	"No, no, that's Wolf," He corrected. "Trying to push you over with telekinesis."

	"Ah, so that's the Blackthorn secret. You're all supernatural telekinetics."

	"And vampires," He said. "Huge, godly, vegetarian vampires who sparkle in the sunlight constantly."

	"Just like a disco ball."

	"That's us; three massive disco balls," He agreed. "With great hair and no modesty."

	I laughed, but it was cut off by my phone buzzing. Dad. I made a motion for Fitz to wait as I walked away and picked up.

	"Hey, Dad! Is everything okay?"

	"Why do you always ask that?" He sighed. "Just a 'hello' would be fine."

	My throat squeezed. "Right. Sorry. Hello. Any plans for dinner yet? I could stop and pick us up some pad thai or something if you don't feel like cooking."

	"I can cook, Beatrix." His voice got cross. "I'm capable of cooking, alright?"

	It was happening. That spiral where nothing I could say would help was just beginning. If I let it go on too long, he'd get more and more irritated, until he snapped. And then, after he snapped, he'd feel so terrible about it he wouldn't get out of bed for days. I had to cut it off here, at the head. 

	"Okay!" I forced my voice to be cheery. "That's great! I'm just at the library, but I'll head home now."

	Dad quieted, and then; "What are you doing there? Reading?"

	"Studying. With a -" I looked over at Fitz, who waved a few fingers at me and smiled with all his freckles. " - a classmate."

	"Oh, that's good. Are you two friends?"

	"I'm not sure - it's still too early to tell."

	"It shouldn't be too hard to figure out, Bee. It's so easy to make friends at your age."

	I swallowed the urge to correct him. I didn't want to start an argument.

	"Yeah. Well, I'll be home soon, okay?"

	"Okay. Drive safe."

	He hung up, and so did I. I stared at the blank screen of the phone for a moment, resting my arms on the glass rail of the balcony. Today had clearly been a bad day for him. Part of me wanted to go home as soon as I could, to make sure he was alright. The other part of me, the selfish part, didn't want to go home at all.

	But there was no choice. I had to. What I wanted didn’t matter – I had to make sure Dad ate. He wouldn’t do it if it was just him, alone at the house. I walked back over to Fitz.

	“Thanks for the session, teach. But I’ve gotta go.” 

	“So soon?” He lamented. “We were just about to get to the juicy bits – beheadings.”

	“Sorry,” I packed my things up. “But I really do have to go. Let’s – let’s do this again. I had fun.”

	“Surprisingly, I did too.” He tilted his head. “Weird. I thought I stopped that nonsense when I was twelve.”

	“Right when you hit puberty, huh?” I joked.

	“Oh you know it. I got zitty, hormonal – I transformed into a gross teenage boy who has no fun ever.”

	I laughed, and started to walk away.

	“Hey! Scholarshipper!” He called. I turned.

	“I have a name.”

	“Right. Bee,” He corrected. “Kristin told me you’re going to Riley’s party. That true?”

	“Yup.”

	“I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

	“No shouting in the library!” The librarian hissed up at him. Fitz pressed his hands together as if begging for an apology, and I shook my head and left. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9

	 

	If I knew what I knew now about what was going to happen at Riley's party that night, I never would've gone. Just thinking about it while I'm writing makes me want to build a time machine, travel back, and lock myself in a closet for the night. Just that one night. It changed everything, and lately I can't help but think it was for the worst. 

	But I'm getting off-topic, pen-and-paper. You can't understand what I haven't told you. So let's start over.

	An hour before the party, I made sure Dad had something to eat. I ate a bit, but my stomach was too nervous to keep a lot down, so I distracted myself by rifling through my closet. Again, all I really had was that one sundress, but it was way too fancy for a house party. Right? Right. Garbage, who was I kidding - I'd never been to a party in my life. There was obviously going to be booze, and probably definitely rich-kid drugs, and a host of other debaucheries. 

	I held up a Wonder Woman t-shirt to my chest in the mirror and breathed out. 

	"You're only going to see what the Blackthorn brothers are doing," I told myself. "Everything else doesn't matter. No drinking, no dancing, no nothing. We keep an eye on them, and we pretend to drink. No pressure."

	I looked at the clock as its dreaded hands inched nearer to nine. My voice got higher. 

	"No pressure. Oh goodness, no pressure at all."

	The knock on my door scared me. I crammed most of the clothes I’d brought out into the closet quickly and cleared my throat. 

	“Come in.”

	Mom peeked around the door, all smiles. Someone was behind her, too. 

	“Hi, sweetie!”

	“Oh, hey! You’re home early.”

	“I just wanted to stop by the house and get a change of clothes,” She said as she walked in. “Candace here has offered to take me to a spa! Isn’t that nice?”

	I nodded at the lady behind her, a brunette lady about Mom’s age with the same nurse-worked-overtime dark circles and weary air about her. 

	“Candace, meet Beatrix,” Mom extended her hand at me. “Beatrix, Candace.”

	I was used to meeting her friends, so I smiled. “Hi.”

	“Hello,” Candace grinned. “It’s good to meet you in person. You’re all your mom talks about, you know.”

	“Oh, stop.” Mom laughed. “Sometimes I talk about the weather, too! She’s going to Lakecrest, Candace.”

	“Yes, yes,” Candace giggled. “I’ve heard it all before. But still, it’s very impressive. You must be so smart, Beatrix. I wish my son was like you – I can barely get him off the couch to do something other than play videogames, let alone get him to study.”

	“Tell her where you’re planning to go for college, Bee,” Mom pressed eagerly. It felt a little weird, being made to tell all my plans to this random lady, but I smiled. 

	“Uh, NYU.”

	“Oh wow,” Candace marveled. “Well, I’m sure you’ll get in, if you’re graduating from Lakecrest. Everyone gets in if they go to Lakecrest.”

	Mom looked down at her phone. “Garbage, we’re going to be late. Okay, sweetie, Candace and I are off. Did your Dad have something to eat?”

	I nodded. “I made him a sandwich.”

	She swooped over and kissed the top of my head. “Thank you. I’ll see you later. Love you.”

	“It was nice meeting you, Bee,” Candace nodded. “Good luck at Lakecrest.”

	“Thanks. I love you too, Mom,” I tried, as she closed my door behind her. Their voices faded down the hall, and I exhaled. That whole thing made me feel like a show-horse, or something. It was super awkward. But the night was young, and awkward was apparently the theme of this month of my life.   

	I decided on jeans and the Wonder Woman t-shirt, and pulled an old green military surplus jacket of Dad's on over it. I dabbed my eyes with my usual eyeliner, and stepped back to take myself in. I definitely just looked like I was going to school. My old public school, not the private one that required a uniform, obviously. But that was fine - if I was just there to keep tabs on the brothers, I didn't want to stand out. 

	And then Kristin knocked on my door, and I realized I'd never have been able to stand out anyway. She wore a bright blue sleeveless dress, her bronzed shoulders and legs strong and lengthy. Dad looked half-stunned himself when he opened the door. I'd explained to him earlier a friend was picking me up for a sleepover, but now he wasn't going to buy that - not with Kristin all dressed up. I should've thought of that. 

	"Hey, Kristin," I smiled nervously at her, then tried to look confident for Dad. "Okay, well. I'll be home before noon tomorrow. I'll give you a call if it's later than that."

	Dad moved his eyes from me to Kristin, confused.

	"There's leftovers in the fridge for lunch," I reminded him. "And you can have the last waffle in the freezer, if you want. I won't be here for breakfast."

	Dad averted his eyes from Kristin's brilliant smile and looked at me. "You don't seriously expect me to believe you're going to a sleepover?"

	My stomach sank. "Dad, I -"

	"She's not," Kristin agreed. "It's a party, Mr. Cruz. But it's a lot smaller than you think, and it's all people I know. I'll look after her, I promise."

	Dad looked between us again, then put a hand on my shoulder. Something about his gaze was soft, tired.

	"You don't have to lie to me, Bee. I know it's been...tough for you. You've earned a party. Just be safe, alright? Don’t drive anywhere, don’t drink anything anyone gives you. Call me when you're coming home."

	My heart swelled, and I threw my arms around his neck and hugged him. 

	"Thanks, Dad! I promise I'll call."

	Kristin and I walked off, and I was so giddy I almost missed her getting into her car - a shiny Prius with that new-car smell. I jumped in the passenger seat, and Kristin amped up the volume on her electronic music and pulled away from the curb.

	"Your Dad's pretty cool, huh?" She shouted. 

	"He really is, sometimes."   

	"My Dad hates everything I do," She continued. "You're super lucky."

	I watched our duplex disappear into the night. If only she knew how sick Dad really was. 

	"Yeah. I am."

	I was super lucky he was still around. I was super lucky I got into Lakecrest at all. But if my luck ran out, if Dad’s pills reacted with his brain chemistry wrong, if his own mind’s illness convinced him life wasn’t worth living anymore -

	I dreaded the dark future that sprawled out in my head, so I focused on the music instead. It was happy, upbeat. Kristin smelled even more like vanilla perfume. I didn't put anything except deodorant on. Garbage - did I smell bad? I tried to sniff my armpits, but Kristin jammed on her brakes and I nearly smashed my nose into my elbow.

	"You idiot!" She shouted at a car running a red light. She inched out into the intersection, huffing. "Some people are so stupid!" She looked at me and smiled. "Not you, though. I bet you drive like a grandma."

	"What gave you that impression - was it the jeans? The glasses?"

	"The hairdo," Kristin laughed and turned down the music. "Girls with sensible ponytails don't drive like maniacs."

	"There's a little saying I'd like to introduce you to called 'don't judge a book by its cover'. I happen to drive like Vin Diesel. On cocaine."

	She laughed. "Sure."

	We were quiet until she got on the highway.

	"So. Mr. Blackthorn managed to rope you in too, huh?" Kristin asked. 

	"Yeah, I guess."

	"He tried to get me to spy on the boys, like, a year ago, but it never worked. Fitz knew what I was up to right away, and Burn never said a single word to me."

	"And Wolf?"

	She buzzed her lips. "It wasn't gonna happen. Not after what happened with Mark."

	Curiosity gnawed at me. "Do you know about what happened between them?"

	"Mark and Wolf? Oh, I mean, everybody knows, Bee. Or, at least everybody thinks they know."

	I was quiet, waiting for her to spill, but she glanced at me and sighed.

	"Look, it doesn't feel right to tell you. I might not like the Blackthorn boys, but I don't want to drag them through the mud, either. We all stopped talking about it a long time ago, and I feel like that's where it should stay. In the past."

	"Fine," I put my hands up. "I get it. I'll just have to pry it from some extremely drunk senior at the party."

	"And here I thought you were just a quiet geek!" Kristin slapped the steering wheel. "You're so tenacious."

	"When I have to be," I winked. 

	"Oh yeah? What's Mr. Blackthorn dangling in front of you? It can't be a college recommendation like it is for me – you’re two years too early for that."

	"My scholarship," I said. "I want to keep it, so -"

	"Aha, I getcha." She nodded. In a few minutes, we were parking in a fancy suburb, and she and I got out. She pointed to a massive McMansion in the distance, then fist-bumped me. "Let's go get what we want." 

	We walked down the sidewalk, the muffled music growing louder, other dark shapes sauntering towards the lit-up house. Kristin laced her arm in mine. 

	"Fitz gets super drunk," She said. "He stays downstairs and parties it up. Burn doesn't drink, but he always heads to the yard, somewhere quiet and with the least amount of people. And Wolf -" She made a face. "It's hard to describe what he does. I know he likes high places in the house. Balconies. Rooms."

	"Alright, thanks. That makes my job a little easier." 

	Kristin smiled. "Anything I can do, I'm here for you. Just come find me - or you can text me."

	"Will you be, er - drunk?"

	"Oh, I don't like drinking. I'm just here to dance. And maybe make out with a few people." She winked, and I felt my face flush. 

	"Right. I forgot that happens at parties." 

	We made it to the front porch, and Kristin rang the doorbell. The thumping music came in crystal clear as soon as the door opened, a senior I'd seen around flashing a smile at Kristin. They hugged, and she led me inside. The house was a hundred times hotter than outside, the decor all tasteful tapestries and family photos that were slightly askew thanks to the fact people were jammed in here wall-to-wall. 'Smaller than you think' my rear, Kristin. I followed her like a sheep follows a shepherd - my eyes darting everywhere as I struggled to take in what was going on all at once; the living room was crowded with dancing people, the kitchen was a little quieter, half-empty liters of soda and vodka bottles lining the counter like weary soldiers. The hall wound around the house, and most of the guest rooms were – you guessed it - occupied by people furiously making out. Kristin pointed to the kitchen. 

	"I saw Fitz in there just now. Go say hi! I'll be dancing!"

	And just like that, she disappeared into the crowd, and my lifeline was gone. My palms started sweating as I struggled through waves of people to get to the kitchen. I recognized only half of these people - the other half didn't go to our school. Everyone was dressed to impress - with metallic eyeshadow and black leather jeans and curled hair. I could hear the mutters that followed me, just barely audible below the thumping music; ‘Isn’t that her?’. ‘She tried to make-out with Wolf, right?’

	Great. That awful rumor was spreading even more. I wanted to snap the truth at them, but something stopped me – would they even believe me if I did? Probably not. People just believe what they want to – and what they want to believe is always that one lie that’s more interesting than the truth. 

	Goodness, this was such a bad idea. My first party, and I was already adrift in the sea of faces. 

	But then I spotted one I knew. Fitz was at the stove, a frying pan in one hand and his arm slung around a giggling girl's shoulders. He wore a brightly-colored, open-collared shirt that would've looked stupid on anyone else, but went perfectly with his curly blond hair and scarecrow physique. He flipped the pan, a pancake doing a perfect arc, and the girl clapped excitedly. His eyes found mine, and he smiled.

	"Bee! About time you showed up. You want a pancake? They're chocolate chip."

	"N-No, I'm good," I said. 

	"You look awful," He looked me up and down. "Are you gonna be sick? Did you drink too much already?"

	"I'm fine!" I snapped. "Thanks for the concern."

	"You should eat something!" The girl next to him chimed. "It helps with the booze."

	Fitz plated the pancake on a huge stack of them, and picked the plate up, jerking his head to me. "Come on back - we've got a secret hideaway."

	The girl laughed and trotted after him, and I didn't know what else to do, so I followed. They led me to a game room of some sort, with a pool table. Five or six people played, a few others sprawled on beanbag chairs and the sofa. It was a little quieter in here, the walls sheltering us from the music. Fitz hefted himself onto the pool table and plopped the plate of pancakes in the smack-dab middle of the pool game. People complained.

	"Aw, shut up!" Fitz shouted. "I made you food and this is how you repay me? Ungrateful children!"

	He waggled his finger at them as people laughed and lined up. Some used forks the girl had brought, others just straight grabbed them with their hands and chowed down like they were tacos. Fitz downed a half-glass of some amber liquid and rubbed his hands together.

	"So, Bee. Shirt and jeans, huh? Can't say I'm not surprised."

	"Oh, I'm sorry," I put on my best sardonic voice. "Was I supposed to wear something else, your highness?"

	"At least a skirt," He groaned. "Liven my life up, a little."

	"You're a pervert." I accused. 

	"Unfortunately," He agreed, stuffing a piece of pancake in his face. 

	"Also unfortunately," I pointed at his bright shirt. "You have no taste."

	He laughed. "Oh, you definitely grew up poor, didn't you? The tastelessness is exactly what makes it haute couture." 

	"Oh, I get it now. Make it as ugly as possible, and people will buy it thinking it's subversive and edgy."

	He pointed at me. "Bingo was his name-o. You sure you don't want a pancake?"

	"Did you put something in it?" I narrowed my eyes at the plate. He gasped.

	"I'm offended! What kind of sicko would put weed butter in innocent baby pancakes?"

	“I never said weed butter.”

	“Oh, you didn’t?” He waved me off. “Then forget I ever said anything.” 

	A chuckle went around the room again. Mr. Blackthorn was right - one of his sons likes drugs. 

	"But why am I even speaking with you right now?" Fitz lamented dramatically. "You're here for Wolf."

	The sound of his name set my lungs on fire. "I am not!"

	He laughed, spinning a pool stick around him like a martial arts bo staff. "So smart, so driven, and yet so awfully transparent. You're a weird little paradox, Bee. Now go on. Get. He's upstairs."

	"You talk like an old man," I accused. Fitz made a little bow.

	"That's what happens when you grow up reading too many books. They never tell you about the dangers of that in school." He shooed me away. "Hurry up. Get out of here. He's waiting."

	"Wolf?" I wrinkled my nose. "Why would he be -"

	"Go!" Fitz took my arm and gingerly threw me out of the room, slamming the door behind me. I heaved a sigh. If I ever understood how a Blackthorn’s brain worked, it would be too soon.

	I lost my way in the house pretty quickly, the crowd's eyes and the pulsing music giving me a headache. I wrinkled my nose as I watched someone vomit right into one of the very expensive vases lying around. Fantastic. I’m sure someone’s mom slash housekeeper slash whoever it is that does the cleaning for rich people is going to be thrilled with that.

	I opened the sliding glass door to the backyard, desperate for some relief. People gathered on lawn chairs out here, in a semi-circle around a fire pit. I recognized one person in the circle, and felt my breath catch in my throat. Eric. What was he doing here? Who let him in - especially after everyone knew what he'd done at the last party?

	"Bee," The low voice behind me made me jump. I turned to see Burn standing there, in a flannel shirt and ripped jeans. 

	"For once!" I thumped my chest to make sure my heart was still working. "Just once, would you please tap my shoulder before you greet me directly in my ear? I'd like to live past the age of seventeen, thanks."

	"Heart attacks don't kill teenagers," Burn insisted. I squinted at him.

	"Have you ever even seen a horror movie? We die all the time from a lot of things in those. Sometimes heart attacks! But especially from like, having sex. And doing drugs. And chainsaws. The chainsaws come after the sex and drugs, usually, kind of like Hollywood's warning us to be pure and chaste kids, or something? I dunno. It’s weird."

	Burn stared at me silently. I'd seen that look on his face enough to know it meant he was utterly lost at my babbling. I waved him off and we stood there, by the bushes, watching the lawn chair party commence with beers and laughter. 

	Burn must've seen me staring at Eric, because he sighed.

	"He came in after it started, and he refuses to go inside the house. Smart."

	"Why is that smart?"

	"Because if Wolf sees him, that'll be the end of him," Burn said.

	"Who invited him?"

	"His friends - some guys in the debate club."

	"He came here anyway, despite the red-card." I mulled. "Like a big middle finger to Wolf. He's not going to try anything, is he?" 

	"I'm watching him," Burn said simply. Those three words carried so much hidden threat I almost felt sorry for Eric. Almost. Until I saw him lean over and start whispering in a girl's ear. She recoiled, standing up and moving away, but Eric followed, cornering her between a bush and the barbeque grill. That was it, the last straw - I was sick of him. I was sick of remembering the fact I ever stood up for him. I was sick of standing around and doing nothing while something awful happened. I had a lot of practice at it, with Dad, and I hated that most of all. 

	"I don't know about you," I rolled up my sleeves. "But I'm done watching."

	In retrospect, pen-and-paper, it was stupid. Heck, everything I did that night was stupid. Maybe it was the air - soaked in alcohol and weed and cigarettes. Maybe it was the infectious devil-may-care attitude that everyone seemed to carry. I don't know. But I suddenly didn't care, anymore. I didn't care about the eyes watching me or the rumor surrounding me as I strode through the lawn-chair circle and grabbed Eric's shoulder, whirling him around.

	"What are you doing?" I demanded. The girl behind him looked at me gratefully, taking the chance to disappear back into the house. Eric watched her go with something like anger in his eyes, his mousy hair barely disguising his irritation.

	"I'm having fun, Bee. You should try it, sometime."

	The lawn-chair circle went quiet, 'oohing' at the perceived insult. 

	"I can't believe you," I snapped. "You let me stand up for you when they gave you that red card! And when I asked you why they did it, you straight-up lied to me! You knew exactly why they gave it to you. And now you have the guts to show up to another party?"

	"He didn't do anything wrong," One of the lawn-chair observers called. "Lay off."

	Eric smirked at me. "You heard him; back off, Bee. If you keep hounding me like this, I might start to think you like me. Maybe I'll go get you a drink."

	His word were heavy with implication - he'd drug me like he tried to drug some other girl. I suppressed a shudder. 

	"Forget you, creep," I spat. Eric's face turned dark, and he closed the space between us. He wasn't tall, but he was tall enough, and I was suddenly razor-sharply aware of how much thicker his biceps were than mine. I could smell the beer on his breath.

	"What did you just call me?"

	"A creep," Burn's deep voice said behind me. I felt the heat of his chest on my back, and it somehow comforted me. Burn's shadow fell over Eric and I, easily engulfing us. "She called you a creep."

	Eric backed way up from me, suddenly going pale. He narrowed his eyes at me.

	"So you're shacking up with the Blackthorn jerks now, huh? How many of them are you sleeping with? One? Two? Or all three, you whore?"

	Before I could open my mouth to rip him a new one, a cascade of some pinkish, chunky liquid came crashing down on Eric's head. It smelled sour and awful - vomit. I wouldn't have escaped the splash damage if it weren't for Burn pulling me back at the last second. Eric sputtered, wildly wiping at himself to get it off. I looked up to see Wolf standing on a little balcony two stories above us, an antique vase in his hands and a wildfire in his green eyes.

	"Whoops," He called down to us. "Sorry, I was just taking out the trash."

	Eric flailed towards his friends, who shouted and tried to keep away from him. Burn and Wolf and I watched him crash into a lawn chair as he tried to rip off his clothes in an effort to get away from the disgusting smell. Finally, another of his friends pulled him, half-naked, up by the arm, and guided him out of the yard and into a car. I almost laughed, it was so pathetic.

	I looked up at Wolf, who made a 'tsk' sound and narrowed one eye at the retreating Eric, as if he was sorry Eric wasn't sticking around longer so he could torment him more. He caught me looking at him, the steady flame of his gaze a little less furious, and disappeared back into the house. 

	Burn turned me by the shoulder. "Did any of it get on you?" 

	"No, I'm fine."

	Burn's face rarely changed, so when he glared in the direction of where Eric disappeared, I was surprised. 

	"If he bothers you again, let me know."

	Something about his simple offer made my stomach warm up. I smiled. "Okay. Thanks, Burn."

	"Wolf helped, too." He reminded me. I scoffed softly.

	"Yeah. I guess."

	I could feel Burn watching my face. He walked into the house for a moment, then came back out with a bottle of fancy, old wine. He handed it to me.

	"Take this to Wolf."

	I hefted the heavy bottle. "Not even a 'please'?"

	Burn was silent. I sighed.

	"Okay, okay. I'm going."

	I trudged into the house, looking back one last time. Burn had settled himself on a clean lawn chair, making it flat so he could gaze up at the stars. He was pretty much the only one out there, looking serene and unfazed and sleepy as always. 

	I finally found the stairs and ascended them slowly, jumping out of the way of screeching girls going up and down, and avoiding the couples pressed into the banister and each other. I vaguely heard Fitz in the living room shout something about 'heretics', and 'blasphemers', in a very slurred voice. I smirked a little - we'd gone over those in tutoring, and we decided they were both very good insults. But this wasn't tutoring - this was a party in which I was currently tasked with delivering wine to the boy everyone thought I'd tried to kiss. 

	Upstairs was just as big as downstairs, so I centered myself in relation to the yard and tried to locate the room Wolf must've been in. Sure enough, there he was; in the room at the end of the hall, sitting on a queen-sized bed and drinking from a bottle of wine on the bedside table. He wore a black sweater and jeans, both of them hugging his shoulders and hips too well to be anything but designer. His hair was an infuriatingly stylish mess as always, and the way he sat - relaxed yet somehow regal - made the inside of the guest room seem like a throne room.

	I couldn't just walk in. I could barely even think about speaking to him, after the pool incident. What would I say? 'I'm sorry'? 'I wanted to check if you really did have a touching phobia like a total jerk'? Sitting in Auto Class with a bunch of people around us was totally different from a one-on-one with him. Before I could turn and walk away, he spotted me, and quirked one hawkish brow in my direction.

	"Well?" He said. "Are you coming in, or not?"

	"BurnwantedmetogiveyouthiswinethanksforhelpingwithEric," I blurted quickly, stepping over the threshold only to put the wine on a nearby dresser. "Okaybye."

	"Scholarshipper." His voice stopped me at the door, and I turned. He took a swig from his already-open wine bottle and stood up, playing with the silver rings on his fingers. "You and I have things to discuss."

	Irritation won over anxiety for a brief moment, and I gritted my teeth.

	"For. The. Last. Time. I. Have. A. Name." 

	"As do I," He said. "And yet I've never heard you use it."

	"That's because you - you haven't said mine either!"

	"Are we going to be stuck in a loop forever, avoiding each other's names until one of us gives in and says it?"

	I glared at him. Or, more accurately, his shoes. 

	"We are," He finally asserted. "Because I'm prideful and you're childish."

	"Childish?" I sneered. "That's rich, coming from the guy who puts slips of paper in people's lockers."

	"You're really hung up on that, aren't you?" He scoffed. "There's more to me than that, you know."

	"I wouldn't know," I said. "I don't know anything about you, except that you hate me for some reason and want to take my scholarship so I'll get kicked out."

	He was quiet. It fueled the molten pool of anger that I'd kept quietly seething in my heart all this time.

	"No – wait. That's a lie. I know you. I know you had Fitz hack your Dad's computer to read my essay. I know you like motorcycles. I know you -"

	I stop myself from saying 'hate being touched', or 'your mom died'. Those are private things I'm not supposed to know. 

	" - I know you fought Mark," I finished. "And the day after, he stopped coming to Lakecrest."

	I expected Wolf to get angry, to bark, but the only sound was that of the wine bottle rising to his lips and being put down again. 

	"I wouldn't expect someone like you to understand," he said finally.

	"Understand what? That you fought a guy and he was beat so bad he left?"

	"It wasn't like that," Wolf snarled. "You wouldn’t understand.”

	"I sure can't understand if you don't tell me!" I shot back, my gaze finally daring to drift to his face. His jade-green eyes glowed with furious fire, and I managed to withstand it for a few seconds. But I wasn't the first to look away. For once, it was Wolf who broke our stare. 

	"Look -" I started. "You're right, okay? I'm only gonna say that once - you were right. I judge people harshly. I freaking can't get past my own judgement of people. And it sucks! It super sucks to realize maybe you were the jerk all along, but that doesn't mean I can't change it. I'm gonna. Just slowly. At my own pace. No matter what it takes, I'm going to change it."

	"Why?" He demanded. 

	"Because I have to."

	"Why?" He shot again, harder, like he was trying to cut me with his words alone.

	"Because - " I swallowed. "Because if I don't, I can't be a good shrink."

	"There's more to life than becoming a good shrink," Wolf said. "For instance, becoming a good person, maybe?"

	"I'd say I'm already -"

	"You're not," He snapped. "None of us are. You don't attain it, like some trophy, set it aside and rest on the laurels of it. We have to work at it. Being a good person takes work, every second of every day. That's why so few people do it - because it's exhausting."

	He sat on the bed, his elbows on his knees and his hands in his chin. 

	"You're so focused on becoming something to help your Dad," He said, suddenly sounding tired. "That your life is passing you by."

	I felt my hackles rise. "You know nothing about my life."

	"I read your essay," He shot a glare at me. 

	"That's not all of who I am! It's just a piece of paper!"

	"It was your writing," He insisted. "Very determined, very honest writing, written to chase your dreams. I read it. I read it over and over again. That essay bared your soul. Whether you deny it or not, that essay was you - down to the very last comma."

	"You don't know me from an essay."

	"No," He agreed. "But I know you're burning yourself at both ends in a misguided attempt to 'save' your dad. I know you abandoned your dreams of writing to help him. You're holding the world on your shoulders, and eventually it's going to crush you."

	Something in my chest twisted around, hard and aching. 

	"So?" I retorted. "It doesn't matter - if it works, if I can make a difference, I don't give a hoot if it crushes me.”

	"Of course you don't," He spun a silver ring around his finger. "Because you don't care about yourself. You don't think you're valuable, or worth caring for."

	It got hard to swallow, all of a sudden.

	"Why are you acting like this?” I asked. “Why do you give a hoot at all? I'm just the scholarshipper to you."

	Wolf stood up again, and moved towards me. He hovered there, inches away, his voice low and gravelly. He smelled like wine and wool and something distinctly boy - spice and sweat. The cuffs of his sweater hiked up, the gauze on his knuckles showing.   

	"Because I was you. Once upon a time."

	I didn't dare look up at him. He laughed, the sound black with despair and rumbling in his chest. He spun a ring around his finger faster.

	"I tried to save someone, too, no matter what it took. And what you see is everything that's left of me, after it all came crashing down." 

	He was so close, I felt that strange urge to reach out to him again, to feel the softness of his sweater, the smoothness of the skin of his collarbone. There it was – that weird something arcing between us like electricity again. I hardened myself and looked up at him. His gaze was squarely on me, taking in every inch of me as if he was trying to memorize it.

	"You shouldn't have come," He said.

	"To the party?" I asked.

	"To the party. To Lakecrest. To this room. To me, at all."

	"Not everything revolves around you."

	He laughed that sad laugh again. "You even sound like him."

	"Like who?"

	Wolf stepped back, and shook his head. "No one. Nothing. You should leave."

	"You can't just say something like that and then dismiss me like I'm some servant. I deserve answers."

	"You deserve to be selfish. You deserve to pursue the things that make you happy. You deserve to live your own dang life," Wolf said. "But you won't, because you're stubborn. You'll bury yourself in duty and your savior complex until you start to think misery is all you deserve."

	"I -" I set my jaw. "I am happy."

	Wolf scoffed, so derisively it bounced off the walls. I thought of all my old things stored away in my closet, of my phone empty of texts and calls from friends, of crossing Sarah Lawrence off my wishlist, of my desk crowded with textbooks and only textbooks.

	"I - I will be happy," I corrected. "Eventually."

	"When?" He asked. "When your dad gets better? When you've decided you've 'fixed' him? When, Beatrix, will you make time in your busy schedule to get around to being happy?"

	I bristled. "You're not exactly sunshine and rainbows yourself."

	"If insulting me makes you feel good, then fine. Do it. I'll take as much as you want to give, if that's the only way you can take your frustrations out."

	It hit me, then.

	"You said it," I marveled.

	"What?" He snapped.

	"My name. You said it.”

	He opened his mouth, then closed it. "I suppose my pride isn't as strong as your childishness, then."

	"For the last time, I'm not a child -"

	He rounded on me, coming close again, his fingers playing wildly with his silver rings. 

	"No, you're right. It's impossible for someone who gave up their childhood for their father to be childish. You're just stubborn. Stubborn and naïve and -"

	We were so close, I could see the golden streaks in his eyes, feel the heat thrumming off his wine-flushed skin. It was so stupid, so wrong, but I couldn’t ignore how handsome he looked, even frustrated. Especially frustrated. I must’ve been seeing things – the pot smoke must’ve done something to my eyes, because I saw him raise his hand, his palm hovering just beneath my jaw -

	"Knock knock!" Fitz announced as he walked in, cutting the thick string of our tension. "What's going on in here, hrm?"

	In a blink, Wolf backed up from me and settled on the bed. Fitz waltzed over to him and picked up the wine bottle on the bedside table. 

	"Oh wow, you really chugged down tonight, huh? I guess it's a good change from your usual 'glowering alone in a corner' thing." Fitz fixed his smiley eyes on me. "It wouldn't have anything to do with the fact I told you Bee was coming, would it?"

	"Forget you," Wolf shot.

	"So testy!" Fitz laughed, and winked at me. "Don't take it personally - he gets that way around people he likes."

	Wolf fisted the collar of Fitz's gaudy shirt and stood up all in one swift movement, but Fitz never lost his smile.

	"You're starting to grate on my nerves, Fitz." Wolf growled. 

	"I'm so tired of seeing you mope around for the past two years. Why can't you just admit it?" Fitz motioned to me. "She reminds you of Mark, doesn't she? The army jacket, the glasses, the head-stuck-up-their-own-nerdy-rear personality. Except this time around, she’s the one who wants to make out with -"

	Wolf threw the punch so fast I only heard the smack of flesh-on-flesh. Fitz's head snapped to the side, his cheek bright red, but he turned and came back swinging, the smile never leaving his face.  The Blackthorn boys scrabbled over the bed, kicking and punching and blocking. Fitz even laughed, like he was having the time of his life. 

	I was frozen to the spot, but someone behind me called out; 'Blackthorn fight!', and the stampede up the stairs as people pushed past me to watch was deafening. Fitz put up a good fight - Wolf's lip was bleeding - but his own face was already swelling with bruises. This was for real. Wolf was furious, the fire in his eyes now a towering inferno. People cheered, but I couldn't move, my stomach feeling sick. Why were they fighting? Because of me? If I wasn’t here, would they be -

	A lumbering figure pushed through the crowd like a hot knife through butter - Burn. Wolf had Fitz pinned to the wall, but Burn walked over and separated them with his massive arms as easily as a child pulling two dolls apart. 

	"Enough," He said. Fitz lunged for Wolf through Burn, but Burn held him back, raising his voice for the first time I'd heard. "I said, that's enough!"

	The sound echoed, everyone going silent, and Fitz and Wolf went limp. Burn turned to the crowd, glowering.

	"Get out."

	The party-goers didn't need to be told twice, and feeling somehow guilty, I shuttled out of the room with them. Excited chattering filled the air as we made our way downstairs.

	"Did you see that? Wolf messed him up!"

	"I had no idea they didn't like each other - they're like, glued together at the hip."

	"Brothers fight too, jerk. It was only a matter of time."

	"I wonder what they were fighting about?"

	"What if Wolf gives a red-card to his own brother? How messed up would that be?" 

	"For fighting him? No way - red cards are always something way worse than that. Something that's super messed up."

	I collapsed on a couch, feeling somehow comatose. Everything Wolf and Fitz said started swirling in my head, until I couldn't make sense of it anymore. I remind Wolf of Mark. Wolf's pained face when he talked about Mark - I knew that look. It was heartbreak. Were Wolf and Mark -

	"There you are, Bee!"

	I looked up to see Kristin standing there, arms crossed. 

	"Geez, I've been looking all over for you. Are you okay? I heard you were there for the Blackthorn fight."

	"I'm - I'm fine."

	Kristin put her hand on my forehead, checking me over like she was looking for wounds. "Yeah, you seem okay, maybe a little shook up. Do you wanna talk about it?"

	"I just - If it's okay with you, I just want to go home."

	"Yeah, sure. Of course. Let me get you something to drink in the car, and we'll go."

	She led me out of the house and into the quiet serenity of her Prius. She handed me a cold Sprite, and I nursed the sweet soda the rest of the way home. I didn't think it would help, but it did. By the time she pulled into my driveway and shut the engine off, I felt a little better.

	"What happened?" She asked. 

	"I - " I shook my head. "Wolf and I talked, he said I was - burning myself at both ends for my dad. And a bunch of other stuff. Like he knew me. He thinks just because he read my essay he knows what I'm going through."

	"He doesn't?" She blinked.

	"No! I mean -" I looked at her. "Please, you've gotta tell me about Mark. Otherwise everything is just a jumbled mess and I'm so confused."

	Kristin gnawed her lip. "Okay. It's mostly rumors, though."

	"That's fine," I insisted. "I just need something right now. Anything."

	She inhaled, steadying herself on the steering wheel. "Mark and Wolf went out. When they were freshman. Some people say it was four months, some people say it was the whole year."

	"So," I said slowly. "Wolf's -"

	"Gay, yeah." Kristin nodded. "But, before that Fitz told me he had a crush on Vanessa, in like, middle school, so maybe he's bi? I don't know. He doesn’t tell anyone. All I know is he and Mark were a thing for a while. It was big news because we never really dated outside of...us, you know? It's been Lakecrest kids, from kindergarten up until high school. So someone dating the scholarship kid, the new kid? It was weird to us."

	"So the gay thing wasn't a big thing?"

	"I mean, no," she shrugged. "Riley's gay, and there's Carter and Dreyon - it's not like Mark and Wolf were the only ones." She cut herself off. "They were just, like, total opposites, you know? We never in a million years thought they'd hit it off, but they did."

	I moved my finger around the scarce few particles of dust on the dashboard. "What was Mark like? Do you remember?"

	"Yeah, pretty well. Hard not to remember the scholarship kids. No offense."

	"None taken."

	"He was like -" She chewed her lip. "Mark was like, not really friendly. He didn't talk to anyone. But he was smart, and he studied a lot."

	"Like me."

	"Sort of," she laughed. "I mean, yeah. Pretty much exactly like you. I remember - at the Open House, when all our parents came - that his were weird. They frowned all the time. And when they talked to Mark it was like - I dunno. They were super strict with him, to the point it kinda freaked my own Mom out. She told my Dad she wanted to call Child Protective Services, but he talked her out of it."

	I waited for her to continue. She squirmed in her seat. 

	"But, when he and Wolf started going out, you could definitely see the change."

	"Change?" I led on.

	"Yeah. Mark got...happier. Friendlier. But it was weird, because the whole time Mark got happier, Wolf just - " She inhaled. "He used to be nice. Like, really nice. He smiled a lot, and never really looked pissed-off like he does all the time now. But once he got with Mark, he just clammed up. He started talking less and less, and snapping more, until it was just - he wasn't the same."

	"And then the fight happened."

	"Yeah," she nodded. "Mark hit him first. I remember that. He hit him right in front of all of us, in the quad before first period. They were talking, and then we all heard the sound. And Wolf just....exploded is the best word I can come up with. I've never seen someone hit the ground so fast. Mark left the school that weekend, I'm pretty sure."

	“What do you think happened between them?” I muttered. Kristin shrugged.

	“I can only guess. Personally, I think it’s the reason why Mr. Blackthorn tried to get me to spy on them – Wolf specifically. The only people who really know what happened between Wolf and Mark are probably Wolf and Mark, and maybe Fitz and Burn. Maybe.”

	I mulled it over, until Kristin patted me on the shoulder.

	“Hey, don’t look so sad, okay?”

	“Do I?” I felt my cheeks. “Look sad?”

	She nodded. “A lot. It’s sort of like, your default expression.”

	All the things Wolf said to me in the room come echoing back, like a reverb chamber. Did I really look that miserable to people? Did I ever once look happy?  

	I thanked her for the ride and went inside. Dad was surprised to see me back so soon, but I told him it was a stupid party. We said goodnight to each other, and I snuck into the bathroom to check his pill bottle – yup, he’d taken two. A little more relieved, I closed the door and started long and hard into the mirror. 

	You'll bury yourself in duty and your savior complex until you start to think misery is all you deserve.

	My knuckles gripping the edge of the sink went white. Wolf doesn’t know me. He can’t know me. But then why did everything he say to me tonight feel true? Every word of his felt horribly, crushingly true. Why was it always like that with him? Why could he see right through me, cut to the heart of me like a blade? Was he really that observant?

	No, the mirror-me said. It’s just like he said – he was once you.

	My eyes fixated on Dad’s pill bottle. Was it really so bad? I was being a good daughter – this is what any daughter would do. I loved Dad. I wanted him to get better. Was I wrong for wanting that? 

	That night, Mom came home late from the hospital. She and Dad had a fight, a quiet one, the sort of fight I could only half-hear. Their furious voices echoed dully through the walls, and then Mom started sobbing. I watched the ceiling of my childhood bedroom and listened to the sound, taking it in this time instead of running away by burying my head in my pillow. Mom cried. Mom was fed up. Dad was quiet. Dad felt bad. I could read them, even though I wasn’t in the room with them. I knew what they were feeling.

	Or did I?

	The best psychiatrists probably knew what people were feeling. I always thought I was good at knowing that, too. I secretly thought I was perceptive and understanding of people. Or was that stupid to assume? Was that, like Wolf said, childish of me? Was it stupid of me to assume I understood what any human being other than myself was feeling? I wasn’t Mom. I wasn’t Dad. I was just…me. I was just Bee – and Bee didn’t know what to feel anymore. She was confused and tired and sad – so, so sad. So sad she started crying, too, into her pillow. She wanted posters on her walls, friends in her phone, smiles on her face, books in her hand and in her heart. She wanted a scholarship – she wanted a good college that could teach her to make people okay again. But she couldn’t have both. That was selfish. That wasn’t how the world worked – you sacrificed something to get something. 

	She wanted Dad to be happy, Mom to be happy – she wanted everything.

	She wanted everything to be okay again.

	Was that so wrong of her?

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 10

	WOLF

	 

	I don’t remember how I got home, after the fight. 

	I remember Burn pulling me and Fitz apart, shoving Fitz out the door and leaving me in the room. I remember furiously uncorking the bottle Bee brought up and downing half of it, and then? Blackness. Utter emptiness where my memories should be. 

	I stare up at the white ceiling of my room and touch my lip experimentally. Everything hurts. Again. Everything hurts and I’m dying and what the flying idiot was I thinking, fighting Fitz over something he said? He says dumb stuff all the time – what about this time was so different?

	Her. 

	I knew the answer before I could blink. It was her. Again. She was always there when I flew off the handle, like some sort of catalyst for a chemical explosion. What about her set me off so badly? 

	Everything. Everything about her puts me on edge.

	I groaned and sat up, the morning sunlight like murder straight to my eyeballs. I hate drinking. I knew it was a bad idea, but I did it anyway. My stomach wouldn’t stop dancing with nerves, so the brilliant muscle that was my brain decided booze would be the correct solution to make me calm. All it did was make me hot and woozy and –

	The image of Bee’s face flashes through my mind, so close and so flushed, so pretty –

	Pretty. I force myself out of bed, like I can leave that thought there and move on with my life like it never happened.

	I had to apologize to Fitz, I knew that much. I staggered to his door and knocked on it. He answered, all smiles.

	“Well well, if it isn’t the star of the night,” Fitz drawls, his hand on his hip. He looks as fresh and dewy as a blade of grass, minus the faint purple bruise in his eye socket.  

	“How do you not have a hangover?’ I croak.

	“Not all of us slam three bottles of wine in two hours, my darling brother.”

	“You’re not….mad?”

	“Why would I be?” Fitz smiles. “I tried to set the mood for you two lovebirds without your permission. Of course you’d want to hit me. I’d want to hit me.”

	I lean against his doorway, my body too heavy for me to support on my own. 

	“Why for goodness sake were you trying to set a mood? I don’t like her like that.”

	Fitz puts on a simpering smile and pats my head. “Wolf, you are the dearest thing to my heart, but you’re also a giant idiot. Now if you could please move, I’ve got a Hot Pocket downstairs with my name on it.” 

	“I seriously don’t like her.”

	“Uh-huh.” He tries to dart under my elbow, but I put my leg there.

	“Fitz, look at me. I’m not lying.”

	“Sure.”

	I narrow my eyes. “You don’t believe me.”

	“I’m sorry, I’ve just got a lot of evidence to the contrary, and I’m a man of science at my core.”

	“What evidence?” I snort. 

	“You mean other than the endless film reels of you staring at her like a doe-eyed milkmaid?”

	“I don’t –”

	“Oh yes you do. Constantly. Literally any time she and you are together within a hundred yards. Now, please, my pepperonis need me.”

	I’m too stunned to stop him this time, and he ducks under my elbow and escapes downstairs. Do I stare? I don’t stare. Do I? When I regain my composure, I follow him into the kitchen.

	“I don’t stare.”

	“Saying something out loud doesn’t make it true,” Fitz singsongs as he puts his Hot Pocket on a plate and pours himself a glass of milk. 

	“I don’t stare!” I insist, and follow Fitz back up to his room. Fitz peeks into Burn’s room, balancing his food precariously.

	“Burn, please tell me whether or not Wolf stares at Beatrix a lot.”

	Burn, pressing nearly four hundred pounds on his weight machine, looks up, sweat dripping into his eyes.

	“He stares at Bee a lot,” He says, without a single sign of exertion in his voice. Fitz turns to me and smiles.

	“See?”

	He skips back to his room as best he can while carrying a plate, and I skulk after him.

	“This is a conspiracy,” I decide. “Between you two.” 

	“I can assure you, Wolf, love is no conspiracy. It’s just hormones.” Fitz crams half the pocket into his mouth. He eats like a vacuum in a fifty-year-old attic. He swallows with much difficulty and sighs. “Oh, c’mon, don’t give me that look. It’s been years since Mark, okay? Me and Burn just want to see you happy.”

	“Being with some girl won’t make me happy,” I cross my arms over my chest.

	“She isn’t just ‘some girl’! She’s Beatrix Cruz! Our scholarshipper! She wrote that essay you obsess over constantly!”

	“I don’t…obsess.” I hiss. 

	“Wolf, please. You’re acting like you don’t know I hack your webcam to spy on you four days out of the week.”

	“You –” My skin starts crawling. “You what?”

	“Don’t worry,” He throws his hands up. “I have my algorithms check first before I peek, so your jerk-off privacy is safe.”

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I knead the space between my eyebrows, trying desperately to stop the irritated headache that’s forming. The sound of heavy metal dropping resounds, and then Burn comes out, wiping his face with a towel. 

	“She ran away,” He says. “After the fight.”

	“Poor thing,” Fitz pouts. “I’d run away too, if I saw Wolf lose it like that.”

	I point at him. “Look – keep your nose out of my business. I don’t need you making my life harder than you do already.”

	Fitz salutes, and as I stomp off I can hear him chirp ‘sir yes sir!’. I grab the webcam from the top of my computer and chuck it straight into the garbage can. I hear Burn – well, feel his presence, really, like a heavy cloud behind me in the doorway. 

	“What is it?” I snap. 

	“You’re losing it,” He says quietly. “That’s two people you’ve punched.”

	“So what?”

	“So,” He leads. “Maybe you do like her.”

	“Or maybe I just feel like punching people.”

	“We both know that’s not true.”

	I’m quiet. Finally, I open my mouth.

	“If it is her –”

	“If it is her,” Burn interrupts. “You need to quit taking those frustrations out on other people, and just tell her.”

	“I can’t.” I grit my teeth. “I promised myself it would never happen again.”

	“That isn’t how it works, Wolf. You don’t get to choose. It just happens.”

	“She hates me.” I snarl.

	“I’d hate you too,” He says. “If you kept acting weird and aloof around me.”

	I scoff, my body reluctant to acknowledge what he’s saying, but my mind lapping up every word. I know I’ve been acting weird around her. I know I don’t get to choose when it happens. But the thought of someone like me – broken and fearful and scarred – admitting his feelings to someone like her, who needs someone reliable and trusting and normal, is absurd. 

	“She needs to leave,” I say. “I need to kick her out of Lakecrest before she can ruin her life. It’s for her own good.”

	“Or is it for yours?”

	I’m quiet. Is it for mine? Life would be so much easier if she was gone. I wouldn’t feel this way all the time – tortured and torn between getting rid of her so she can stop living for her Dad’s sake, or keeping her close to me for my own selfish reasons. 

	“The first thing to do,” Burn says, like he can hear my thoughts. “Is get rid of that essay. And talk to her. Like a normal human being would.”

	“I don’t need your advice,” I snap. Burn stares at me, conveying all his expression in his eyes – stern and doubtful. He leaves, and I close the door and savor the quiet. Before I know it the essay is in my hands again, and I’m reading it. 

	I’m not the sort of person who’s good at talking about herself. Focusing on myself gets a little overwhelming, sometimes. I much rather talk about other people. The way they smile, the way they laugh, the way they get mad. I like watching it all. Just watching, though. I can’t really get into people, right now. They suck up too much time and energy that’s better used for studying. But maybe someday – once I’m out of college, as an accomplished psychologist out in the world, I can go back to making friends. That’s my secret hope, anyway. I keep it in the back of my mind like a lighthouse beacon for when things get a little too dark in my head. That’ll be my reward once I’ve done everything I have to; get some friends, maybe fall in love and out of love and back in love. I don’t know. That’s the best part – I have no idea what’s going to happen. Anything can happen. My life is the Schrodinger’s cat, and I’m excited to see what’s inside the box when I finally get around to opening it.

	It hits me, then – why I read this essay so much. She is who I was, before Mark. Before the darkness, and the doubts. Before I convinced myself loving someone was impossible. The mere thought of liking someone again drove me to lash out at people, to drink. I don’t trust myself with love, not anymore. Not after what happened. 

	But Beatrix’s words shine, full of hope and innocence. I cling to them because I can’t cling to who I was before – because I’ve forgotten. And her words remind me, pulling off the old scabs over my wounds and letting them bleed fresh, for better or for worse. She’s reminded me of what I could be, if I left the bitterness and the past behind.

	Her essay is a crutch, and I’d been using it to limp around for far too long.

	The girl who wrote it is real. She breathes and thinks and smiles, she struggles through the life the same way I do. And at the very least, even though she hates me and I’ve done nothing but drive her away, she deserves my gratitude.

	She deserves something.

	Something better than a life of duty.

	 


 

	  

	Chapter 11

	BEATRIX

	 

	Dad didn’t come out of the bedroom the next day.

	Mom made some excuse about buying groceries, and left early in the morning. I didn’t know where she went, but it got to five in the afternoon and she still wasn’t back. I knew she went to bars with her friends, so maybe she was there to blow off some steam. I couldn’t blame her. I couldn’t even work up the courage to call her phone to check – she needed space from Dad. From me. From her whole family. That’s what the textbooks said, anyway; when confronted with a stressful situation, most people required space to process the emotions connected with it. I couldn’t ruin her space. As much as I wanted her to come home, to make up with Dad and he with her, I couldn’t work up the guts to even text her and ask her about it. Getting involved might only ruin things even worse. 

	It was a four-day weekend, but it felt like a hundred days of nothing but silence and misery. Our duplex became a tomb; Mom stayed out pretty much all weekend, until Monday, and then she went right back to work. I tried to get Dad to come out, but he never did. I spent most of Monday and Tuesday sitting across from his door in the hall, my back pressed to the wall and a bowl of soup on a tray at my toes. If he did come out, I wanted him to at least eat. My own voice asking him if he was okay every few hours felt weak and useless. I knew – from when this happened before – that begging or threatening would only drive him further into his shell. It had happened before, but it was never this bad. Maybe a few hours, not a few days.

	Half of me hated the fact Mom wasn’t here, but the other half felt ashamed. Of course she wasn’t here – she had to earn a living so we could keep staying in the duplex. I texted her once that Dad wasn’t coming out, and she told me to leave him be. But I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

	Tuesday morning, I started to worry about dehydration – that’s faster than starvation. But then I remembered he had the small bathroom in there, with a faucet, and felt stupid. Just because he has depression doesn’t mean he’ll ignore his basic needs like drinking. My stomach twisted. Or would he? I felt my brain work furiously as it tried to recall if that was a thing with depression. All the textbooks I’d ever read mashed together into one lumpy haystack of information I was desperately trying to pull a needle from.  Was that a thing? Was that a thing, and what should I do if it was? 

	I stood up, balling my fists. I had to make sure he was okay, or I’d go crazy. And if he wouldn’t open the door, I’d have to find another way in.

	Months ago, I’d tried to pick the lock on his room. Turns out lockpicking is super hard and nothing like the wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am method Hollywood makes it out to be. I knew I’d never get in through the bedroom door. Bashing through the door would be too violent, but a small voice in me knew if all else failed, I could get the fire axe from the garage and bust him out. It would be violent, and probably a bad idea, but I was desperate at that point. 

	I walked outside, rubbing my hands together in the cold as I stared up at Dad’s window. What if I was too late? What if, while I’d been wringing my hands together and worrying, he’d dehydrated? Or took too many pills? Or used the bedsheets to –

	The roar of an engine barely registered in my ears. I had to get into that window. Maybe I could throw rocks at it – would that get him out of bed? My lungs burst into flame at the realization it wouldn’t do anything at all if he was already dea-

	“Scholarshipper!”

	I turned to see none other than Wolfgang Blackthorn himself striding across the lawn, his motorcycle parked at the curb. He had a black leather jacket and jeans on, a scowl marring his wind-flushed face. The gauze on his knuckles was gone, the flesh pink and healing, and his lip was almost healed, too. 

	“What are you doing here?” I asked. “How did you know where I –“

	“Your essay comes with an address,” He drawled. His green eyes moved from me to the window I’d been looking at. “What are you doing out here? In pajamas?”

	I looked down at my legs. I’d come out wearing only pj pants and a big shirt. No wonder it felt so cold.

	“I’m –” I swallowed my words. How could I explain? Did I even want to? He’d never understand, and he’d probably just ridicule me again. I stared up at the window, fighting back hot tears. I couldn’t tell anyone. I couldn’t rely on anyone – not Mom, not Dad, not Wolf. Not even myself. I felt so helpless and small and ashamed. I wiped at my eyes and lifted my chin. “I’m fine. I just – just lost something out here, is all. Why did Your Highness drive all the way out here? Did you need something from moi?”

	Wolf narrowed his eyes. “You’re an awful liar.”

	“Well I’m an awful liar who wants to be left alone, thank you very much,” I snapped. “So if you could just leave the way you came on that noise machine, that’d be great.”

	He was quiet, staring at me. I felt the anxiety build in the pit of my stomach with every second. I was in pajama pants, my hair a mess. I hadn’t showered for two days. I looked like garbage, and he looked perfectly fine – more than fine, handsome and put-together. It made me even more irrationally angry – at me, at him, at the whole world. 

	"I have things to do," I said. "So if you could just leave -"

	"Is it your Dad?" He asked, clipped. For a second I was baffled he knew, but then I remembered just how uncanny his understanding of me was.

	"Yeah," I scoffed. "It's my Dad."

	Wolf stepped to my side, staring up at the window with me. "Is he up there?"

	"Yeah. And I’m going to deal with it. On my own." Wolf fixed his gaze on me. "That means without you present," I motioned to his motorcycle. 

	He didn't seem to hear me, making for the stairs up to the front door swiftly, his long legs much faster than mine.

	"Hey!" I shouted. "Hey, hey, HEY! Where do you think you're going?"

	Wolf looked so out of place walking down the hall of my house, his fancy leather jacket probably more expensive than our dinky TV. Every time I saw him inside a room I got surprised at how tall he was - it was easy to forget when he was outside and not surrounded by shelves and things I could barely reach. I frantically ran after him, until he came to a stop in front of Dad's door. 

	"This is it, right?" he asked. 

	"Seriously, Wolf," I hissed. "This isn't - you can't be in here! I can take care of this myself, okay? I don't need you -"

	Wolf knocked on the door curtly. For a split-second I prayed, but there was no response.

	"How long has it been?" Wolf asked, glaring at the door with such fire I was pretty sure he was trying to burn it down with his mind.

	"This isn't your problem! Leave. Now."

	"How long?" He repeated. "One day? Two?"

	"Four," I groaned. "Now just please, leave -"

	He cleared his throat, announcing loudly;

	"Mr. Cruz, I'm taking your daughter out for a date."

	Every hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. No, no no no! He can't just say that! To Dad of all people! I never go out - I've never dated, Dad never failed to always sternly warn me about the dangers of boys when I used to talk about the band members I was crushing on - we're not actually going on a date, are we? Oh goodness, we're not actually - with Wolf? No no no, that's impossible, this is stupid -

	The door creaked open. My heart soared as Dad stood in view, his face so much thinner than I remembered. His beard was tangled, his lips chapped, but his eyes were alive - dancing with curiosity and suspicion as he looked Wolf up and down.

	"Who are you?" He croaked. 

	Wolf extended his hand, his voice cool, almost calm for once. 

	"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Cruz. I'm Wolf Blackthorn. I'm a junior at Lakecrest. Your daughter and I are in the same Auto Shop class."

	Dad's eyes bounced to me, and I instantly burst. 

	"Dad, you have to eat something. I made soup -"

	I knew the darkness that clouded his gaze at the words from my mouth - shame. He saw me and instantly recoiled back into the room, but Wolf wedged his boot in the door swiftly.

	"Mr. Cruz," He said quickly. "As I said, I'm taking your daughter out for a date. We won't be back until midnight."

	Dad's face scrunched up, his spine straightened. He stood tall and proud all of a sudden.

	"No. No, Bee's not going out at all with you."

	"She is," Wolf insisted.

	There was a tense silence in the room before Dad glowered. 

	"You'll be back before seven, or there will be consequences. I'll be here, waiting up all night if I have to." 

	"Outside of your room, I presume?" Wolf quirked a brow. Dad's glower intensified, then went slack all at once. Something changed in him - some realization he had. A sense of time blurred for some people with depression. Dad might've lost track - and was just now understanding how long it'd been for everyone but him. 

	"Yes. Out of the room." His eyes ventured to me, this time staying on my face. "Be careful, Bee. Please."

	My chest felt so much lighter - he was fine. All the worry I'd cupped like liquid lead just...fell away. He was going to come out of his room. And Wolf had - Wolf had been the one to do it. Not me. Tragically, horribly, not me. Not once was anything I did effective. Wolf's little lie had done what I couldn't.

	"There's soup, Dad, and bread." I insisted. "Promise me you'll have some while I'm gone."

	"I will. If you promise to be careful."

	I nodded, smiling. "I promise."

	I felt a tug on my hand - Wolf's leather gloves against my palm as I let him pull me out of the door. I was too shocked, too relieved to do much else than follow him downstairs. I was halfway across the lawn before I stopped.

	"Wait - " My head snapped up. "We're not really going on a date."

	"I'm a lot of things," Wolf said, walking over to his bike and pulling a spare helmet from the seat compartment. He offered me it. "But I'm not a liar."

	"With you? I’m in my -" I looked down at my pjs. "I'm in my pajamas, for trash's sake! I can't go anywhere like this! And you - you and me - that isn't a thing!"

	Wolf darted his eyes above me, to the living room window. "Look."

	I looked. Dad stood there, watching us go, clutching a cup of coffee and looking worried. He was up! He was out of his room, getting some sunlight, drinking - it felt so good to see him out and about again. 

	But how long would it last? 

	"Pretend, for an hour, like this is real." Wolf muttered, pressing the helmet into my hands. "Come with me. He'll be waiting for you when you get back."

	My self split into two again - half wanted to stay and look after Dad, make sure he was alright, the other half wanted nothing more than to get away from the house. If I left, Dad would stay out of his room waiting for me. He'd eat, he'd watch some TV. He'd do something other than sit in that room and stew in his guilt and sickness. 

	I took the helmet from Wolf and buckled it under my chin. He shrugged his jacket off and dumped it on my shoulder.

	"Put that on, too."

	"But you’ll be cold -"

	"For the love of God, scholarshipper, can you just worry about yourself for once?"

	An incredulous laugh bubbled up from me as I pulled the warm jacket on. He was right - I was way colder than he was. It made sense for me to take the jacket. It made sense for me to fake a date with him, in my pjs. This all made sense. If I kept telling myself that, it would be true, right?

	Wolf put his own helmet on and revved the motorcycle. He patted the seat behind him, his voice muffled through the visor. 

	"You can hold on to the back of the seat. I won't go fast."

	He never let anyone ride his motorcycle. Mr. Blackthorn had told me that much. So why was he letting me?

	"Maybe I'll just hug you, instead," I threatened. All I got for that was a scoff. He hated the touching thing, so I just held onto the seat, careful not to press my legs anywhere near his, though the motorcycle made it hard. I looked back as he revved the engine again - Dad lingered at the window. He saw me on the motorcycle and went stark-white, then barreled for the front door. He was coming out to stop us, but Wolf was faster - he gunned the throttle and drove away, Dad becoming a small, shouting speck on the lawn.

	My stomach knotted itself, then loosened. If Dad's pissed at me, maybe it'll take his mind off the argument with Mom. That's a fine trade off. 

	The wind blew my hair from my shoulders, the smell of maybe-rain and motor oil and greasy fast food assaulting me as we drove down the road. I saw all the familiar pawn shops and Chinese take-out places and realized we were on the strip, heading north. I noticed Wolf didn't take the highway, preferring the residential route instead, probably because I was here. It was a long drive, but the scenes flashing by - houses, kids playing in yards, roadside steakhouses, shopping malls - it all blurred into a sort of white noise that washed my thoughts clean. My brain was empty, too busy watching everything pass me to think about anything at all. The way the motorcycle purred and growled at different speeds, the way Wolf turned it with the slightest tilt of his hands - it was so incredibly fluid. Trees dropped their leaves on my shoulders, flowers spraying pollen as the force of our drive-by wind rustled them. 

	I didn’t realize it at the time, but looking back on it, it was the most peaceful I'd felt in a while. 

	Finally, Wolf pulled into the driveway of a small, but very beautiful dark wood house. Ivy clung to the roof, quivering in the autumn breeze. We both got off the motorcycle just as the front door opened. 

	"Wolfgang!" An old man with silver hair and a cherubic smile walked out. "I'd know that rumbling anywhere!"

	He had an accent - Scottish? Irish? I wasn't good at discerning accents. He walked up to Wolf, stretched his arms out as if going in for a hug. Wolf flinched a little, and the man quickly put this arms down.

	"Oh my, forgot about that again, I'm sorry my boy," He mused.

	"It's fine," Wolf shook his head.

	 The man spotted me and smiled. "And who is this lovely lady?"

	"I kidnapped her," Wolf deadpanned. The man threw an alarmed look at me.

	"Is that right?"

	"Oh, no -" I suddenly felt self-conscious about my pjs. "We're just - classmates. We're working on a, um, project together."

	"She needs something to wear," Wolf said. "Do you have anything, Seamus?"

	"Of course!" The old man smiled at me. "Come in, dear. It's much too blustery to be standing around outside."

	I furrowed my brows as Wolf and I followed the man in.

	"We could've just stopped at a Target, you know," I whispered. Wolf idly played with a leaf of a potted fern in the entrance way. "Who is this guy, anyway? Why are we bothering him?"

	"He's my father's tailor," Wolf said.

	"Like - like a professional tailor?" I sputtered. "I don't have the money for that. Just take me to Wal-Mart."

	"You're not paying," Wolf asserted.

	"Listen here, buster, I won't have you paying for my -"

	"Ah, come into the kitchen!" Seamus poked his head around the entryway. "I've made some tea, and we can take your measurements."

	I looked at Wolf, but he only motioned for me to go first. Mongrel. He knew I couldn't refuse such a nice old man. I wandered into the kitchen and Seamus sat me down at the small table, pouring me a cup of tea.

	"Peppermint!" He exclaimed, pushing his little glasses farther up his nose. "Now then, what are you - a ten? Nine at the waist?" Wolf walked in, and Seamus shooed him out. "What are you doing in here? A lady only truthfully tells a tailor her size - get out!"

	I laughed at the utterly bewildered expression on Wolf's face as he walked away. Seamus turned to me, hands on his hips.

	"Now then, let's hear it again, miss...?"

	"Bee," I said. 

	"Miss Bee," He nodded. "I'll need your waist size if I'm to get you a serviceable set of clothes."

	"Uh, twelve. I think."

	Seamus frowned, then pulled a measuring tape out of seemingly nowhere. "If you'd please, Miss Bee. Stand for me. I hope you don't mind if I measure you."

	"N-Not at all."

	He puttered around me with the measuring tape, taking my shoulders, my sides. I did get a little skittish when he measured the inside of my legs, but I just shut my eyes and tried to pretend I was Wolf - stoic and unmoving. Finally, Seamus straightened and smiled at me.

	"You're so much easier to measure than that boy out there. He hates it all. It's just as I thought - you're nowhere near a size twelve, dear."

	"But - that's my jean size."

	"For mass production, of course it is. But a properly fitted pant on you would be a ten, at the most."

	"Mr. Seamus," I sighed. "I don't want to take up too much of your time. Do you just have, like, an extra pair of sweatpants lying around?" I fished around in my wallet and came up with a ten. "Ten is all I have, but I can pay you back the rest later."

	Seamus looked down at the ten I was offering, and a smile creased his eyes. "Oh no, sweatpants? For a girl as pretty as yourself? No, I'm afraid that won't do. It's a matter of artisan pride now, you understand."

	"I...don't think I do. Um. Understand."

	He motioned for me to follow him. Confused, I did. He led me down the hall to a larger room, filled to the brim with gorgeous bolts of fabric and smooth planes of leather and lace. A massive, hefty-looking sewing machine sat on a desk in the back, all sorts of needles and darning tools and protractors hanging from the walls. Seamus fiddled with a pile of clothes, searching for something.

	"I've known the Blackthorn boys since they were babies," He grunted, pulling a gray shirt out. He shook his head at it, then threw it back and dived into the pile again. "I've known their father since he was a baby, since his father immigrated to the United States. We came to Washington together, me from Wales, him from Turkey. Aha, there it is! No, that's the velvet. Where did I put -"

	Seamus pulled out a piece of green fabric. "Which do you like better, Miss Bee - skirts or dresses?"

	"Seriously, just pants will be fine."

	"Miss Bee, please," Seamus pleaded. "I've been sewing suits and boys' clothes for the Blackthorns for so long. If you'd let me attempt a dress, I'd be over the moon."

	I expelled a breath. "Okay. Fine. But I'm paying you back for it. Full price."

	Seamus chuckled. "Of course, dear. Of course. Now then, let us begin."

	He pulled bolt after bolt of fabric down from the shelves, offering me colors and patterns I'd only seen in magazines - delicate gold-stitched things, blue shiny fabric, stuff with so many sequins on it shimmered like mermaid scales. I was overwhelmed with color and texture as Seamus explained to me each fabric's traits. By the time he asked me to wait in the living room for him to finish, I felt like I'd been sucked up and spit out of a whirlwind. I made my way to the living room, only to see Wolf sitting on the couch, one knee over the other, his leather gloves in his hands as he checked his phone. The sun played over his raven-dark hair, catching his jade eyes as he looked up.

	"You survived," He said.

	"You sound impressed," I collapsed on a nearby armchair. 

	"When I was five, my dad took me here, and Seamus showed me his collection. I came out crying."

	I smothered a laugh. "Oh yeah? How did Burn and Fitz do, then?"

	"Burn just stood there and took it like he always does. Seamus calls him the 'perfect mannequin'. You can guess how much Fitz likes Seamus."

	"Loads," I offered. Wolf shot me a lopsided smirk, and being on the receiving end of it made my breath catch. It was weird, but not unpleasant, to see him amused instead of irritated with me. 

	"Truckloads."

	We sat in silence, the gentle ticking of a grandfather clock the only noise that dared to exist. Questions gnawed at me, but one louder than the rest.

	"Why did you come to my house?" I asked. Wolf shifted on the couch, almost - nervously? But that couldn't be right. Wolfgang Blackthorn doesn't get nervous.

	"I was coming to apologize," He said. "I was....harsh, that night at the party."

	I wove my fingers together in an effort to look busy. "And tipsy, apparently."

	He snorted. "I hate getting drunk at those sorts of things. People turn into idiots so quickly. Myself included."

	"Is Fitz okay?"

	"Yeah. He's always enjoyed pushing my buttons. And it always comes to a head. But not like that. I blame the alcohol."

	"Why were you drinking if you hate it?"

	"I was nervous."

	"Why?"

	He narrowed his eyes. "You ask why way too frequently for comfort."

	"Sorry, can't help it - naturally curious. Or annoying, depending on who you ask."

	Wolf cleared his throat. "I was nervous...about seeing you." I opened my mouth, but he flinched. "If you ask why again, so help me -"

	"Alright!" I held my hands up in surrender. "We can leave it at that. I won't even dig into it. Much. Good shrinks take what they can get, and infer the rest."

	"No, see -" He crossed his arms over his chest. "That’s exactly what I don't want. You inferring things about me."

	"Why?" I stopped. "I mean, uh, because you think I'll infer wrong?"

	"You're running the risk of deciding things on your own," He said slowly. "If you get used to your inferences, you can lose sight of reality. Things aren't what you decide they are - they are what they are, whether you can understand them or not."

	I laughed, suddenly nervous. "I don't get it."

	"Inferring is easy," He leaned forward, eyes riveted to mine. I couldn't look away if I tried. "It's someone deciding in their mind, whether they're right or wrong, what something means. Rather than let that thing hang, scary and unknown, they give it a meaning to feel more secure about it. But if they've inferred wrong, they could end up hurting someone with that." 

	"Uh, can I have an example?"

	Wolf exhaled. "Fine. Me, for example. The reason I was nervous about seeing you. You're going to infer from it that I...like you, or some garbage like that. But I don't. I was nervous about seeing you because – “

	I watched his throat bob with a hard swallow. It wouldn't take a textbook to realize he was uneasy, reluctant to say the next few words. I searched my memories for something, anything that could make someone as put-together as Wolf squirm. And then it hit me.

	"Because of the pool thing," I said. "I tried to - I almost - touched you."

	Wolf flexed his jaw, then nodded shortly.

	"I didn't mean to," I blurted. "I'm sorry. I don't know what came over me, I just -"

	"It's fine."

	"It's not fine!" I stood up. "Look, I read a lot, okay? The textbooks say phobias like yours aren't to be messed with lightly."

	The sun carved his face in doubt. "How did you know I have a phobia?"

	My stomach dropped out. "It's obvious. You never touch anyone. You flinch away if someone gets too close. You always spin your rings when you’re thinking, and when someone gets close you spin them fast. The only time I've seen you touch someone was that night when you fought Fitz, but you said you were buzzed. Your inhibitions were lowered. And that was the only time."

	Wolf stopped spinning a ring on his finger, like he caught himself in the act.

	"How many people have you told?" He demanded, eyes just beginning to stoke with emerald brimstone. 

	"None, I promise. I don't think anybody's caught on. They just think you're a jerk."

	"Better a jerk than a freak," He muttered. 

	"You're not a freak."

	Wolf laughed, the sound reverberating. "We're social animals, scholarshipper. Babies without touch grow up stunted. Touch is vital. To be afraid of something so simple and integral and easy for everyone else -" He clenched his gloves in his hand. "Is freakish. Stupid. Immature."

	The last three words didn't sound like his own. They sounded hollow, like a recording of a memory. 

	"It sounds like you're just reciting those last three words. Like, you've heard someone say them to you a lot, and you're just repeating them."

	Wolf's eyes flashed dangerously. I wasn't going to press him about it. I couldn't press him about it - it was his past to bear, even if I wanted to know badly what it was, how he got such scars.  

	"It's okay," I said slowly. "I'm trying to save my Dad, and you're repeating words from someone in your past. It happens. Rubbish happens. We're both messed up and trash happens."

	"Maybe you're inferring wrong," He snarled.

	"No. Not with your reaction, I'm not. I'm right, aren't I?"

	The grandfather clock ticked between our silence again. Wolf didn't say anything, his quiet all the confirmation I needed. 

	"You said my name," He spoke finally. 

	"What?"

	"On your lawn. You said my name. So now we've both said each other’s'."

	I thought back to it. He was right. I did. It’d been easy, like it should’ve always been. 

	"Maybe you’re getting less prideful," I offered.

	"And maybe you're growing up," He retorted.

	"Goodness, I hope not. I like not paying taxes."

	He leaned back into the couch. "Fitz won't stop moaning about how he'll have to pay taxes on his trust fund."

	"Do me a favor and tell him to cry me a huge-rear river," I shot. Wolf chuckled, the sound like pleasant thunder. Seamus came in just then, his face flushed.

	"It's ready, Miss Bee! Do come back and change into it. I must see how it looks."

	I gave a 'here I go' thumbs up to Wolf, and trundled into the sewing room. A beautiful, sensible pale blue dress sat on a mannequin, with simple sleeves and an elegant, scooped neckline. Tiny poppies bloomed on the fabric, bright orange and deep black. The skirt was wide and fluffy, cinched at the waist so gentle waves formed naturally. Seamus excitedly showed me how to put it on, and then closed the door behind him to give me some privacy. I marveled at the soft fabric. This was so much prettier and more delicate than anything I'd ever owned. I almost felt out of place putting it on, but it was perfectly tailored - it hugged the spots I liked and was loose around the spots I didn't like. I twirled, feeling like some kind of movie star. I forgot I liked wearing nice things like this. The girl in the full-length mirror across from me looked totally different from the one I stared at the other night.

	She looked happier. 

	I walked out and showed Seamus, and he clapped so fast and loud it sounded like three people applauding.

	"Come! We must show the boys."

	"The boys?" I choked, but Seamus dragged me by the hand and out into the living room before I could protest. I froze, a deer in the headlights, as Fitz and Burn looked at me. Fitz, his face still a little swollen and bruised, whistled and hooted. Burn nodded, once, a sure sign of approval. But Wolf had gone still on the couch, his eyes wide. 

	"Wolf!" Fitz groaned. "Don't just sit there and leave our girl hanging - say something!"

	Fitz leaned in to slap him on the back, but Wolf saw it coming, regained himself, and stood up quickly to avoid it. 

	"You -" He started, swallowing. "It -"

	"It's okay!" I scrabbled, some part of me deeply and weirdly afraid at what he was going to say next. "It's okay, isn't it? I'm going to change out of it. I'll be right back."

	I dashed back into the sewing room, Seamus lamenting when I asked for a pair of pants. He passed me a simple black pair, and I changed. He insisted I take the dress with me.

	“I can’t take it until I pay you for it,” I said. “How much is it?”

	Seamus busied himself putting the dress in a box.

	“Seriously, Mr. Seamus. How much is it?”

	“Oh, don’t worry about it, dear –“

	“How much!”

	“Six hundred,” He said abruptly. I felt my face grow cold. “But don’t worry about that! Consider it a gift, Miss Bee. I had such a pleasant time, and so few opportunities to make a dress for a nice young lady like yourself - I can hardly charge you for it.”

	“Mr. Seamus, I don’t take cha-“

	“Charity,” A voice finished for me in the doorway. I turned to see Fitz leaning there, smirking devilishly. “We know, we know. Goodness, you’re like a broken record. An irritatingly stubborn one. Are those pajama pants you’re wearing?”

	I made a mock-curtsey. “Designer.” 

	“Horrific,” Seamus added his opinion of them off-handedly as he packed up his sewing gear. 

	“Not that I’m not grateful, but I would’ve be fine with Target,” I said, ignoring Seamus’ gasp of offense. “But Wolf just brought me straight here.”

	Fitz patted Seamus on the back and laughed. “Yeah, no. Wolf doesn’t exactly….like doing things like normal people. He just does whatever he’s used to. And Seamus tailors all our stuff, so, to him this is basically where we get clothes from.”

	I massaged my forehead. “What a bizarre way to live.”

	“You should’ve seen him when we took him to a drive-thru for the first time. The food came and his eyes bugged out and he went ‘already’?”

	I laughed. “He might not know the merits of basic shopping outlets, but he definitely helped me this morning. So there’s that.”

	“Oh?” Fitz quirked a brow. “Do tell.”

	“No,” I scowled. “I get your whole thing, now, Fitzwilliam. You’re just going to taunt him with it if I tell you.”

	“Rats,” he snapped, and put on an accent. “She’s figured me out, Seamus. Whatever shall I do?”

	“Might I suggest retiring? It worked out very well for me,” Seamus offered. 

	“How did you guys know we were here?” I asked Fitz. He shrugged. 

	“We didn’t. Had to pick up a new set of uniforms – Burn’s been outgrowing his pretty much every week for the past four years.”

	I changed into the casual black pants Seamus whipped up and followed Fitz back out to the living room, still half-shy about the whole dress thing. Seamus gave Burn his uniform and the Blackthorn brothers left, but I lingered.

	"I owe you, Mr. Seamus."

	The old man winked. "Not very much, though."

	I made to leave, but Seamus called me back in the doorway.

	"Miss Bee?" I turned. Seamus beamed. "Please take care of those boys. Wolf, especially. I've never seen him look at someone quite the way he looks at you."

	It felt like a thousand degrees in the room all of a sudden. I cleared my throat and hurried out the door, Seamus waving from his porch. I jogged up behind Fitz and Burn, the two of them leaning against Burn's red convertible. Wolf was putting his helmet on. None of them could see me, yet.

	" - even know what a date is?" Fitz laughed. "I know you and he-who-must-not-be-named never went on one.”

	"I just said it to get her dad out of his room," Wolf scoffed. "It was never going to be a real date."

	"Because you definitely don't like her," Fitz drawled. "Even though you can't stop talking about her all the time, and the second you see her frumpy rear in something remotely girly you start gaping like an idiot."

	I froze in place. Wolf's eyes flashed at Fitz. Burn heaved a sigh.

	"You are seriously acting weird, lately, Wolf."

	Wolf pulled his helmet off, dark hair askew and sparks all but flying from his gaze. 

	"It has nothing to do with her," He snarled.

	"Oh, I'm sorry – but I'm pretty sure the moment you asked me to hack Dad's computer for that essay and read it was the moment you got all obsessed with her." Fitz argued.

	His words rung like a five-times struck bell in my head. Wolf Blackthorn? Obsessed? With me? Wolf closed the distance between Fitz and him, Burn shifting as if he was getting ready to put himself in the way if the situation escalated. 

	"I'm not...obsessed," Wolf pointed in Fitz's face. "I pity her. That's all it is - pity. I was her, alright? You know that. You saw me back then. I was just like her, and every time I see her face I'm reminded of how pathetic I was."

	Pity. Pathetic. All the good feelings I'd amassed towards him or what he did this morning went cold, inert. I heard Fitz chuckle.

	"Just because she has a sick dad -"

	"You don't know what it's like," Wolf hissed, with so much venom I felt poisoned just listening. "You don't know what it's like to wait around for someone to kill themselves. You have no idea what it's like to hear someone you care about say they'll do it, knowing there's nothing you can do to stop them."

	Fitz knitted his mouth shut. Wolf didn't.

	"You wait, and the fear infects you like a maggot, eats you from the inside. Every waking moment you're apart from them, you imagine all the different ways they could be dying. Dead. And all you can do is stand there and say 'I'm here for you'."

	"And that’s enough -" Fitz started. 

	"But what if that’s not enough?" Wolf pressed. "What if your best isn't enough to save them? Then what? What if you try desperately, every day, to give them a reason to stay alive, even if it means you cut off parts of yourself like a sacrificial offering?"

	Burn stepped up. "Wolf –”

	"I'm done." Wolf ignored him, turning furiously on his heel and putting his helmet on. "You guys can never understand, and I'm done taking your trash about her. She's nothing to me, and she never will be."

	It felt like a frigid iron stake had been shot through my heart as I watched Wolf get on his bike and drive away. But why did it hurt so bad to hear him say that stuff? I knew he didn't care about me - I never expected him to. We hated each other, at school, out of school. Today was just some freak experience, like a blue moon or an aurora in the sky. The quiet moments between us meant nothing. I meant nothing.

	And he meant nothing to me.

	I squared my shoulders and repeated it to myself. He meant nothing to me. He tried to take my scholarship. He was confrontational and nasty. Nothing about him was appealing.

	If I said it enough times, that would make it true.

	"Hey guys!" I bounced up to Fitz and Burn, looking around. "Oh, did Wolf leave?" 

	Burn quirked a brow. He and Wolf shared a love of that motion. 

	"That's one way of putting it."

	"He was sort of my ride home," I trailed off. "Any chance I can bum a ride with you guys?"

	Fitz's grin came back. "Sure thing. Heck, we can go over a few tutoring points at the red lights, huh? We haven't even covered the whole 'Catherine de Medici's coup' thing."

	"You ask a steep price," I groaned and jumped in the back when Fitz held the door of the convertible open for me. I spent half the ride pretending not to know anything about French history, and the other half directing Burn to my house. Despite his languid personality, Burn drove the exact opposite of Wolf - dangerously, speeding through yellow lights and doing close passes. It was such a weird thing, to see such risky driving from what I thought was the most sensible brother of the three. 

	But the Blackthorn brothers had already unpleasantly surprised me once today. What was one more upset?

	Burn and Fitz dropped me off at my duplex, Fitz waving goodbye as Burn tore off from the curb. I went inside only to find Dad in the kitchen, the smell of vanilla and dough wafting from it. But that couldn't be right - Dad hadn't baked since before he was sick. He used to do it all the time, but now? No way.

	"There you are," Dad, his old cooking apron on and his front covered in flour, hugged me. "I'm glad you're back."

	"Me too," I said. "What are you making?"

	"Cinnamon rolls," He shrugged. "We had everything the fridge already, and I thought I'd give it a shot."

	"They smell great!" I smiled. "Can I help?"

	Dad ruffled my hair, and showed me how to roll the dough out. We worked together at the counter, our hands moving in the same rhythm as we transformed the lumpy dough into delicious-looking rolls. 

	"I wanted to apologize, Bee." Dad said, his hands busy mixing the cinnamon and sugar. I shrugged.

	"There's nothing to be sorry for."

	"There is," He said firmly. "I - I shouldn't have acted like I have these past few days. It wasn't very adult of me. I'm sorry."

	I watched his face - a little sad, a little tired. Like always. Even if he apologized, it would probably happen again. It usually did. The only thing I could do was hope it didn't go on so long, next time. But it might. That was the kicker - depression came and went with no warning. If it returned just as bad, he'd do it again. And I'd just have to deal with it. No - that sounded nasty of me. I'd deal with it, no matter what.  

	"I'll forgive you on one condition," I announced.

	"Anything," Dad said.

	"I get to eat all of these rolls."

	He laughed, his face lightening a bit. "Deal. But if you get a stomachache, you only have yourself to blame. I don't want to hear a word of whining."

	I mimed zipping my lips shut. We finished the rolls and put them in.

	"I gotta study," I said. "I need to catch up on all the stuff I -"

	All the stuff I was too worried about you to do, is what I started to say.

	" - forgot to do," I finished. Dad nodded.

	"Alright. I'll let you know when the rolls are done."

	There was a pause, and then I hugged him. Tight, like I used to. Tight, like before, when I was certain he wouldn't break beneath my arms. But still, he felt so light, so thin.

	"Did you eat any of the soup?" I asked. 

	"Yeah. Don't you worry about me - go worry about your grades."

	I tried to tell him it was the same thing - worrying about him and worrying about my grades. They meant just as much, to me. My grades were a ticket to his recovery, even if I did gamble getting one or two questions wrong. But that was for the greater good - for the scholarship. I wouldn't have to pretend at all if it wasn't for Wolf threatening it.

	She's pathetic.

	I scowled at my desk. My hand had unconsciously scribbled something dark and bright on my worksheet;

	SCREW YOU WOLF BLACKTHORN

	It felt good, seeing my thoughts on paper, even if I did have to erase them. I didn't have to carry them around, anymore. Maybe that's where I got the inkling I could start writing in you, pen-and-paper. Well, that was the first inkling. The second came when I realized I'd ruined everything and no one who would ever want to listen to me again.

	But hold on. We're almost to that part. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 12

	WOLF

	 

	I drive until the anger stops burning me alive. Until the roar of my bike becomes a slow, tired growl. 

	Still, Mark’s words follow me.

	How long has it been? Almost three years? And I can still hear him calling me nasty names over and over again. I can still feel his every punch, my ribs and stomach aching. 

	And the worst part?

	I still loved him. Even as it was happening.

	I pull over onto the shoulder and park, throwing my helmet on the gravel. My hands itch to ruin something, to make it feel as much pain as I feel. 

	This isn’t right. Nothing about what I’m feeling is right. 

	I promised myself never again, and I meant it. I can’t love someone else. Not after the last time destroyed me. Seeing Bee in that dress, so beautiful and elegant and shy, sent waves of longing through me. I tried to open my mouth to say something, but my whole body was frozen. I was terrified how suddenly the urge came to get up and kiss her, right there and then, in front of everyone. Regardless of everyone. Regardless of my past, or Mark, or my fear of touching other people. 

	She rips right through my defenses, and I’m powerless to stop it.

	And my idiotic brothers think teasing me about her will help? No. It only makes it worse. So I lashed out at them, at her, at everyone. 

	I sink to the ground, leaning against my bike for support. 

	“If you were here, I’d ask you for advice,” I say, though the bike doesn’t respond. It never does. I know better than anyone it’s just a hunk of metal, but my memories of Mom taking me for rides when I was a child still follow me. It’ll always be her bike, not mine. It’ll always remind me of her, no matter how old I get or how much I forget her face, or her voice. 

	She left me this, and it’s all I have left. So I talk to it. 

	“I never even got to tell you,” I say. “That I’m bi. Not that you’d care. But you wouldn’t hate me for it like Dad does. You’d make me cake and throw me a little party, or something equally embarrassing and over-enthusiastic and parent-y.”

	The bike is silent, the warmth of the engine seeping through my jacket. 

	“Love just…happens,” I groan. “And I hate it. I hate every part of it. I wouldn’t be this way if it wasn’t for Mark. If you were here, you would’ve kicked his rear. I know you would.”

	Cars pass me, and then the road is blissfully quiet again. The view isn’t much, but there’s the green tops of trees and the pale blue of the sky, and I start to wonder if someday my heart will be as clear and peaceful as that sky. 

	 

	 

	*******

	 

	BEATRIX   

	 

	My name is Beatrix Cruz and I've never given a trash what anyone says about me. 

	Okay. That's a lie. Maybe I do give a hoot. It's definitely a tiny, pigeon-sized trash, though. 

	Which is why I wore the dress Seamus made me to meet Mr. Blackthorn at Ciao Bella. It had the dual effect of bumping up my confidence, so that I could actually face him with some shred of dignity. He smiled when he saw me.

	"My, my, Beatrix. Wherever did you get that dress?"

	"From your tailor, actually," I slid into the booth seat. 

	"Oh?" Mr. Blackthorn looked as dapper as ever with his silver-streaked hair and crinkly eyes. "How did you chance upon him?"

	"Wolf took me."

	Mr. Blackthorn blinked, dumbstruck. "Well then. Let's order some food and you'll fill me in on the whole thing while we wait."

	And I did. I never hesitated once as I told him about everything that happened at Riley's party - the dancing, Burn saving me from sleazy Eric, Fitz doing weed pancakes, Wolf drinking, the fight between Fitz and Wolf. I told him about Wolf coming to my house and bringing me to Seamus, though I left out the part about my Dad. Something felt wrong, telling such a put-together man about the sad state of my family. I guess his wasn't any better - a deceased wife and three sons who never talked to him. Not even money could buy a healthily-functioning family, I guess. 

	Our food came just as I finished. We ate for a few minutes, Mr. Blackthorn clearly digesting more than just his rigatoni primavera. I picked at my salmon nervously until he spoke.

	"You said Kristin mentioned Mark."

	"Yeah." I twirled my fork and tried not to look at him. "She said Wolf and Mark went out. For a while."

	Mr. Blackthorn was stone-faced. Finally, he sighed.

	"Is that what it was? How strange."

	"Being gay - or, uh, bi - isn't strange, Mr. Blackthorn. I looked it up. Ten percent of the population -"

	"No, not that." He said crossly. "I knew Mark. Wolf brought him back to the house several times. I always thought - Wolf introduced him as a 'friend', but I always thought Mark had simply bullied him into being friends. They were never quite - normal with each other."

	"Normal? I don't get it."

	"Friends don't call each other idiots."

	"Well, uh, they do -"

	"No, not like Mark called my son an idiot," Mr. Blackthorn shook his head. "Friends don't empty each other’s' wallets on a weekly basis. I'd give Wolf his allowance, and it would be gone by Friday," he said. "Wolf never spends much - if he does, it's on a motorcycle part once every few months. So when it all went missing so quickly, I had to start wondering. I had one of my men follow them discreetly; Mark would take Wolf to video game stores, clothes, shoes, booze - even what I later confirmed to be a drug dealer's house. Mark liked pills, you see."

	I downed my lemonade quietly, absorbing all the information. Mr. Blackthorn cut a bit of shrimp and continued.

	"Towards the end of their 'friendship', Mark would call Wolf at strange hours, and Wolf would sneak out of the house to see him."

	I blushed. "Erm, that could just be -"

	"Wolf would come back bleeding," Mr. Blackthorn said calmly. Too calmly, like he'd internalized it to the point of denial. "All over his face, his hands. I asked him once what happened, and he slammed his door on me. He hid his bandages so well under his uniform. He got very good at it. It broke my heart."

	My chest twisted. "So you're saying Mark -"

	"- abused my son? I believe so, yes. But Wolf did what anyone does in an abusive relationship; he stayed. He justified Mark's actions. Over and over again, I heard Fitz and Burn try to talk to him about it, only to hear him give terribly brainwashed reasons for what Mark was doing. The boy was cruel, and taking that cruelty out on my son."

	I remembered the hollow words Wolf said at Seamus’s house. Was that an echo of what Mark said to him years ago?

	"Why didn't you - " I breathed in, remembering what my textbooks said. "Sorry. I know blaming someone doesn't help."

	Instead of getting pissed like I thought he would, Mr. Blackthorn smiled gently.

	"No, it's alright. Seeing you get angry on Wolf's behalf is oddly heartwarming to me. It shows you care."

	"Not about him," I started. "Just about - about people in crappy situations."

	He smiled brighter. "Of course. Regardless, I did everything in my power to separate them. But Wolf wouldn't have it. No matter what I did, the harder I tried to keep them apart, the more Wolf fought to stay with him. Until finally -"

	His eyes got distant.

	"The fight happened?" I asked. Mr. Blackthorn nodded, coming back to earth.

	"Yes. I got a call from the principal that afternoon. And shortly after, Mark dropped out. It's my belief Wolf finally stood up for himself, and seeing he couldn't manipulate him anymore, Mark left." 

	"And I...remind him of Mark," I murmured. 

	"Did he say that?"

	"He said that I sounded like him. And Fitz said it at the party. That's what started their fight, so it can't be all false."

	He drank his wine slowly, then patted my hand.

	"I'm sure you are a much better person than Mark, Beatrix. After all, you agreed to help me, didn't you?"

	"For my own gain," I corrected.

	"I suppose so." He pulled away and finished his shrimp. "But someone who writes such heartfelt essays about caring for their family surely can't be all selfish."

	"You too?" I moaned. "Why does everyone like that stupid essay?"

	He chuckled. "It was a very compelling piece of writing! Why else do you think the board chose you as recipient of the McCaroll scholarship? Did someone else said they liked it?"

	I hesitated telling him about Fitz hacking his computer for Wolf. 

	"Just...the teachers. I guess some of them read it."

	"Oh, of course. I passed it around quite proudly."

	I slapped my hand to my forehead and instantly regretted it - red sauce was the perfect makeup look. I wiped it off as Mr. Blackthorn ordered dessert. 

	"You've done very well, Miss Cruz. It isn't much, but just knowing what they're up to alleviates my mind. They keep everything hidden from me."

	"Are you - " I shook my head. "Nevermind."

	"No, please, speak up."

	"Are you going to...punish them?" I asked. "For the fighting? The weed? The drinking?"

	"And clue them in to the fact someone is watching them for me? No, I won't risk your cover for that. Another few weeks of your reports, and then I'll decide what to do with them."

	"'Do with them?'" I repeated, the words hanging ominously. Mr. Blackthorn blinked. 

	"Well, something has to be done. Fitz's drug use is untenable. I know a very good rehab facility, and then he will be home-schooled, where I can keep an eye on him."

	Fitz, homeschooled. By himself, in a room with a tutor, not smiling and flirting and laughing among the people who adore him. Just holding that thought in my head feels unnatural, wrong. 

	"Burn will need an outlet for his risk-taking, adrenaline-seeking behavior," Mr. Blackthorn wiped his mouth with a napkin. "The military would suit him nicely, don't you think?"

	I swallowed. The lack of regard for what his sons had to say in the matter chilled me to the bone.

	"And Wolf -" Mr. Blackthorn sighed. "My poor, maimed Wolf. At least six months of psychotherapy at a very good mental hospital I donate to will be in order."

	"Mr. Blackthorn, with all due respect, that isn't the right thing to do."

	"Isn't it?" His face grew cold, like I saw it that one time when he was displeased with the couple at the table who'd made fun of my dress. "Please, tell me what the right thing to do is, Miss Cruz. Tell me how to deal with my own sons."

	I gripped my fork upright, my knuckles white. Mr. Blackthorn continued. 

	"You are here to give me information, Miss Cruz. Not opinions on how said information should be dealt with."

	"But -"

	"Do you want to keep your scholarship to Lakecrest or not?"

	I closed my mouth instantly. My insides rumbled uneasily. Mr. Blackthorn studied me with his piercing eyes, until he was satisfied about something he'd seen in me. He leaned back, polishing off his wine.

	"After all, Miss Cruz. You said it yourself when we first met; you dislike my sons. There is no reason to be concerned about what happens to them. They are the ones who are making bad choices in their lives, and I am their father. It's my job to help them make better ones. To give them the opportunity to make better ones."

	I was going to be sick. I could feel it. Mr. Blackthorn smiled at me.

	"You may go. Unless, of course, you'd like dessert. I will see you here next week, at the same time."

	I got up and left, every step feeling as though I was walking through frozen molasses. In the car ride home, I suddenly understood why the Blackthorn brothers didn't speak to their father.

	And I suddenly understood I had made the wrong choice by speaking to him, that day at the bus stop.

	 

	***

	 

	If I knew then what I knew now, I would've stopped. And I know I keep saying that, but that time it would’ve been for real. I would've told Mr. Blackthorn to shove his scholarship up his silk-clad rear and stopped giving him information at all. But back then I was scared for Dad. Back then, I was worried for my family. Back then I thought I could save the world, if I just tried hard enough.

	That night I stared at my rinky-dink phone and tried not to think about how badly I wanted one of the brother’s numbers. I wanted to call them, Burn, preferably, and tell them everything - that I'd snitched on them to their dad.  But Wolf's words still haunted me. I was pitiful. He thought I was pathetic. He'd tried to ruin my life by taking my scholarship away. All of it piled up, until I felt my disgust for him like a toxic lump in my throat. Wolf Blackthorn sucked, hard. No matter what he'd been through with Mark, he had no right to say those things about me. 

	I didn't sleep very well, so running with Burn was torture. Neither of us said much more than ‘have some water’ and ‘watch out for this root’. I barely noticed that we’d gone beyond our usual vantage point at the halfway mark, until Burn turned us around. We watched the sun rise, silently. With all the thoughts swirling in my head, it was a relief to just have silence.

	I watched Burn stand on the very edge of the cliff, his shoes inching closer to the edge. And closer. So close I stood up in alarm.

	“Burn, you –“

	“If you look straight down,” He said slowly. “It’s almost like you’re flying.”

	He wobbled a little, and I flung my arm out and pulled him back. We both toppled backwards into the dirt, a tangled mess of legs and arms. Burn’s sleepy eyes were, for once, wide with surprise.

	“You can’t j-just do something like that!” I panted. 

	“I was fine,” He insisted. 

	“It’s a long way down! Putting yourself on the edge like that – that’s so stupid and selfish!”

	“Selfish?” He frowned.

	“What if you fell, huh? You might think you’re fine, but what if the ground gave away? What if a strong breeze blew and caught you off guard?”

	“It wouldn’t have. You’re just imagining that.”

	“But what if it did?” I snapped. “You would’ve fallen and died and then what, huh? What would I have told Wolf, or Fitz? Who would I run with in the mornings then? Who would give me sage advice? Who would –“

	“I just like looking down from high places. It makes my body feel like it’s buzzing.”

	“That’s adrenaline, jerk! That’s adrenaline from your body getting close to dying! You can’t just – you can’t just stand on the edge like that when there are people who care about you!”

	“People who care,” He said slowly, looking up at me. “Like you?”

	“Yes, me. But also a lot of people!”

	Burn wiped the dirt off his palms, and offered me a hand up.

	“Sometimes,” He said. “It feels like only you.”

	I didn’t know what to say to that. We walked back down the trail wordlessly, and I watched him get in his convertible and drive off, faster than ever. 

	Running plus not sleeping well exhausted me, so when I walked into school, it took me until lunchtime to notice the change in the air. People weren’t just looking my way anymore out of anger, or spite. Some of them seemed genuinely interested in me –what I was doing, what I looked like today. They studied me, not just out of disgusted curiosity anymore. I tried to ignore them. I didn’t know what was going on, but I was willing to bet it had something to do with the fact I kept hearing rumors about Wolf and Fitz’s fight. I looked up from the book I was reading and realized someone was standing in front of my cafeteria table.

	"Hey," A girl smiled. I recognized her from the party - she was the one who'd hung on Fitz's shoulder while he was making pancakes. "Can I sit here?"

	I swallowed my sandwich. I must've took her table on accident - goodness, I hated myself on two hours of sleep. 

	"Did I take your seat, or something?" I asked. "Sorry, I'll move."

	"Oh no, it's totally fine, you didn't take anything." The girl waved it off. "I just wanted to sit with you."

	I frowned. That didn't sound right. 

	"Are you...sure?" I looked behind her. She usually sat with her friends, and they were miles away, trading carrot sticks for chicken nuggets and laughing. "They look way more interesting than, well, this." I held up my textbook so she could read the cover; 'The Intricacies of the Human Intelligence".

	The girl just laughed, her mane of brown hair shaking with the sound. 

	"No, they aren't, trust me. Plus you seemed cool at the party, so. I just wanted to hang out."

	"Oookay." I put my book down and awkwardly ate my sandwich for a few seconds. Was I supposed to say something here? Think, Bee, how did people make friends again? I looked at her tray - salad and a burger. "Do you...like food?"

	She did that ironic frown-smile and shook her head. "No, I hate delicious, super important sustenance."

	I winced. "I'm really bad at this, aren't I?"

	"Just a bit."

	I looked over at her friends, who were watching over their shoulders. They saw me and turned away quickly, another laugh bursting out of them. The judgey part of me insisted they were making fun of me - the trying-very-hard-to-be-not-judgey part insisted they were just as bewildered as I at this recent development of people actually wanting to hang around me. 

	"I'm Keri, by the way," the girl offered. 

	"Bee," I said. She frowned.

	"Your parents named you just one letter?"

	"Right, no, it's short for Beatrix." 

	"Oh, that’s a cool name."

	"Just because of the x. Most people think it's old-fashioned. Like, you know, Beatrix Potter."

	"Who?"

	I spotted Amanda across the cafeteria and sighed. "Just...an author lady. Wrote Peter Rabbit."

	 

	"I used to love those when I was a kid!" Keri clapped her hands. "I had all the hardcover ones, with those beautiful watercolor drawings? Aw, man, I wonder where Mom put them. I gotta ask her when I get home."

	I felt a smile tug at my lips. "It's nice to go through your old things, sometimes."

	"Yeah. What were you into?"

	"Boybands."

	"No way! Which ones?"

	"Neverwinter Knights, Ten Years of Autumn -"

	"I loved TYA!" She banged the table. "Don't tell me - you were a Gabriel fan."

	"Ho-lee-incredible. What gave it away?”

	"He was the only cute one in the bunch, duh."

	"Hey, Paxton wasn't that bad looking!"

	"Well it was nice knowing you, but I have to go now, because gelled spikes were awful and you're awful for liking them."

	I laughed. We talked like that for all of lunch, reminiscing about stupid old bands we used to like. The only time we ever broke our flow of conversation as when the Blackthorn brothers came in. Keri watched their tall figures stride across the cafeteria. Wolf stared straight ahead, looking more pissed than usual. He passed our table and his face didn’t so much as twitch in my direction. Fitz waved to Keri with a winsome smile, and she waved back. Burn’s eyes darted to mine briefly before he nodded at me and followed Fitz and Wolf. 

	Keri leaned in when they’d passed. “You got a red-card from Wolf, right?”

	I scoffed. “Yeah.”

	“Red-cards are for really awful stuff. Did you – did you like murder someone, or something?”

	“If only it was that simple.” I sighed.

	“So what did you do, then?”

	“You saw the whole thing where Wolf dumped coffee on that freshman and I interfered, right?”

	She nodded.

	“Well, I defended Eric one day, too.”

	Keri winced. “Oh goodness.”

	“Exactly. I felt like an idiot when Fitz got around to telling me what the deal with those two was.”

	Keri munched on salad. “So Wolf gave you a red-card to get you to stop interfering?”

	“Yeah.”

	“You’re definitely the first. No one’s ever tried to stop him before. I mean, he’s Wolf Blackthorn for trash’s sake. We were all shocked when you stood up to him. I can’t even imagine how he must’ve felt about it.”

	I watched Wolf’s back as he disappeared around the corner. 

	“He’s a stuck up, privileged idiot, who needs to be taken down a peg,” I muttered. “That’s all.”

	“Oh yeah? And you’re gonna be the one to take him down?”

	No, I said in my head. His dad would be the one to do that. By throwing him in a mental hospital. With my help. 

	Suddenly my food didn’t seem appetizing anymore. Mercifully, the bell rang.

	"Well, back to the old grindstone," I stood up and packed my books away. "It was nice talking to you, but I understand if you never want to speak to me after this. We've shared too many terrible musical secrets to ever look at each other the same way again."

	"Oh, stop." She smiled. "We only covered the American boy bands. We still have all of the British boy bands to get through."

	She waved and I waved, and for once, walking to history class didn't feel like a mindless trudge. We got our tests back that day, and I tried hard not to look at Mr. Brant’s grim face as he passed mine back.

	“You need to try harder, Beatrix. I’m disappointed.”

	“I will,” I muttered, trying not to look at the C that was written in red marker at the top of my paper. It was a bald-faced lie. I couldn’t try hard, not while I needed Fitz to keep tutoring me. I caught Fitz’s eyes, though they seemed flat, dull. I couldn’t read his expression. It wasn’t until the end of class that I’d figure out how he felt. By him accosting me, of course.

	“You seriously don’t expect me to believe you got a C,” Fitz said. “Not after everything we’ve covered.”

	“I’m sorry,” I hung my head. “I guess I just don’t get it as well as I thought. It’s not you – you’re a great teacher –“

	“And you’re a smart aleck,” He interrupted, green eyes narrow and not a single wisp of a smile on his face. “So why are you tanking?”

	“I’m – Dad is –“

	“Your Dad isn’t an excuse, Bee,” He said, a little sharper than usual. “You were doing just fine before I stepped into the picture.”

	“It doesn’t work like that,” I argued. “Sometimes I have off days –“

	“Only in history class.” Fitz interrupted. “Only ever in history class. The one you have with me.”

	The way he said it was so confident. Too confident. He knew something was up.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tried to play it off cool. He rolled his eyes.

	“I took the liberty of hacking the school’s grade system. You’re getting a perfect, golden string of A’s in everything except this. That’s kinda weird, huh?”

	I could see the doubt festering in his face. I was teetering on the edge, like Burn teetered on the cliff, like Kristin never got to teeter because Fitz was so suspicious of her in the first place. And now he was turning that suspicion on me. I had to do something, quick. An excuse – a good, solid excuse that seemed reasonable and wasn’t related to Dad. A lesser secret to cover up my other awful secret; something that he’d be willing to believe. 

	“Okay, fine.” I threw my hands up. “I was failing on purpose, okay?”

	“So I’d tutor you,” He said quickly. “Why?”

	I forced myself to look at my feet, to conjure a deep, dark blush. How did girls blush again? My brain instantly jumped to that sunlight afternoon in Seamus’s, me in a dress, Wolf’s eyes on me. My face lit up like a bonfire in August. 

	“It’s – Goodness, I feel so stupid saying it out loud.”

	I snuck a glance up – Fitz’s curiosity was piqued, his body leaning into mine.

	“Can we not talk about it out in the open like this?” I hissed. Fitz looked around, then pulled me by the arm into a stairwell.

	“Spill it,” He insisted.

	“Because –” I swallowed hard and spat the words out all at once. “IlikeWolf.”

	Fitz’s freckled face lit up, all traces of suspicion gone. “Seriously?” he burst out laughing. “Oh, this is precious. I should’ve seen it earlier with the way you two go at each other’s throats. It’s not just him. It’s you, too. So you decided to fake stupid so I’d tutor you and, what, get you closer to him?”

	My chest squeezed as I nodded. It felt so wrong, lying so intricately like this. But I couldn’t back down now. I couldn’t let him know the truth – he’d figure out I was hired by his dad like Kristin was. He’d tell Burn and Wolf that I was spying, and it would be over. They’d never speak to me again, and Mr. Blackthorn would have no reason to keep my scholarship intact. 

	I can’t lose Lakecrest.

	Not now.

	Fitz rubbed his hands together delightedly. “You could’ve said something earlier.”

	“No, I couldn’t have!” I snapped. “You can’t tell him. You can’t tell anyone, or I’ll eat your firstborn. Whenever you have one. Somehow.” There was a pause. “I’ll invent a time machine, wait for you to procreate with some unlucky girl, and then I’ll go into the future and eat your firstborn.”

	Fitz applauded me sarcastically. “Alright, Dr. Who, I get it. My lips are sealed. You aren’t as bad as I thought you were.”

	“What?”

	He sighed. “Listen, our dad’s….a jerk. He became even more of a jerk when our Mom, you know. So. She was the only one he ever really cared about, not us. It’s hard, living with him. He’s not a nice guy. Burn and Wolf and me are pretty much just buying time until we can move out from under his nasty nose.”

	“I’m confused.”

	“He’s tried to hire hackers to break into our computers and phones to figure out what we’re up to,” Fitz said. “Since we were young. Where do you think I learned to hack? It was trying to counter-hack the guys he hired.”

	Mr. Blackthorn hired hackers to know his kids better? Goodness, rich people were weird.

	“Plus,” Fitz mused. “There was Kristin.”

	I swallowed hard. He just smiled.

	“She was a bit of a jerk. She agreed to rat us out to our Dad in exchange for, I dunno. Whatever Dad can give people. Lots of stuff, I guess. But I saw right through her – comes with territory of being a smooth criminal myself, you know? She was a two-faced liar.”

	I nodded, trying to tame the shaking in my hands as Fitz smiled.

	“Look, you want my help hooking you up with Wolf, and I’ve got your back. I know for a fact he’s at the Auto Shop garage at this very moment. Let’s go say hi.”

	“But –”

	“No buts! I’m your official love-coach, starting…” He looked down at his expensive watch. “…now! Let’s go.”

	How could I protest? If I didn’t go, he’d get suspicious again. If I did, and came face-to-face with Wolf after what I heard him say about me – I don’t know how well I could pretend to like him in front of Fitz. But it seemed like I didn’t have a choice, because Fitz grabbed my hand and led me across campus like an unwilling sheep to the slaughter.

	The Auto garage was quiet, the doors open. Wolf was the only one there, crouched at the wheels of his bike, a wrench and tuning rod at his feet. He’d taken the blazer of his uniform off, his shirt loose and open a few buttons at his collar, the white of it streaked with oil and flakes of rust. 

	“Wolf!” Fitz called. He turned, dark hair mussed and a bit of oil streaked on his cheek. His jade eyes narrowed at us. Fitz pushed me towards him and whispered a ‘good luck’ before trotting back out.

	“What are you doing here?” Wolf’s voice was laced with flame.

	“I live here,” I said. “In spirit. Like a ghost. I haunt this garage, basically – quick, somebody call ghostbusters!”

	I made spooky ‘wooo’ noises until Wolf scoffed and turned his attention back to his bike. 

	“You’re an idiot.”

	“A pathetic one,” I agree. “Some might even say…pitiable.” 

	Wolf stopped raising the wrench to his bike’s wheel. “You heard me talking at Seamus’s?”

	“I was right behind you guys,” I say lightly. “I heard every word.”

	His hands worked the wrench, obviously preferring silent labor to confrontation with me. But I wasn’t going to let him off that easy. 

	“You know, for future reference, showing up at a girl’s house, helping her out with a complicated-yet-dire situation by claiming to take her out on a date, and then calling her ‘pathetic’ behind her back to your brothers might not be the best way to get someone to like you.”

	“I don’t need or want you to like me,” He snapped. 

	“Good, because it’ll never happen.” I said it so strongly that I could’ve sworn he flinched. But Wolf Blackthorn didn’t flinch. Not because of the words of girls he thought pathetic, anyway. I noticed his wrenching had slowed, and my irritation exploded. “You’re doing that wrong.”

	I grabbed another wrench from a nearby table and squatted next to him. Wolf, as always, made space between our bodies instantly, and I took his absence as an opportunity to do things right myself.

	“You have to take the backplate off if you want to rotate the bolts anywhere beyond 180 degrees,” I said. “Otherwise you’re just stripping the transmission cap.”

	“I know that,” He spun one of his rings furiously. “How do you know that?”

	“It isn’t exactly hard to open a book and study,” I said. “It’s what got me in here, and it’s what’ll get me out of here.”

	“Is that all you think about? College?”

	“High school is pointless,” I wrench harder. “We sit around, teachers tell us what to do, what blanks to fill out, we go home, and the cycle repeats. We have no control over our lives – we can’t do anything except what they tell us to, or we get in trouble. It’s trash. Nothing here is real, or impactful. So yeah, I can’t wait to get out to college, where I can do what I want to, the way I want to.”

	“The professors in college are the same way,” Wolf insisted.

	“But at least you’re working towards a degree. At least you’re amassing tons of knowledge that’s useful for what you want to do when you graduate. High school is the equivalent of macaroni pictures and fingerpainting. I want poetry from the greats, I want math no one’s heard of, I want philosophy from Greek masters and psychology from actual brain scientists. I want the real thing, not the imitation.”

	Wolf scoffed. “There’s this thing called baby steps. Taking it one day at a time. Ever heard of it?”

	“I don’t have time,” I muttered. “And I can’t afford to take baby steps. Not when I needed to have been running marathons by now.”

	Wolf frowned, dark hair falling in his eyes that he pushed away immediately. “You can’t run marathons without training for them, first.”

	“Okay, this metaphor sucks and I’m discontinuing it.”

	“I thought it was passable,” Wolf said. “Not going to even throw it in the bargain bin? Straight to trash?”

	“Straight to trash. Put myself in there too, while I’m at it,” I agreed. I worked my fingers into the back of the transmission chain, feeling for the nut I had to replace.  I gritted my teeth – it was just beyond my reach. “Almost…there…”

	Everything happened in a split-second; I put my weight on my other palm, which was balancing on the bike’s foothold. Something metallic snapped - I later realized it’d been the kickstand – and the bike came careening down on me. I had just enough time to pull my hands out and throw them up to shield my face. This was it – this was how I died, my irrational fear-brain screamed at me; crushed under the three hundred pound bike of my worst nemesis. My last thought? I hoped Dad found a better daughter than me; one who didn’t spy on three motherless boys and snitch on them to their jerk father.

	But nothing hurt. No pain came. There was the sound of the bike crashing to the floor, and then silence. I squinted, a blurry slice of white and black fabric in front of me. I could feel warmth all around me, arms cradling me like a protective cage. My face was buried in a chest – white t-shirt, smelling like motor grease and cinnamon and sweat. Someone’s Adam’s apple bobbed just above me, and my eyes widened.

	Wolf. 

	Wolf held me close, the bike splayed on its side. With the way we were angled, I realized he got in between it and me. It must’ve hit his back on its way to the floor.

	“Are you alright?” I felt his voice rather than heard it – rumbling just near my ear. 

	“I’m f-fine,” I started. Wolf was holding me. Did the crash punt me through a rip in space-time into another dimension? One where he wasn’t phobic of touching people? His smell and his voice and the sight of the delicate skin of his throat entranced me, like it did that time in the pool building. That moment felt frozen in time, neither of us moving, both of us too incredulous at our entwined state. We were both breathing like rabbits – fast and shallow.  

	“Y-You can let go, now.” I tried. I felt his arms around me tighten. His whole body was shaking – I could see it from the tips of his dark hair down to the vibration of his fingers on my shoulders. 

	“No,” He muttered, hoarse. “Help me.”

	“With what?” I tried. 

	“You’re the shrink-wannabe,” He said. “Help me. This is the first time since – ” 

	He swallowed hard, the words dying on his lips. He was right – I was the shrink wannabe. As weird as this situation was, I could help. This was the first time in a long time, apparently, that he’d touched someone like this. Think, Bee! Remember what the books said about exposure therapy, how to handle it, what to say -

	“What do you need me to do?” I asked softly. 

	“Just…stay like this,” He murmured. “For a while. With me.”

	By all rights I should’ve stood up and left. I was just going over my hate for him in my head not twenty minutes ago! I should’ve left. But I couldn’t – not when he was shaking so hard. And to tell you the truth, a part of me liked being hugged like this; er, if you could call it a hug. It was so desperate and encompassing it felt more like…an embrace. But it was warm, and nice, having another person so close you could hear their heartbeat.

	I rested my head on his chest, slowly, afraid I might spook him. He didn’t start, or move, but his heartbeat sped up, so fast I could’ve sworn a dozen butterflies were trapped in his ribcage.

	“Is…is this okay?” I asked. I felt him nod above me.

	“Y-Yeah.” 

	A part of me was vaguely aware what this would look like if Mr. Finch - or worse, Fitz – walked in. But another part of me didn’t care. As long as this was helping, as long as Wolf was comfortable, it was fine. Except he wasn’t comfortable, clearly. His body was fighting him every inch of the way to hold me like this, I could feel it in his tensed muscles. But he was trying his best. Phobias involving the sense of touch often evolved from severe PTSD, or at least that’s what that one textbook told me. Mark must’ve been terrible to Wolf. I started to hate him, wherever he was, as Wolf trembled around me and above me. 

	“Would it help if I talked?” I asked. “We could have a conversation. It might distract you.”

	“About what?” He struggled from between gritted teeth. 

	“I could just blather on. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m good at that. Or we could talk about anything that’s been on your mind.”

	There was a silence. I looked up at him; I knew his jawline was sharp, but up close I felt like I could cut myself on it.

	“The dress,” He started. “I never got to say that it looked…good. On you. I mean, you looked pretty. In it.”

	He struggled on the exhale, like he was annoyed with himself. It was strange to hear the immaculately poised Blackthorn brother, the boy who ruled this school with an iron thumb and his red-cards, speak so brokenly. His compliment was late, but it bloomed like a warm, embarrassed flower in my chest. I’d been so afraid of it, before, but hearing it in real life actually felt nice.

	I couldn’t let it get to me, though. He was still definitely Wolfgang Blackthorn, and he’d said I was pathetic. If nothing else, this was the perfect time to practice my professionalism – even if a patient insults you, you still have to distance yourself from the insult and try to help them as much as possible. Being a shrink meant dealing with all kinds of people – mean ones included. 

	“You said this was the first time since,” I said. “Do you mind if I ask what comes after that ‘since’?”

	Wolf hesitated – I could feel it in his shoulders.

	“You don’t gotta tell me. It’s just – I’m supposed to be the shrink, right? It helps if I know what you’re talking about.”

	“You’re going to use it against me,” He muttered.

	“If I wanted to use something against you,” I said pointedly. “I wouldn’t be here, hugging you.” 

	His shoulders tensed, like he was having some internal war with himself.

	“I don’t like you, Wolf. But I don’t want to hurt you, either. I’m not that kind of person. Or at least I don’t think I am.”

	“No, you’re right. You’re not,” He sighed. “I’ve known those kinds of people, and they are nothing like you. But I can’t tell you. It’s something I deal with on my own.”

	He’d been dealing with it for years solo, obviously. And obviously, he hadn’t been very successful, if all he had to show for it was a crippling phobia and a bit of ring-turning to assuage it. 

	“If you don’t tell me, I’ll have to start inferring stuff.” I said. “And I know you hate that.”

	“I’d rather you infer than know the truth. My past is…too shameful to talk about with someone else.” 

	I wasn’t going to press him – pressing too hard had bad consequences, or so the textbooks said.

	“Alright,” I put my head against his chest again. “If all I can do is sit here and get hugged, I guess that’s okay, too. I’ve never turned down a good hug. Or a bad hug. Not that your hugs are bad, they’re just a little, uh, rusty.”

	He laughed. He actually laughed, and I could feel it in every bone. Wolfgang Blackthorn, the angriest, most sullen guy in the school, actually laughed. And it wasn’t a mean-spirited chuckle, or a scoff. It was a true, honest-to-god laugh. I was pretty sure I wasn’t hearing things right. But he wasn’t shaking as much as he was earlier, so I took it as a good sign.

	“I’m not that funny,” I frowned. He caught his breath quickly.

	“Give yourself some credit. At least fifty percent of the jokes you make are passable.”

	“Passable,” I repeated. “I think that’s the highest compliment I’ve ever gotten from you.”

	“And it’s also the last,” He said. “Because the second I let go, it’s going to get very awkward, and we’ll never be able to face each other again.”

	“Right,” I squirmed, suddenly aware of how long we’d been like this. “That’s fine.”

	“Fine?”

	“Yeah. As long as this like, helped you, I’m fine if you don’t ever look at me again. I think. Since you never actually look at me anyway, and if you do, it’s always with that pissed-off look on your face, which is sort of bad for my morale. If I had any morale left after high school sapped it all away, that is.”

	He was quiet. I squirmed again.

	“Just…as long as it helped. It doesn’t matter what happens after this, as long as I did something to help you.”

	“Because it’s easy for you to default to being a martyr,” He scoffed.

	“Because…because I get a lot of happiness,” I corrected. “From helping people.”

	“So you really wouldn’t care if we never spoke again?”

	“We don’t exactly get along,” I pointed out. “Me and Fitz get along, as much as anyone can get along with a fickle snake, and me and Burn get along because he’s easy-going. But you and me? No way. I think – I think we’re just way too different. Mindset wise.”

	“Not even going to give us a chance?”

	I felt my face getting hot. Why was he so insistent on getting a chance in the first place?

	“You sort of tanked that chance when you called me pathetic.”

	He let go of me, and without his body heat, the cold air of the garage attacked my skin again. I almost missed him. Almost. Until I remembered who he was, and who I was. He stood and pulled his bike up, inspecting it for damage. I got up too, still unsure of what to do or say.

	“So…that’s it?” I asked. 

	“It’s better this way,” He said shortly, his words laced with fire again. “You’re right – I lost my chance. If we stay enemies, it will be easier, in the long run.”

	“Easier?” I furrowed my eyebrows. “Easier for who?”

	He didn’t say anything, jade eyes so determined to stay on his bike it was like he was trying to bore a hole through the metal.

	“You should go,” He finally said. “I have no further use for you.”

	The words stung like a slap across the face. They shouldn’t have – he only held me like that because it was such a rare occurrence, and he was trying to get better. It was nothing personal. And yet there I was, getting offended like he owed me something just because of one therapy hug and his offhanded comment about me being pretty. I was pissed at the time, irrationally. And I let it get to me. 

	“You sound just like your dad,” I snarled. Wolf froze. 

	“How do you know what he sounds like?”

	Hot panic choked my throat. “B-Because. He talked to my Mom and Dad when I first got accepted. He sounds just as mean and callous as you do.”

	Wolf, despite his suspicion, still didn’t turn to look at me. I couldn’t let him get a clue. Not now. Not when I’d barely made friends with his brothers. 

	“You want to be enemies?” I asked quickly. “Fine. We’re enemies, Wolf Blackthorn. So don’t expect me to ever help you again.” 

	It was petty of me. It was something a shrink would never do – threaten to stop helping a patient. But I did it because he was my enemy, not my patient. 

	I did it because I was confused, and angry, and apparently to him, pretty in that dress.

	Pretty stupid, in my opinion.

	If I was smarter, pen-and-paper, I would’ve figured out what his laughter meant. What his words meant. What his heartbeat meant, that day. 

	But I didn’t.

	I didn’t until it was too late. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 13

	WOLF

	 

	I don’t dream. I nightmare. 

	If my sleep ever gets interrupted by a dream, it’s always a bad one. The kind that leaves you soaked in sweat and gasping for air, wide awake at two in the morning. I dream about wandering into a massive crowd and the people ripping me apart, limb by limb. I dream about diving into the ocean, the shadow of a huge shark just behind me, sharp teeth on my back. I dream about things hunting me, killing me, eating me alive. 

	So I don’t like sleeping very much. Or at all. I force myself to get five hours, but some nights are impossible. Some nights, all I have are my rings, and the moonlight, and the sinking, awful feeling that I’m never going to be able to escape whatever’s hunting me. Sometimes, the dreams feature Mark. Mark watching as I’m torn apart. Mark laughing as I’m shredded to nothing more than skin. Mark, holding the torch to my dry pile of wood, watching me go up in flames. 

	Tonight, though, is a different night. 

	The nightmare takes place in school, for once. I’m walking down a long, impossible hallway, and Mark is at the end of it. Everything is eerily quiet, his face all smiles. I walk towards him, knowing I have to, knowing I can’t escape him even if I try. And as I’m walking to him, Beatrix comes between us. She’s telling me to stop, begging me to. And then Mark transforms into a beast, a monster, something huge and dark that lunges for her and bites her head clean off, blood and bone crunching, and I’ve lost her – my insides freeze over – I’ve lost the only girl who’s ever made my heart jump, the only girl who argues with me, pushes back against me instead of giving in, the only girl who held me without question, accepting my fear without judgement or laughter – 

	The only girl I’ve ever wanted.

	The only girl who will never want me.

	And then there’s fire – fire everywhere, the scent of gasoline and blood fresh in my nose, and I’m upside down, the dirt in my hair, and Mom won’t move, I keep calling her name but she won’t move, or say anything, and the blood pool beneath her keeps getting bigger, and bigger -

	I bolt awake, sweat cooling on my clammy skin. The moon outside is full and ripe, but the light it gives off feels cold and uncaring. I throw my blankets off and pull on a shirt, desperate to get away from my bed and my scraps of the nightmare still hanging there. 

	This new house is too quiet, too big and empty at night. Even in the day it echoes, my footsteps louder than I’d like. The paintings on the wall are just impartial snapshots of oil and watercolor, not a single family photo there to greet me. 

	I wander down to the kitchen and open the fridge, rummaging around for a soda. 

	“You’re up late.”

	The voice is undoubtedly Dad’s. I groan inwardly, and straighten. He’s sitting at the kitchen table by the French windows, in the dark, the only thing in his hands a necklace I recognize instantly – Mom’s amethysts. 

	“What do you want?” I ask.

	“That’s no way to speak to me,” Dad says with a sneer. “Why don’t you come sit down?”

	“I’d rather not.”

	“Nightmares keep you up again?”

	I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know that?”

	“Because they keep me up, too. But for different reasons, I assume. Mine are about your mother, and yours are about, I don’t know. Being homosexual, or somesuch.” 

	I don’t even allow him the pleasure of seeing me flinch. “And people wonder where I got my jerk genes.”

	“It’s true,” He agrees. “You got everything negative from me. Your mother was an angel.”

	“She was a person,” I correct him. “She was impatient, she was too hard on herself, she –”

	“She was none of those things,” Dad says immediately. “Time has warped your perception. She was good, and kind, and we didn’t deserve her.”

	“You’re the one who’s time-warped,” I snap. “Speak for your own dang self. Sure, you didn’t deserve her. But we did.”

	Dad straightens, his eyes burning.

	“You deserve nothing. You were the burdens that drove her to carelessness – she was worried the whole morning about your ear infection, she was sleep deprived the whole night before, worrying about you –”

	“Fine!” I shout. “You want to bring that up? Fine. I’m the reason she died. Are you happy? Does that make you feel better about your sorry, self-pitying rear? Does it make you feel good to blame me for losing the only person you ever cared about in this world?”

	The silence after my shout rings. Dad stares me down, and for a second I swear to heaven he’s getting ready to deck me. 

	“This is how you three honor her memory?” Dad asks, so cold it chills me to the bone. “By wasting your youth on….parties and drugs? Wasting it on….on men.” 

	This time, I can’t hide my flinch. Dad stands, his full height amplified by shadow. 

	“You disgust me,” He hisses. “And its nights like these that I wonder why I still care about you. It’s nights like these that I wished it would’ve been you, not her.”

	I stare at the wall, past him. Through him. I’m used to it, to the these exact words, said over and over again in so many different ways, at so many different times since she’s died. I learned to put up a barrier between the hurt and me. But tonight, I’m left raw and bleeding, and his words burn like salt in my wounds. 

	He leaves. He doesn’t stick around to take his words back. He never does. And after this long, I’d never believe his sincerity if he did. He genuinely believes everything he says. He believes I should’ve died, back then. He wishes I did. 

	It’s only when he’s gone do I dare to move, to breathe. Fury and helplessness war with each other in my lungs, and I throw the soda can at the wall, watching it dent. Useless. Everything feels so useless, when I talk to him. 

	I promised myself long ago I’d never think of him as my father again. 

	But sometimes I want to. Sometimes, I desperately want to.

	 

	 

	*****

	 

	 

	BEATRIX

	 

	When I want to, I do a great job of forgetting people. 

	It took me a week, but everything Wolf-related in my mind went into my mental trash can. The way he looked at me in the dress – gone. The way he glared at me when I tried to stop him from ‘bullying’ that freshman – gone. The way he dumped a vase of puke on Eric to get him away from me – gone. 

	The way he held me in the garage, smelling like oil and cinnamon and laughing – gone.

	Wolfgang Blackthorn was officially a zero in my head; someone I was convinced I’d never think about again. He wanted to be enemies, so I erased every nice memory I had of him, stored it so far back in my head I’d never remember them again. It helped a lot of big tests were coming up, and I had to study for all of them. The flood of information served as nice, fertile dirt to bury him under.

	I was going to study, ace these tests, spy some more on his brothers, and – once my scholarship was secure - live out the rest of my time at Lakecrest minding my own business, all the way to NYU’s doorstep. 

	Dad hadn’t fully recovered from his locked-room episode. He’d linger there for a day before coming out and making a bunch of food for me, and then disappearing again. The food was an improvement, at least. I don’t know what he did in his room, but I knew sometimes, when TV wasn’t enough of an escape, he’d start writing again. He used to be a novelist, after all, before the depression got so bad he couldn’t put two words to a page anymore and his editor and publishing house dropped him. If I pressed my ear to his door, I could hear the steady ‘click-clack’ of keys on a keyboard. 

	Man, it’d be nice if he started writing again. I used to love reading the stories he’d write for me when I was a kid – chock full of dragon-slaying princesses and evil troll-witches. But maybe that was childish of me. Wishing for those stories was just that – wishing. And wishing was pointless. I’d learned that much already.

	I tried not to think about how Mom was coming home less and less. I tried not to think about the word ‘divorce’, because everything was teetering on a razor’s edge already and if the ‘d’ word came into it, I felt like everything would come crashing down. Maybe Mom felt the same way – which is why she was staying out so many nights when she didn’t have work. Maybe she too knew that divorce would collapse what was left of our family into nothing more than dust and bones.

	Maybe she knew it would hurt Dad most of all, in ways that might not be reparable. 

	So yeah, for a brief week and a half, I forgot all about Wolf Blackthorn. I had too much going on. Getting up earlier to run with Burn started to get easier, and I almost stopped completely hating running. Panting and sweating wasn’t so bad after you did it a bunch and your body got used to it. Fitz and I agreed to stop the whole ‘fake tutor’ thing, even though I kept letting him believe I was crushing on Wolf. It lead to a couple of awkward situations, the least of which was Fitz trying to force Wolf’s number on me.

	“Go on, stop being stubborn about it,” Fitz sighed. “It’s just a cellphone number.”

	“What would I even say?” I asked. “’Hey, it’s me, this girl you don’t care about, creepily texting you with your number I got. Somehow’. “

	“You wouldn’t be the first girl to try it.”

	“Fantastic.” I threw my hands up. “Just what I wanted to hear.”

	It turned out pretending to like Wolf was a lot easier than hating him. Or maybe my hate for him was mistaken by Fitz as love. Whatever the case, I barely needed to act different at all, and Fitz never once questioned me. We walked to lunch together, which was weird in and of itself, but Fitz insisted it was for ‘tutoring’ me in how to get his brother’s attention. 

	“Are you ready for the tests?” He asked. “There’s a thousand and seven of them this week. If you need something -” He quirked his eyebrows. “To, you know, get through it – I’m your guy.”

	“No thanks. I think I’m good without your illicit substances,” I sighed. “But you never know. I could pretend to be dumb again for a hot two seconds and tank my academic career.”

	“Don’t even joke about that. Who would start giving me a run for my money if you played dumb again, hrm? Do you know how boring it is being the smartest one in this place?”

	“I’m sure it’s agonizing.”

	“Agonizing!” He agreed loudly.  “I was on the verge of shriveling up and dying before you came along.”

	I picked up a burrito and rolled my eyes at him. “I’m flattered.”

	“Hey, I’m just trying to prepare you for the flood of romantic nonsense that’s gonna come your way whenever Wolf finds out you like him back.”

	I tried to hide my flinch. If only he knew the truth. 

	“I-I seriously doubt he likes me.”

	Fitz doubled around, shaking a chocolate milk in my face. “Bee, look at me. Do I look like the type of guy who would lie to you?”

	His golden hair caught the sunlight and his freckles scrunched with his devilish grin. I sighed.

	“Yes. Always.”

	“Fair enough. But do I look like the type of guy who doesn’t know what’s going on around him at all times with piercing emotional accuracy?”

	He posed with the milk, and waited. I groaned.

	“I dunno. Maybe?”

	“I’m his brother, Bee. I still remember when he gave his first Valentine’s card in kindergarten to Elise Baker. I know what he acts like when he’s got it bad.”

	“Jerk-ishly?” I guessed.

	“Terrified! The poor guy’s so divorced from his attraction to other people he barely knows how to handle it! So he stuffs it in the back and hopes it goes away, until it builds and builds and then explodes like Mount Vesuvius. That’s just how he is.”

	“So what you’re saying is, it’s hopeless.”

	“It’s not hopeless,” He corrected. “It’s just…annoying. I’d love it if he could deal with his trash in a, you know, normal and healthy way, but after Mom –“

	He stopped, and the air suddenly got heavy. Something was lying just beneath the surface of his words, tantalizingly close to coming out. His smile faded, bit by bit. But he shook it off and smiled so bright again I was nearly blinded.

	“Maybe it’s a good thing you’re studying to be a psychologist, huh? heaven knows he needs one of those.”

	“Fitz, what happened with your Mom?” I pressed.

	“You already know,” His eyes got sharp. “Don’t pretend you don’t.”

	“I mean – I know she…” I flinched. “I know she – “

	“You can say it,” He demanded. “Died.”

	A few people heard him and started staring. I sat down at my usual table and lowered my voice.

	“Sorry. I know she died.”

	“When I was eight,” He barreled on. “In a car accident.”

	I felt like a jerk for pressing him. What was I thinking? “I’m so sorry, Fitz.”

	“It’s fine. I didn’t get the worst of it.”

	I frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“I wasn’t there. Not like Wolf was.”

	My chest felt like it was trying to cave in on itself. “Wolf was –“

	“There, when it happened. They pulled him out of the wreckage. Or, they tried to. But he wouldn’t let go of Mom’s hand.”

	Ice and fire waged war in my veins. Is that what Wolf really meant in the garage? ‘The first time since Mom died’? I’d thought it was ‘the first time since Mark’. But maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe the truth was so much sadder than what I’d inferred. 

	“And your dad,” I regained my voice. “Your dad didn’t send you to counseling? Or at least get counseling for Wolf?”

	“Oh, he tried.” Fitz opened his milk. “But Wolf refused to talk to any of them. It used to be a lot worse. He used to wake up screaming. I guess time helps – he hasn’t done that in a while. But on the downside, he can’t, you know, stand shaking hands with someone. So. There’s that.” 

	I felt like my brain was frozen, glitched as it tried to process everything. 

	“You should’ve seen it,” Fitz laughed. “The one time I tried to give him gloves. A nice Yves Saint Laurent pair, very sleek and stylish. Black leather, with clips. I thought it would help with the whole skin-to-skin thing. But he just threw them in the fireplace. Said it was pointless to try to hide behind a piece of clothing. Didn’t even give them a chance.”

	Fitz put his head in his hand, scowling at the graffiti etched into the table.

	“Sometimes it feels like he doesn’t want to get better.”

	Those words freaked me out – it sounded exactly like the things I used to think, back when Dad was first diagnosed. In the darkest parts of me, when I’m down and out, I still think like that. Reading the psych textbooks helped me, so much so that I knew I’d be lost in despair if I didn’t read them.

	“Fitz,” I put my hand over his. “Listen – I’m the one trying to go to NYU for psychology, right?”

	He snorted. “Yeah.”

	“You know how many of those textbooks I check out a week.”

	“A hundred million.”

	I chuckled. “Yeah. A hundred million. So when I tell you it’s not a matter of Wolf wanting to get better, you understand me, right?”

	Fitz shrugged. “Not really.”

	“Nobody wakes up one day and says ‘I want to get better’,” I shook my head. “Well, sometimes they do. But that’s a very rare occasion. And getting better isn’t as easy as going to see a shrink three times a week. It doesn’t work like that. If one part of your body is hurt, you don’t just put a band-aid on the spot and call it a day. You wash the wound, you put antibiotic ointment in there, and you wrap it up. You change the bandage, you put more ointment on. Over and over, until it’s healed. Sometimes it gets infected, and you have to go get that taken care of, with pills and stuff. And then sometimes, no matter how hard you try to keep it clean and dry, it gets re-infected. And then, maybe after it’s all healed, the scar’s skin is too tight, or you lose all feeling in that area, or maybe it aches so bad you can’t get out of bed some days.”

	I took a breath. 

	“That’s what it’s like. It’s not easy, okay? And it’s even harder to know where to start. All you can do is offer a listening ear, a shoulder to cry on. Sometimes it’s not even that dramatic; sometimes all you can do is sit down and watch TV with them. Sometimes all you can do is throw a microwave dinner in and bring it to them with a glass of juice. Sometimes, you can’t do anything at all.”

	Fitz was quiet. I fell silent, suddenly feeling awkward about how much I’d talked. I’d sounded preachy. I knew there was nothing worse than someone trying to tell you about how hard it was for someone else, when they were the ones suffering, too. 

	“So you’re saying…there’s nothing I can do for him?”

	“Just be there,” I said. “That’s all.”

	Fitz studied his empty milk carton. I noticed the faint eyebags around Fitz’s green gaze. It struck me, then, that the Blackthorn brothers were going through a lot more trash than people knew. I was so convinced their lives were perfect and easy, and yet sitting in front of me was clear evidence that they weren’t. For all their money and connections and popularity, they were still just boys, recovering from the loss of their mother, confused and as lost as any of us. 

	“Do you wanna,” Fitz ran a hand through his hair. “Do you wanna come and smoke with me? To get my mind off all this trash? I’d rather not be alone.”

	“You can’t hide in drugs forever, Fitz,” I said. He smiled, though something about it was a little broken, cracked on the edges.

	“I know. I know that better than anyone. Just let me have this now, okay?”

	I nodded, but refused to come with him. He finally gave up when he spotted Keri – trotting over to her and forcing his smile to be cheery. Had he always done that? Or was I just noticing it now?

	 

	****

	 

	When people are sad, they deal with it in a lot of different ways. For Fitz, it was drugs. For Dad, it was closing the doors on the world. For Mom, it was staying out more. 

	For me it was, and always would be, hiding in the library. 

	The smell of books was the smell of my childhood, of old imaginary friends and new, hidden between the pages. Libraries meant quiet - gentle and soothing quiet - like the quiet of a low tide. Everything was orderly, too – the Dewey decimally sorted books, the A to Z labelling, the fiction and nonfiction and vampire romance sections. Everything had its place. When life got too confusing, I came to the library, because nothing about the library was confusing. The librarians would help you, no matter what you were looking for, they always had at least one answer, or a semblance of an answer. And sometimes, that was a lot more than the world outside could give me.

	Unfortunately, Fitz knew about this. He knew my hideout was the library. Doubly unfortunately, he’d told Burn. 

	“Bee,” Burn’s low voice made me put my book down, and once again I was struck by just how dang big Burn was. He was tall enough to reach the topmost shelf, easily. 

	“Oh, uh, hey,” I closed my textbook. “What’s up? Are you alright –” I stopped myself. He hated that phrase. “I mean, uh, how’d you find me? Wait, let me guess – Fitz.”

	“Fitz,” Burn agreed with a nod. “Come with me.”

	“If you want me to run my rear off again after this morning, in which you worked me like a racing horse, I’m gonna have to decline.”

	“It’s a surprise,” Is all he said. His face was placid, calm as always. His eyes were sleepy, giving nothing away about what he was feeling or thinking.

	“Is it a good surprise?” I asked.

	“I think you’ll like it.” 

	“Simple and mysterious at the same time,” I sighed and stood up, packing my books in my bag. “I don’t know how you do it, Burn.”

	“Talent.” He answered. I followed him out of the library, admiring his height. He was like a giant striding among walls of books. Even the librarian gaped a little, then waved nervously goodbye to me. 

	Burn led me across campus, over the short grasses and around the statues of important old dead guys, until we reached the parking lot. He opened the door of his convertible, and I hesitated.

	“Wait. The surprise is off-campus?”

	“Yes.”

	“Are you going to sell me on the black market for my liver?” I asked as I settled in the passenger seat. 

	“No.”

	“Fair enough.” I clipped my seatbelt on as he got in. “Take me away. Just. Not very fast, please. But also make it quick – I should probably get home in an hour or so.”

	“Demanding,” He sighed. I smiled. 

	“They don’t call me ‘Annoying Annie’ in this school for nothing.”

	He drove past the fancy sign that read LAKECREST PREPARATORY HIGH SCHOOL. I flipped it off.

	“They don’t call you that.” He said.

	“Well, they should. I’d prefer a mean nickname to all the weird looks and half-baked rumors.”

	“You’re lucky.”

	I’d spent enough time around him at this point to translate the Burnese; I was lucky that’s all it was. And he was right. It could be a lot worse. But that didn’t mean I had to be grateful for it. 

	“Just because it isn’t super bad doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck,” I said sagely. Burn grunted and took a left turn onto the highway, and I forgot how to breathe. Or, more accurately, the wind stole the breath from my lungs in that way that happens when you’re in a fast-moving thing and your windpipe is left open to invaders. I figured out how to breathe again, and let the wind whip my hair around. I watched the world flash by in autumn colors, the trees giving one last dying gasp of saffron yellow and burnt orange sugar.

	We entered a richy-rich suburb; you could tell from the way all the houses had roman columns on their porch and random, sleekly modern glass walls. Only rich people had glass for walls.

	Burn pulled over, and told me to wait. I did, twiddling my thumbs, only to groan when I saw who he was bringing back with him in the side mirror; Fitz, and Wolf. Together. One at a time they weren’t so bad, but together? Fitz thought I liked Wolf. I’d told Wolf we were squarely enemies. How the ever-loving heck was I going to pull this acting stint off?

	“If it isn’t our lovely mascot,” Fitz jumped into the convertible without opening the door. 

	“Hi,” I managed. I didn’t look at Wolf, and he didn’t look at me either, though out of the corner of my eye I did see him hesitate with his fingers on the door handle.  

	“Why is she here?” He growled at Burn. Burn doubled around and slid into the driver’s seat.

	“Because. She’s my friend.”

	There was a silence. Friend? Yeah, I could say Burn and I were definitely friends. He was easy to get along with, and helped me feel better about stuff. I think that qualified us as friends. 

	Or, it didn’t. It couldn’t. A friendship wasn’t based on one person trying to get information out of the other. I’d started talking to Burn because of the agreement with Mr. Blackthorn. None of what we shared was built on a neutral standpoint. It was all me, trying to get what I wanted, through him. I knitted my hands around each other in my lap. 

	Fitz laughed like something was funny. Wolf gave up and got in the backseat.

	“You don’t have friends, Burn,” Fitz corrected. 

	“I do.” He said. “You should try it sometime.”

	“I have plenty of friends!” Fitz argued. 

	“Ones that aren’t friends with you for your drugs,” Wolf grunted. Fitz laughed again.

	“Oh, you’re one to talk, Wolf. Your last friendship didn’t exactly go down so well now, did it?”

	He was talking about Mark. It was a low blow. Wolf flinched. 

	“That’s enough,” I snapped. “Stop being nasty to each other. Burn has a surprise for us, so all of us need to grow up and try to act like we deserve it.”

	Fitz huffed. Wolf went silent. Burn started the convertible again, and we drove. I couldn’t help but sneak looks back at Wolf in the side mirror – the wind whipped his dark hair around. He closed his eyes once or twice, looking serene and almost peaceful, like the wind was sweeping him away to a better place. My stomach churned. Who gave him the right to be so handsome? I thought I’d locked all my positive thoughts of him in the bulletproof safe in the very back of my mind, but now they were threatening to break out all on their own, just by seeing him. It was garbage.

	“We’re not going to Seamus again, are we?” I asked Burn, desperate to tear my attention away from Wolf’s profile. “I don’t have his money for the dress, so he’ll probably break my kneecaps. With a teacup.”

	Burn rolled his sleepy eyes. “Not Seamus. Somewhere more interesting.”

	I slumped in my seat. His version of interesting was probably another trail, even harder and wheezier than the one we ran every morning. But to my surprise, he took an exit that led to Baskerville – a small suburb east of Seattle known for its empty plains of…well, nothing. It used to be a farming community, but that got shut down quick with the advent of the dot com industry and all the kids moving into the city for work. So now we drove past fields and fields of fallow grass, little barns and houses dotting the landscape. The Cascade Mountains threw shadows on the horizon, tall and majestic and lonely.

	“Why are we in the boonies, Burn? You know me and Mother Nature broke up years ago.” Fitz complained. Wolf couldn’t take his eyes off the mountains. 

	“Are we coming out here to hunt ghosts or something?” I asked. Burn rolled his eyes. It might’ve been exasperation, but at least there was more way motion on his face than usual. I took it as a good sign. 

	Finally, Burn turned the convertible onto a little dirt road carving through a huge empty field. I squinted – in the distance I could see what looked like an old army barn – the kind they keep planes and stuff in.   

	 “Oh no,” Fitz suddenly moaned. “No, no, no –“

	“We’re going to do it,” Burn said. “Finally. Together.”

	“No! Are you crazy?” Fitz yelled. “Let me out of this car! Let me out right now!”

	“Are you gonna walk back?” Wolf inquired. Fitz slumped down so far in his seat he touched the floor. 

	“Burn, I don’t ask for much as your brother. I just want a quiet place of my own, a nice cup of tea, a book –“

	“A computer to hack,” I chimed in. 

	“A joint to smoke,” Wolf added.

	“A class to sleep through,” Burn said. 

	There was a pause. Fitz groaned. 

	“You make me sound like a monster.”

	“A whiny monster,” Burn agreed. 

	“Where are we, anyway?” I asked. 

	“An old friend’s,” Wolf said. “Of our mother’s.”

	Fitz stopped groaning at that. Burn pulled the car over to the side of the barn, and got out. I followed. Wolf got out too, but Fitz crossed his arms and laid sideways over the backseat, his freckled face scrunched up.

	“I’m not getting out.”

	“You are,” Burn insisted. Fitz sat up quickly.

	“You know I hate this place! I specifically avoid it every year you and Wolf go. You used her –” Fitz pointed at me. “As distracting bait! I can’t believe you, you – you charlatan!”  

	“Small words,” Burn requested.

	“It means you’re a filthy liar and a huge jerk!”

	“I try.” Burn deadpanned. 

	“It would be nice,” Wolf said. “If you joined us for once.”

	Fitz’s eyes darted between me and Wolf, then back to me again. I was still utterly lost as to what was going on.

	“You’ll get out,” Burn said. “And you’ll do it. Like the rest of us.”

	“I’m not like the rest of you!” Fitz hissed. “I don’t like flinging myself off into five thousand feet of air –“

	“Air?” I muttered. Suddenly it made sense. The aircraft barn, the big open space –

	“There you kids are!” A rough voice greeted us. An older man with tanned nut-brown skin smiled at us with all his wrinkles. He tipped the brim of his baseball cap to me. “And you brought a lady with you, this year. Good afternoon, darling.”

	“H-Hi?” I tried. “I’m Bee.”

	“Bee – well isn’t that a pretty name. I’m Jakob Petersen, owner of this fine establishment.” He smiled, his eyes going wide. “And Fitz! By the devil – I thought we’d lost you to the sands of time, my boy. Turns out those sands just made you taller and more handsome, didn’t they?”

	Fitz grumbled something that sounded like a ‘hi’. The man nodded to Wolf, and shook hands with Burn, who towered over his average height. 

	“You gotta tell me your secret, Burn,” Jakob said. “How’d you get Fitz to come back after all these years?”

	Burn nodded to me. “Bait.”

	“Thanks,” I said. “It’s great knowing how much I’m worth around here.”

	Jakob laughed. “More than your weight in gold, Bee. I haven’t seen Fitz in nearly ten years. He must like you something fierce to turn up out here again.” 

	“She’s amusing,” Fitz barked. “Unlike everyone else here!”

	“Stop being sour about it,” Wolf snapped. “You got fooled. So what? Roll with it.”

	Fitz slapped a palm to his forehead. “I never thought I’d see the day where you, Mr. Stick-Up-Your-Rear, would be lecturing me on the merits of going with the flow.”

	“This is a sky diving facility, isn’t it?” I asked. Jakob nodded. 

	“You betcha. Blackthorn kids here used to come with their mom – god rest her soul – every year for her birthday. She loved the adrenaline. Can’t say I knew a woman who loved it more than she did, that’s for sure. You still taking care of her bike, Wolf?”

	Wolf nodded, avoiding my eyes. We both knew he’d let that bike fall in the garage that day – saving me from injury instead. I was still mystified by that. He cherished that thing more than breathing.

	“Let’s get this show on the road, then.” Jakob clapped his hands. “How many we taking up today – four?”

	“Three,” Fitz squeaked.

	“Four,” Burn insisted. 

	“Four it is. You kids wait in the office while I get everything ready. There’s a water cooler and a chip machine in there if you get hungry or thirsty.”

	“Thanks, Jakob.” Wolf said. Jakob smiled.

	“No worries, Wolf. It’s good to have you all here again.”

	Burn led us over to a small trailer that’d been refurbished with an air conditioner and a few couches. Wolf settled on one, resting his head on the back of it. Fitz fiddled with the chip machine, stuffing Fritos into his face nervously. Burn leaned against a wall and waited, and I skimmed my fingers over the brochures piled by the door – Petersen’s Sky Diving Company. 

	“Are you afraid of heights, Fitz?” I asked. Fitz laughed, brittle.

	“I’m not afraid of heights.”

	Wolf looked up. Burn looked over. Both fixed their stares on him.

	“Okay,” Fitz relented. “So I’m a little afraid of heights. But you have a phobia, Wolf! You know what it’s like! Why are you forcing me to do this?”

	“Because,” Wolf droned. “Every time we did it when we were kids, you got so scared before it happened. And when it was over, you got excited and wanted to do it again.”

	“I don’t remember that!”

	“You probably blocked it out. It happens a lot to kids going through traumatic experiences.” I offered helpfully. I skimmed through the brochure, eager to lap up the extensive safety tips Jakob had included. Heights wasn’t my thing – any sane person was afraid of them – but least sky diving wasn’t anywhere near my house, or my family. If I was diving through the sky, I couldn’t be home, and no matter how much my conscious nagged at me to get home and make dinner for Dad, I just didn’t want to. Not today. Just for one day, I’d take a break. I deserved that much, didn’t I? 

	“Okay, Madam Shrink, then what do you suggest I do?” Fitz asked. 

	“Deep breaths,” I said. “One at time. Oh and whatever you do, don’t look down.”

	“Fantastic,” He threw his arms up in defeat. “I can’t wait to die in the prime of my life by falling fifteen-thousand feet straight down.”

	“Actually, it’s usually only twelve thousand feet for casuals.” I flipped through the brochure and showed him all the facts. “Also, there’s only a .0007 percent chance you’ll die skydiving, compared to, like, a car crash which is –“

	I realized what I was saying and shut up quickly. The Blackthorns didn’t seem to be bothered, though. Fitz groaned and collapsed on the couch next to Wolf.

	“Stop being a diva,” Wolf said. 

	“Stop being a holier-than-thou jerk!” Fitz snapped back. 

	“So you guys do this every year?” I asked Burn. Burn nodded. 

	“It’s better than visiting her grave.”

	“Why?” 

	“It just…feels wrong. She never liked being cooped up.”

	The sound of something loud and rumbling echoed through the walls. Jakob walked in seconds after, dust blowing in with him.

	“Alright! The chopper’s ready. Let’s get you guys up there!”

	Wolf and Burn and I got up to follow, Fitz moaning as he shuffled out behind us. It hit me as we got closer to the source of the noise – this was really happening. My stomach uneasily twisted. I was going to jump off a helicopter into open air. Fitz was right – this was crazy. 

	"It's the perfect day for jumpin'!" Jakob yelled over the noise. He led us into the aircraft barn, where a black helicopter waited, the kind that was bulky enough to fit a lot of people. Military helicopters, I guess they were? I had no idea. The sound was incredible - the massive blade whomping every time it went by. Wolf talked with Jakob about the engine of the thing as Burn got in the open door. Fitz patted the side of the helicopter and shouted mournfully. 

	"Nice to meet you, murderer. I'm Fitz. Please, if there's any goodness left in your cold metal heart, don't kill me."

	"We'll be fine," I said, walking up behind him. "Wolf and Burn have done this a ton. And Jakob's a professional." 

	Fitz shot a 'if only you knew' look at me. "I thought you'd have realized by now - just because Wolf and Burn do something a ton doesn't mean it's safe. Or sane."

	"Look, Fitz, I'm in the same boat. Er, plane."

	"Helicopter," He offered.

	"Helicopter," I put a hand on his shoulder. "I've never, ever done this before. You have way more experience than me, and I’m scared trashless."

	"Then why are you agreeing to this? You could just wait in the car. Burn would let you get away with it, I know it." 

	"Because," I shrugged. "Skydiving is better than what I'd be doing right about now."

	"And that is?"

	"Making dinner for Dad. Checking if he's had his pills. Trying to have a conversation with him that doesn't piss him off or make him feel like trash."

	Fitz goes quiet. 

	"Besides, I used to hate running. But then I went running with Burn every morning, and sort of started to like it. Even the first time I did it, when I was wheezing and in agony, he showed me something to enjoy about it. So. I think maybe he knows his stuff."

	"Or maybe he's a freakin' adrenaline junkie."

	"That too,' I laughed. “But hey - you're an actual junkie."

	He heaved a sigh. "Ugh. You can't be a junkie if it's only pot."

	"And sometimes pills."

	"Yes, thank you, how could I forget; and sometimes pills."

	I laughed. Fitz smiled wryly, looking a little more like the devious, energetic guy I was used to seeing in the halls every day. For a moment we might as well have been back there, ribbing each other with wittiness and sass. 

	"Okay." Fitz breathed in, then out. "You said deep breaths."

	"Yeah. Slowly. Although, as we get higher up in elevation, you might need to breathe faster or you'll pass out."

	"Great. Cool. You're making this so much easier."

	I reached out and booped his nose. "You're welcome."

	I left Fitz to breathe and stood next to Burn as he watched the blades rotate. 

	"Nervous?" He asked, his deep voice cutting through the noise without having to be raised one iota.

	"Of this? A little."

	"No, I meant Wolf."

	He nodded to Wolf, who was still talking to Jakob. 

	"I'm not!" I insisted. "I'm not...nervous about him."

	"You are. Always."

	Was I really that obvious? The answer hit me; no, Burn was just really good at people stuff. Despite his few vocalizations, he was great at watching them and figuring out their deal. I was no exception.

	"Well it's not my fault," I protested. "It's a little hard to be anything but nervous when someone stares like Wolf does, like he wants to set me on fire."

	I could've sworn Burn smirked, but it was gone quickly when Jakob called out to us.

	"Alright! Get in and strap in, and we'll be off!"

	We all clambered in the open side door, four seats behind the pilot's for passengers. I chose a seat next to Burn and prayed Wolf wouldn't sit next to me, but he did. Fitz was on the end, mumbling what sounded like a prayer.

	"Here we go!" Jakob yelled, and the helicopter glided forward. It had wheels, which was clever, I realized, or else how would a helicopter get out of a barn? The rumble of the engine was deafening, and I winced. A pair of heavy plastic headphones suddenly came into my view. I turned to see Wolf offering them.

	"Thank you," I mouthed. He nodded. I put them on, the sound becoming muted. All that was left was the spectacular view as we took off, leaving the plains of grass far below us. The earth became a patchwork blanket of fall colors and crops and suburbs. The sun hung low on the horizon, golden and swollen. The sky was as blue as blue could be. The wind whistled through the cabin, teasing Wolf and Fitz's hair and ruffling Burn's shirt. It played havoc with my hair, tangling every which way, and I secretly felt bad for Wolf, since the wind kept blowing it around his face. I tried to tuck it away, but it just got free again.  

	"This is your captain speaking," Jakob's voice came in loud and clear over the speakers, even with my headphones on. "I'm going to close the doors from here on out, since it gets pretty tempestuous. After that you can get out of your seats and start putting on your gear. Wolf, Burn, I expect you'll help the newcomer?"

	The doors of the helicopters slid shut, the howling wind dulling to a bare whistle. I took my head phones off and smoothed my hair back. Wolf and Burn immediately got out of their seats, rummaging around racks and cabinets in the back of the helicopter. Fitz stayed firmly in his seat, eyes shut and hands clasped together. 

	"Hey," I put a hand on his shoulder. "It’s okay. We're in this together."

	Fitz looked at me, eyes so wide and damp I could've sworn he was ready to cry. It was weird, seeing him near-tears when I'd been so used to his confident, quippy self at school. I couldn't resist the urge to hug him. 

	"It'll be okay! C'mon, we can do this. It'll be over before you know it."

	"One way or another," He croaked. I laughed and helped him out of his seat. I stole a glance out a window - we were definitely much higher up now. My insides danced like a conga line.

	"You get her," Burn said, pointing Wolf in my direction. "I'll get Fitz."

	Wolf nodded, and they both approached with armfuls of gear. Fitz immediately got antsy, refusing to put on anything Burn offered, but Burn eventually strong-armed him into it, with much fuss.

	"Get off me, you hairy giant!" Fitz snapped.

	"That insult doesn't work anymore," Burn said slowly. "Get a new one."

	"You....you massive douche!" Fitz tried. Burn shook his head and clipped a harness on Fitz's quivering chest. Wolf and I, however, were a bit more....strained. Okay, a lot more strained.

	"Here," Wolf offered me what looked like a pair of synthetic pants - the kind you saw clam gatherers and fishermen wear. I struggled to put them on over my uniform skirt - secretly cursing Burn for not letting me go back home and change first. Wolf slid a jacket over my shoulders, and zipped it up to my throat, his fingers pausing at the top and his eyes lingering on my chin, and - wait, I had to be hallucinating. Not my lips, right? He definitely wasn't looking at those. Did I have a bit of food there? I got paranoid, and turned my face away, rubbing at them.

	"Listen, it's not my fault they had chili and rice in the cafeteria today, okay?" I said. 

	"That wasn't -" Wolf shook his head. "Whatever. Just clip the ends of the jacket to your pants."

	I did, Wolf putting his own synthetic pants and jacket on. I guess it was smart - clip your ends together so they didn't go flapping around in the wind. When Wolf was done with himself he checked my handiwork. Something about him scowling at my hips made me nervous. 

	"It's too loose," He kneeled, eyes level with some very sensitive parts of me. He didn't seem to notice, though. "I said 'clip', not 'casually attach'."

	"Well exxxxccccuse me," I shot back, determined not to sound nervous as his fingers danced over the hemline of my pants. "But it's a little hard to get things right the first time if you don't elaborate with your words what you want from me."

	"I want you to preferably not die," He said. "How’s that sound?"

	"I could've sworn enemies were supposed to want the opposite."

	"Just because we're enemies doesn't mean I'm going to stop worrying about your safety," He growled, yanking a clip tighter. "In fact, I'm going to worry about it more, since you're my one and only enemy. A prized, rare commodity. An object of great value."

	"You sure know how to make a girl feel like a living, breathing person."

	He smirked. "I try."

	Mercifully, he stood up. He handed me a backpack that looked suspiciously like it had a parachute inside - nearly bursting at the seams. I put it on, and Wolf immediately doubled around to secure the numerous clips and buckles that hung off the front. This was no better than the hip stuff! His fingers were dangerous close to my chest, and I was the only one who apparently noticed it, or cared. Wolf's face was nothing but stone, his eyes laser focused on securing the buckles. 

	"There," He said. "Take a pair of goggles from the cabinet. And a helmet. And a mask, if you want."

	"Mask?"

	"Some people don’t like the feel of gravity and the wind blowing their face around."

	"Touché." I walked over and put the goggles on. "What if a bug got in your teeth?"

	"There are no bugs this high up."

	"Fine - what if a bird got in your teeth?"

	He rolled his eyes, securing his own backpack. Fitz squirmed as Burn finished putting his backpack on, too. We all looked very orange and very bulky.

	"We look like dorks with these goggles," I giggled. "Or, I do. Wolf still manages to make them look like a hot fashion accessory for the season."

	Wolf rolled his eyes again.

	"If you keep rolling your eyes, they're going to fall out." I said.

	"Finally," He droned. "Then I wouldn’t have to look at you, anymore."

	"Rude!" I chirped, adjusting Fitz’s lopsided goggles for him. "Do you ever think what your mom might say if she was here? She'd hear you talking and go; ‘Wow, what a rude boy. I can't believe my Wolf grew up to be such a stinker’."

	"She wouldn't say that," Wolf argued.

	"She would," Burn agreed. "She called you stinker all the time, especially when you pooped your diapers."

	Fitz and I couldn't help but burst out laughing. Wolf sighed and adjusted the straps of his backpack.

	"What-"

	"-ever!" I finished for him. Burn did that tiny, half-visible smirk again.

	"Alright," Jakob's voice came in over the intercom. "Ya'll ready back there? Let's get this show on the road. Follow Burn's lead, okay? He knows this like the back of his hand."

	Burn motioned for us to huddle together. Fitz and Wolf reluctantly put their heads in, and I followed suit. 

	"We're going to go down pretty fast," Burn said. "We'll be holding hands - make sure you don't let go until I say so. You can't hear anything up there, basically, so I'm going to give a thumbs up when it's time to deploy the parachutes."

	"How do we deploy them?" I asked. 

	"The big pull-tab that's hanging off your right shoulder. You just yank it, and the parachute comes out. But you can't yank it too soon while we're together, or our lines will get tangled. So Wolf will let go first, and open his parachute when we're away. You're next, Bee. Then I'll help Fitz with his, and I'll go last. That way, if someone's parachute doesn't deploy or they mess up, I can grab them and we can go down together."

	"Oh we're going down together," Fitz whispered. "Straight to perdition."

	"Hush," I said. "We'll be fine."

	"You say that now, but when they open the doors -"

	The doors to the helicopter slid open just then, and the wind nearly knocked the breath out of me. The sky was a gorgeous silken tableau of puffy white clouds and porcelain blue - the ground below us seemed so distant. You could see the shadow the clouds threw on the ground, the houses so far away they looked like tiny, colorful building blocks. 

	I suddenly felt like puking. Casually. Casual puking because this was really, actually happening and oh my god if it went wrong I was going to be a pancake - 

	"So," Burn edged to the open door. "We jump out one at a time. Wolf will go first, then Bee, then Fitz, then I. Same order as the parachutes. Wolf and I will make our way to you two, so don't worry. Just hang tight, try to enjoy yourselves. If that's even possible."

	He looked at Fitz, who had gone completely white and completely silent at the sight of the open door. Wolf put himself closer to Fitz, not touching, but close enough it almost seemed like a touch.

	"Remember what Mom said?" Wolf asked.

	Fitz shook his head tersely, his teeth gritted and his jaw flexed with the effort of not freaking out.

	"It isn't the fall that's bad," Wolf said. "It's the landing."

	"That's not helping," I argued. To my utter surprise, Fitz straightened, his whole face relaxing as he closed his eyes. He stayed like that for a moment, and then opened them again.

	"Okay." He said. "Let's do this."

	I was so confused - Wolf's words had an effect on Fitz like no other. What exactly did that phrase mean to them? It had to be something important. Burn raised his voice again.

	"Once you deploy the parachute, it'll take you about four or five minutes to land. We'll be aiming for Jakob's property - it's got a pattern cut into the grass, so it should be pretty easy to spot."

	"Pattern?" I asked.

	"A giant JP," Wolf said. "His initials. There’s some traffic cones around it, too."

	"Wolf will be falling first, so you just follow him. You can't control the speed of the fall, but you can control the direction you fall. If you pull the same tab on your right that you pulled for the parachute, you'll angle left. If you pull the tab on the left, you'll angle right."

	"Right, left," I muttered, frantically trying to get it through my head. "Left, right. Got it."

	"Whatever you do, try to aim for open ground. Don't land on any trees. By the time your feet touch ground, you'll be going slow enough to run it out. Questions?"

	I shook my head. Fitz whimpered a little.

	"Alright, let's go." Burn motioned to the door. Wolf took the first step towards it, and I was struck by just how confident and determined his jade eyes were, so focused on the sky. Jakob shouted through the intercom.

	"First drop-off! Three, two, one - go!"

	Wolf stepped off the edge, and my heart squeezed painfully. Fitz and I scrabbled to look over the edge - there he was, falling like an orange meteor through the sky. I felt Burn pat my back.

	"You're next, Bee."

	"Oh goodness," I sucked in a breath. "Oh goodness, oh goodness."

	"It's okay," He said. "Just go. Wolf's down there, waiting for you."

	We were so high up. Every bone in my body screamed at me not to jump, to stay in the safety of the helicopter. I could change my mind. I could not do this. This was stupid, my instincts shouted. This was dumb!

	But Wolf was doing it. My enemy was doing it. The guy who was scared to touch anyone was doing it like it was the easiest thing in the world - 

	It suddenly hit me. 

	"Burn," I turned to him. "We're going to hold hands, right? Wolf -"

	"We usually do this alone," Burn said. "So this will be the first time we've had to hold hands."

	"Will he be -"

	"He'll be fine." He assured me. "If it's with you, he'll be fine."

	I felt my eyebrows furrow. "What does that mean?"

	"We don't got much time, if she wants to catch up to Wolf!" Jakob called out over the intercom. "Get going!"

	"Okay," I did a little shimmy-shake out of sheer terror. "Okay. I can do this."

	"Just walk off the edge," Burn said. "Make sure your feet are straight. You fall for a while to get away from the helicopter, and then you make your body parallel to the ground."

	"Okay." I sucked in a breath so huge it hurt my lungs. "Okay!"

	"Next drop-off!" Jakob announced. "In three, two, one -"

	I couldn't do this on my own. No way. But I had Burn here, and Wolf, and Fitz, who was just as scared as I was. It would be fine. .0007 percent chance of dying. That's less than a car accident. I'd driven a car a million times -

	"Go!" Jakob shouted.

	"Incredible," I hissed. "Rubbish trash trash -"

	I took a step off, praying to heaven the chopper's blades wouldn't mince me up like ground beef. The wind immediately knocked the breath I'd been holding from me, the feeling of nothing below my feet making me burst out in a heatwave of panic. My whole body felt so hot, then went frigid cold as the wind fought to get inside the synthetic pants and jacket. My organs felt like they were in my throat. Every extra bit of skin on my body rippled with the force of gravity dragging me back to earth. 

	I put my feet straight for a few seconds. The wind naturally evened me out, my body now parallel to the ground. Wolf's form was getting closer, fast, and that’s when I realized just how fast we were going. He was slowing himself down, somehow, I think by making his body flat and big so the wind had more to resist. I was so scared I couldn't move, my teeth chattering as the chilly air battered my face. I squeezed my eyes shut, not ready to believe this was real. I was an idiot. I was a idiot for doing this -

	I felt the warm embrace of another hand touching my own, our fingers intertwining. I opened my eyes to see Wolf at my side, a strangely serious look on his face. He nodded, and relief flooded me knowing we were touching - this wasn't so bad. Having another person around while you fell a trillion miles a second made it not so horrific. He knew what he was doing - he'd done it a lot. I was safe, for the moment.

	With Wolf's hand in mine, I looked around. A few low-hanging clouds drifted below us, and our bodies passed through just the barest wisp of a cloudy edge. I squealed - though the sound was lost in the air - as my left elbow got damp instantly. Wolf's right arm fared the same. I never knew that's what a cloud felt like - cold and wet and yet light as cotton candy. The synthetic material did a great job of wicking the wetness away, gravity doing its part, too. We were bone dry again in no time.

	I felt the rough bump of another hand on mine, and looked to my side. Fitz, his eyes squeezed shut, reached blindly for me. I locked my hand in his, Burn on his other hand. Burn and Wolf didn't lock hands, leaving the air open, so we formed a sort of horseshoe in the sky. Burn smiled at me, or as best he could when the g-force was messing with his cheeks. 

	All that was left was the sound of the wind in our ears, rushing so loud and fast it drowned out everything else. All that was left was for me to look around. Looking down seemed like a bad idea for my nerves, so I focused instead on the view towards the horizon. The lower clouds went on forever, a beautiful, velvety blanket of them stretching on into the sun. The Cascade Mountains were hulking purple beasts, craggy and dotted with early snow. I never noticed just how big the shadow they cast was - it consumed towns, entire forests. And the forests! I knew Washington had a lot of old trees, but I hadn't realized just how many! Silky and green, the pines clumped together, sharing so many thousands of years between them. If I stretched my imagination really hard I could almost smell them. The view was, to say the least, incredible. And the feeling of it all - of being so small and insignificant - was a lot like the feeling I got when Burn and I would stand on the cliff in the mornings and watch the sun kiss the world awake. I felt...unimportant. I felt light, and airy, and free. I felt like nothing mattered - not my grades, not my college future, not my awful spying on the Blackthorns - nothing. I'd done nothing wrong up here. I had no responsibilities up here - not to Dad, not to Mom, not even to myself. For a few minutes, I felt untouchable. Nothing could get me in the sky, not even my problems. 

	I watched the sun as I fell. So what, I thought, if Mom and Dad divorced? Would it really be the end of the world? This was the world - this huge thing below me, reduced to nothing more than toy-like dioramas of forests and towns. There were a hundred million problems waiting for me when I landed, but when you got high enough, all those problems seemed so small and insignificant. The sun didn't care about divorce. The sky didn't care about grades. No one cared, except me and the people in the below-world.

	I wasn’t a scholarshipper up here; I wasn’t a teacher’s pet, a wannabe psychologist, a girl who left her friends behind, or an attempted good-daughter. I was just…me. 

	I was so lost in my thoughts, I barely noticed Burn giving us all a thumbs up. Incredible. It was time. This was the do-or-die thing. Do or die at .0007 percent, of course. Everything Burn said rushed through my head at once - left is right, right is left. Pull the right tab over your shoulder. Aim for the giant JP on the ground - which I could now almost see - carved into the grass. Don’t hit trees. For the love of God and your legs, don't hit the trees, Bee. Wolf moved to let go of my hand, since he was the first one to parachute, but something in me squeezed his hand tight, willing him to stay. Willing him to stay here with me. 

	He looked at me, and for once the fire in his eyes was warm. Not burning, no scalding fire – only a gentle heat, and even though we were enemies, even though we’d promised to hate each other, I couldn’t help but let that heat warm me from the inside. It made me feel like everything was going to be okay. I let go, and he pulled his hand from mine and peeled away from us. He parachuted, and our falling speed quickly left him behind. Burn pointed at me with his free hand, and I let go of Fitz's. Wolf made it look easy - the sudden loss of three other stabilizing bodies was huge. I was on my own again, in the wide cruel sky, the wind ready to toss me around. If I messed this up, I would be dead. Donezo. Gone.

	Right side tab, I repeated to myself. I yanked it hard, but nothing happened. Panic gripped my throat, until I took a deep breath. 

	The Blackthorn's mom was right - it wasn't the falling that was hard. It was the landing. 

	I could do this. I had to do this.

	Wolf’s warm gaze played back like an echo on my eyelids.

	Everything would be okay.

	I pulled again with all my might, and instantly felt the yank back as the parachute deployed. My neck protested with a lightning crack of whiplash, and the feeling of all my organs falling back into place was bizarre, yet welcome. I was just floating now, arcing slowly above the forests and houses. Was that our town below me? I could see cars moving in a steady stream, people going about their lives.

	I kept breathing in and out, my eyes searching for the massive JP pattern in the grass. I saw it – carved in a distant field, the helicopter parked on it, and tugged on my left tab. My parachute tilted a little, catching the wind at a different angle and steering me towards it. I could see Wolf’s parachute as he touched down and the cloth crumpled with the lack of air. He’d made it. I’d make it, too. 

	I saw him waiting for me, gathering up his parachute. I pulled the left tab harder, and the ground was suddenly so much closer. Then all at once, my feet hit the ground, and I started running, the force of my momentum carrying me forward until finally the parachute deflated and my run petered out. I felt someone tugging on it and turned to see Wolf there, his googles off and his hair windblown to perdition and back. 

	“You made it,” He said, detaching the parachute for me so I could actually move without dragging it.

	“Don’t sound so happy,” I said. “It means I get to keep being a thorn in your side.”

	He smirked crookedly. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

	It was weird – the two of us smiling at each other like some kind of idiots. But the adrenaline was pumping through me so hard and fast I couldn’t help my smile, and apparently he couldn’t either. I helped him bring the parachutes into the aircraft barn, adding them to a big pile. Suddenly the stress of it all caught up with me, and my legs felt too weak to even stand. I collapsed on the parachute pile.

	“Are you alright?” Wolf asked.

	“I’m fine, I’m just – overwhelmed, I guess. That was incredible.”

	“But you were scared out of your mind,” He added.

	“Obviously,” I exhaled. 

	“Was it worth the fear?”

	I stared up at the rafters, then at the way the sun shafted over his face. His jade eyes turned almost translucent in the light, golden-green like the leaves of a delicate plant. The sun always made his features more handsome, infuriatingly handsome, and he basked in it as a lion does; uncaring and regal. 

	“Yeah,” I decided finally. “I think…I think the most important things in life, the things worth doing, are always scary. At first.”

	“Like what?”

	I flushed. “I dunno! Like…like competing in something. Or confessing to someone. It’s always scary, but then you do it and it turns out to be the best thing you ever did.”

	“Even if you don’t win?”

	“It isn’t about winning. It’s about trying. About living to the fullest, with no regrets.”

	Wolf chuckled, running his fingers through his hair.

	“What’s so funny?” I demanded. He didn’t answer, his laugh petering out. From the open doors of the aircraft barn, I saw Fitz land and collapse on the grass on all fours. Burn landed shortly after, helping Fitz up and undoing his parachute. Wolf watched them walk towards us, his voice soft.

	“She would’ve liked you,” He said.

	“Who?”

	“Our mom.”

	The silence between us always felt so heavy, but this one was somehow gentle. 

	“Thank you,” I said finally. “For letting me do this with you guys.”

	Wolf offered me his hand up, and I paused. If I took it, would we really still be enemies? Enemies wouldn’t offer to help each other. Enemies wouldn’t take each other sky-diving on their dead mother’s birthday. Enemies wouldn’t laugh with each other. What exactly were Wolf and I, now? And why did what we were matter so much to me?

	I took his hand, and he pulled me up with ease. I ended up standing a little too close when he pulled me up, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe, our chests nearly touching. 

	“Wolf, you –“

	“It’s getting easier,” He murmured. “Touching people. It’s still hard to do it with anyone else, but with you –“

	“Wolf!” Fitz came running towards us, a huge grin on his face. “Did you see me? I landed like in that one James Bond movie!”

	Every ounce of fear was gone from Fitz, though as he drew closer I could see he was shaking. The adrenaline clearly had a giddy effect on him. He flung an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close.

	“You saw me, right Bee? I handled that whole thing like the smoothest special agent in the world.”

	“Like you were born doing it,” I smirked.

	“So brave,” Wolf deadpanned, and Fitz pointed at him accusatorily.

	“You shut up. At least I try to get over my fears, instead of wallowing in them.”

	“Wolf’s trying, Fitz,” I spoke up. “In his own way. Everybody tries in different ways, at different paces, okay?”

	“Well he doesn’t have to do it with a holier-than-thou attitude.” 

	“That’s just how he is,” I sighed. “You know that.”

	“It almost sounds like Bee knows your brother better than you do, Fitz,” Burn said as he walked up.

	“Oh stuff it,” Fitz rolled his eyes and tore off his synthetic pants and jacket, dumping then on the parachute pile. “I’ll be waiting in the car. Let’s get back to civilization before I forget how to use a fork.”

	Burn made a faux salute as Fitz walked off. Suddenly, the screen door to the little office banged open, and Jakob came out, applauding us.

	“Look at you! All in one piece!” He smiled at me. “I saw your landing from the window; you’re a natural.”

	“Thanks,” I grinned. “It was terrifying at first, but then once you hit the open sky, you just sort of –“

	“Forget everything that’s going on in your head?” Jakob laughed. “Yeah. That’s why I do it. That’s why I keep this place up and running, so other people can experience that feeling, too.”

	“Well thank you,” I said. “For everything. It was an amazing experience.”

	“Anytime. You’re welcome here anytime – you’re much politer than any of the Lost Boys.” He jerked his head at Burn and Wolf, and I laughed. We shed our synthetic clothes and headed back to the car, my arm pumping madly as I waved goodbye to Jakob. Wolf sat with me in the backseat, Fitz up front fiddling with the music stations while Burn drove. Fitz stopped on some corny country music and air-banjo’d hard at a stoplight. The older couple in their car next to us shot Fitz nasty looks, but that only made him mime playing harder. I joined in with another air banjo, and Fitz laughed as Burn hit the gas and left them in the dust. 

	The highway at dusk was beautiful – the pink sunlight made the road look like a massive velvet ribbon winding over the hills. Only a few cars were on the road, blinking red and white in the twilight air. There was the smell of fresh pines so green and alive I could almost taste them. It was a beautiful night. Everything looked different from the sky, but at the same time it made me grateful to see the beauty of it all from the ground, up close. 

	I looked over at Wolf. He had one elbow on the car door, his hand cradling his chin. The wind played with his hair, his eyes riveted to something in the far distance. He was thinking. About his mom? Maybe. About his problem? Maybe. I wanted to know what he was thinking, to ask him. I knew he wouldn’t tell me. And I hated being that person – the one who poked her nose in everyone’s business.

	But I guess it was too late for that. It’s exactly who I was. 

	I looked down at the brown leather of the seats between us. My hand rested on one side of the middle seat, his on the other. Just a few more inches, and –

	I looked up to see Wolf staring at me looking at our hands. I felt a hot wave roll over my cheeks. 

	“I wasn’t –“

	“Just one more time?” He asked, voice soft. He turned his hand palm-up, as if waiting for mine. 

	“But –”

	“I know. You said you’d never help me again. And that’s your right. But I haven’t been able to stop thinking about –” He cut himself off and shook his head. “No. You’re right. Nevermind.”

	His hand started to close, and I darted out and met his palm with mine. Wolf’s face looked shocked, completely thrown off. 

	“Just one last time,” I repeated, hard, like it would make it real and final. He grinned.

	“One last time.”

	The sun said its final goodbye and the moon said its first hello. Wolf curled his fingers, hesitantly, slowly, between mine, the two of us fitting together like the pieces of a puzzle. It was cliché. It wasn’t right for enemies to do this. There was a hundred things wrong with it, and yet it felt absolutely perfect. The heat of his skin, the feel of his fingers, the soft music Fitz decided on, the chill of the wind, his smile – this was a moment I wanted to remember for the rest of my life. Even if it was only to help him. Even if it meant nothing. Even if it was fake, a way to make him like me, a way to keep my scholarship – I could still keep this moment to myself. 

	All the memories I’d tried to erase about him came flooding back, and this one joined them.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14

	WOLF

	 

	I hate competing. 

	Which makes the fact I’m swimming in the county semi-finals today a little weird. 

	I have to be here, is partly it. That’s one of the requirements when you join the swim team. I roll my neck out as Coach yells at someone to stop stretching their calves wrong. The whole pool is bustling with activity – the stands are packed, and the three other schools competing besides us are doing all kinds of warm ups. A particularly entrepreneurial spirit jogs around selling candy and popcorn and drinks to the cheering family members in the stands. It’s an uncommonly warm day – probably the last one we’ll have for a while. 

	Everyone’s on edge. I can sense it from here – guys looking at each other sideways, laughing nervously in their groups as they huddle together and talk about who looks the fastest, the toughest. I recognize some of them – public schools have just as many talented athletes as Lakecrest does. That’s the beauty of amateur sports; it doesn’t matter how much money you have – there’s always going to be someone better. Someone who trains harder. Someone who’s more naturally talented. I recognize one of the guys from Redtree High School. He’s a senior who smashed the 50 meter butterfly record last year. 

	“Blackthorn!” Coach shouts. “James isn’t on his game. You’re up for the breaststroke 200.”

	Great. Just as she says that, the announcer comes on with the introduction. He calls for the breaststroke 200 first, and I get up and move to the starting platforms. I pull on my swimming cap and goggles. The other guys look driven and concentrated, and here I am, just wanting to get through this meet with the least possible stress. Some of them wave to their families in the stands, who cheer and wave back. It’d be nice if someone was here for me like that. But Dad never came to these. Not that I expected him to – he was a busy man full of busy money-making school-boarding. Not that I want him to. He’d just haughtily look on, never clap or cheer, and make some offhanded stinging comment about how I must love this sport since there are a bunch of men without shirts around.

	I’d given up a long time ago waiting for him to come to these. 

	Burn and Fitz do, instead. Well, Burn does. He likes watching me compete. Fitz is a little less enthusiastic about it – preferring his computers to actual sun and exertion. But today I watch them slink into the stands; Fitz with a too-thick layer of sunscreen and massive sunglasses on. He even carries a black umbrella to shade himself, the drama queen. Burn is much less picky – only a bottle of water to his name. 

	My eyes widen as one more person slides along and sits with them.

	Bee, carrying sunscreen and looking a little lost, sits next to Fitz. He makes her hold his umbrella. Thankfully they’re in the highest row of seats, otherwise they’d have people complaining. Like last time. Wherever Fitz goes, it turns out complaints follow. But she holds the umbrella without a fuss, laughing at something he said. Burn offers her his water, but she shakes her head. They all see me looking their way, and start cheering, but I can’t understand a word they’re saying. It doesn’t help that Bee’s smile has me mesmerized.

	“Swimmers, on your marks!”

	The voice of the ref shakes me out of it, but barely. My blood is thrumming in my ears, my heartbeat so fast I could’ve sworn I already swam a two hundred meter twice over.

	“Get set!”

	The other guys lean in, touching their fingers to the board, and I follow suit. 

	I’m not competitive at all. 

	So then why do I suddenly feel the molten urge to crush everyone and win?

	“GO!”

	The sound of the blank in the gun propels me forward. I cut through the water, throwing all of my muscles into pulling me to the end. Water splashes everywhere, my vision a blur of waves and turbulence. I hit the end of the pool hard, and turn underwater, shooting off to the next lap. My lungs burn, every inhale like fire on its way down my throat. There’s only me. I can’t see anyone else, or how far ahead they are. I can only see the water. I can only hear the roaring crowd when I pivot, the rest of the time I’m underwater, with only aquatic silence and a little splashing.

	This is the thing I like most about swimming – it becomes only me. It feels like I’m the only one in the pool. Everything else just drops away; my worries, my fears, my past chasing me. It all melts in the water. There’s only me, and the burning of my body, and the thought Bee’s eyes are on me. 

	Three laps down. One more to go. 

	My lungs beg me to stop, but I push them harder. Faster. I’m almost at the end, I can feel it. And then my fingertips touch the metal of the sensor board, and I come up for air to a buzzer sound. The crowd cheers, and I haul myself out of the water. I find Bee’s eyes in the crowd, her excited smile in the morning sun so gorgeous I suddenly have an even harder time breathing. She’s smiling to me. Because of me. Is this the first time I’ve made her smile? Because it feels like the first. 

	The shouts of the announcer blur, and Coach’s arm around my shoulder is the only thing that tears me from the crowd.

	“Goodness, Blackthorn! That was incredible! Where were you hiding that time in practice? You broke the state record!”

	I blink water out of my eyes. “What?”

	“Look!”

	She motions to the board that shows 2:13.36. 

	“The world record for juniors is 2:09! Blackthorn, you might have what it takes to get us to finals!”

	I should be happy. I should be proud. But all I can think of is Bee. Coach sits me out for the next round. My team looks less than thrilled I’ve done well, but I don’t care about them. As I’m drinking water, Burn and Fitz squeeze from the stands and dash over to me, Bee on their heels. 

	“Incredible, Wolf! You were like lightning! Not that there’s lightning in water, or you’d die –” Fitz cuts himself off. “I’m so proud of my little merman. Look at you, all grown up.”

	Burn merely smiles at me, his eyes crinkling in that special way. And Bee, as smiley as she is, suddenly looks shy. She sets her eyes on my face determinedly, her own cheeks red.

	“G-Good job.”

	“That’s all you can say?” I smirk.

	“It almost looked like you were being chased by sharks,” She manages a half-insult. I give her a ‘not bad’ look. 

	“You can do better.”

	“You –” Her gaze wanders down my body, snapping back up. A surge of hot pride prickles my skin.

	“Sorry, am I distracting you? Let me put a shirt on.”

	Her face goes beet red as I pull my shirt on. Fitz makes a suggestive whistle, and I throw him a glare. 

	“What? Are you two the only ones who can enjoy your own flirting? I happen to be starving for entertainment at all times!” Fitz announces. Burn rolls his eyes and takes Fitz by the elbow. 

	“We’ll be in the stands,” He says. Fitz complains the whole way as he’s dragged back to his seat. Bee huffs. 

	“Fitz said not to expect much from you.”

	“Did he?” I ask, hating how my voice cracks. 

	“Apparently you don’t win anything. Um. Ever.”

	“I felt like winning today,” I say. She laughs quietly.

	“Just a bit.”

	People pass us, my team among them, and suddenly Bee stumbles. Her foot slips on the wet cement, and she goes tumbling towards the water. In what feels like slow-motion, I reach my hand out for her, grabbing the biggest part of her I can find – her waist - and yanking her to me. We’re pressed, chest to chest, for a bare moment, our breathing hard and in sync. She’s so close I can smell her; cream and vanilla. 

	“Thanks,” She says breathlessly. “But I’m starting to hate this habit of yours where you save me from stuff.”

	We part quickly – too quickly. My hands are shaking, the terror of holding someone so close kicking in. I ball my fists so she can’t see them. 

	“What happened?” I ask.

	“I think –” She looks around. “I think someone pushed me.”

	I glare in the direction of my team, all of whom are watching us closely. They look away when I look at them, and that confirms their guilt. Most of it, anyway. 

	“It’s my team,” I admit. “They’re being jerks.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I punched one of the seniors.”

	“Uh, wh-”

	“If you ask why again –”

	“Okay, okay,” She laughs shakily. “I get it. You probably had a good reason to.”

	“How do you figure that?”

	She shrugs. “You had a good reason about red-carding Eric, so. I’ve learned to stop automatically thinking everything you do is for your own gain.”

	“What about Fitz? I punched him at the party.”

	“Well he was sort of…making things really awkward. Between us. Uh, inferring things wrong. I’m not gonna say I was glad you two scrapped, but I got pretty uncomfortable towards the end, there.”

	“It makes you uncomfortable?” I knit my brows. She laughs again.

	“Yeah. When people try to – to set you up with someone, you know? Especially if those people don’t like each other at all.”

	“Like each other at all,” I echo, my chest deflating. “Right.”

	“Ho-lee incredible. Is that who I think it is?”

	The voice freezes me in my tracks. I turn my head slowly, so slowly, as a brown-haired boy with glasses and a plaid shirt walks up. His face is a little older, a little more mature, a little fuller, but I remember it all the same. I remember it with searing clarity. I memorized that face when it slept, when it talked, when it smiled. When it got angry. 

	It can’t be him. 

	With every step he takes towards me I feel like puking, like running away. It’s him.

	He can’t be here, but it’s him.

	“Mark,” I breathe. Bee’s eyes go wide.

	“That’s Mark?”

	“I heard the Lakecrest swim team was competing, but I had no idea you were still on it, Wolf. I’m just here to cheer for my brother on his new team. Redtree High, you know?” Mark smiles at me. I avoid his eyes until he looks away. Burn and Fitz are in the stands, arguing with each other. They haven’t seen him yet. If he doesn’t leave, they’ll lash out. And it won’t be pretty. 

	If he doesn’t leave, I’ll shatter. And it won’t be pretty. 

	When I don’t respond, Mark looks Bee up and down.

	“And who’s your lady friend? She’s cute, if you like the mousy type.”

	Bee scowls. “Weird. It’s almost like I’m standing right here, or something.”

	Mark laughs. “Oh, I’m sorry. That was rude of me. I’m Mark. Wolf’s friend. Ex-friend, if we’re being completely honest. And you are?”

	“None of your business,” I say through gritted teeth. Mark shoots me a surprised look.

	“Whoa whoa whoa, let the lady speak for herself.” He reaches out an arm to put around her shoulder, but my body moves on instinct. I put myself between her and him, willing my shoulders to stop shaking, willing myself to look him in the eyes, just this once.

	I can’t be afraid anymore.

	Not when he’s inches away from her. 

	“Back. Off.” I manage. Mark blinks a few times, bewildered, then he’s all smiles again. Just like that. Bouncing. Always bouncing between moods on the outside, compensating for the dead wasteland of his insides. 

	“You haven’t changed at all,” Mark smirks up at me. “Still pretending to be tough, huh?”

	“If there’s nothing more,” Bee clears her throat. “You should go, Mark.”

	“Oh there’s more, hotstuff.” Mark smiles at her. “Don’t tell me he’s roped you in with his pretty boy face. You know he’s a faggot, right? Gay. A huge faggot who likes dicks - ”

	I hear the smack of flesh-on-flesh, and I see Mark hit the ground, but when I turn to see who did it I don’t fully believe it’s Bee. It can’t be Bee, with her fist raised, her eyes glowing with unholy rage. The crowd goes quiet, all of us frozen in the moment. And then she snaps. 

	Beatrix Cruz, all five feet three inches of her, pounces on Mark’s chest and beats at him with her fists. 

	And then Mark does something I’ve never, not in an entire year of knowing him, heard him do. 

	He cries out in pain. 

	It’s the cue for the crowd to start moving in outrage, for the ref to blow his whistle and Burn and Fitz to peel Bee off Mark. Mark stands shakily, his nose bloody and his eyes screaming daggers at me. I know that look. He wants more than anything to take this out on me, somehow, any way he can. 

	Even after two years, he hasn’t changed. I’m still his scapegoat. In my deepest heart I thought he’d change. I thought he’d at least start seeing me as a person after I stood up for myself. But no. The look in his eyes confirms that; a look that tells me I’m nothing more than trash to him. 

	Someone stands in front of me, arms outstretched. Bee, as short as she is, squares her chin. 

	“You don’t get to look at him,” She snarls. “Get out of here. Away from here. I never want to see you around Wolf again.”

	“I’m here for my brother,” He spits. “So you can idiot off.”

	“Enough!” Coach’s voice bellows. “Wolf, you’re on the bench for the rest of the competitions, anyway. Get out, before I charge your friend with detention.”

	“He’s the one who –” Bee struggles for words, pointing an accusing finger at Mark. “He’s the one who called him –”

	If she stays, if I stay, there’s no telling what I’ll do. Or what she’ll do, apparently. And Burn and Fitz are glaring at Mark so hard it’s like they’re trying to set him on fire.

	I put my hand on her shoulder, and make my voice low.

	“Bee, come on. Leave it.”

	She whirls to face me. “We don’t have to leave! It isn’t fair!”

	“And I’m not about to see you get punished,” I say. “For standing up for me. Now let’s go.”

	“Ice cream,” Burn agrees, never once taking his eyes off Mark. “My treat.”

	“You do know I could have your ISP in under seven minutes, right?” Fitz calls to Mark as we walk away. “I hope you like frozen bank accounts!”

	“Fitz,” I hiss. “That’s enough.”

	“Oh come on, Wolf! I was just getting warmed up. What’s a few harmless electronic threats between friends, hm?”

	“He’s not your friend,” Bee says, hard. “He’s not any of our friends’. Ever.”

	Fitz sighs, twirling his black umbrella with flourish. “Okay, miss MMA fighter.”

	“I’m not an MMA fighter, dorkwad.”

	“Tell that to the punch that decked that biphobic toe flat on his rear,” Fitz smirks.

	“I hope she broke his nose,” Burn agrees. 

	“Alright, enough.” I exhale. “Let’s just go.”

	“Where?” Burn asks. 

	“Anywhere. Anywhere that’s far away from here.” 

	“How about the Haagen-Daaz store up north?”

	“Fine.”

	Fitz chants ‘haagen-daaz’ a million times as he slides into Burn’s convertible. Bee looks hesitant, then turns to me as I’m putting on my helmet and shoes. 

	“Can I…ride with you?”

	I want to tell her to ride with Burn. To stay away from me. Mark knows her, now. He’s touched her with his filthy tendrils of hate and vitriol. I wanted to keep her away from that. I wanted to keep her safe from it. 

	From my past.

	I nod. “Yeah.”

	I pass her a helmet, and soon we’re on the road, Mom’s bike eating up pavement. At a stoplight, a warm pair of slender arms hesitantly clasp around my waist, and I feel the pressure and heat of her chest against my back. 

	“Is this okay?” She asks. I wait for the tremors in my hands. They’re small, so small compared to what they were just minutes ago. She isn’t Mark. She won’t hurt me. That much is clear. 

	I know that much about her for sure.

	I nod, and she rests her head on my shoulderblades, the weight and warmth of her better than any spinning rings on my fingers. 

	 

	****

	 

	BEATRIX

	 

	A week after what Burn and Fitz and I have been referring to as ‘the pool thing’, Fitz hacks me.

	I guess he decided it was a good reward for defending his brother against his abuser, but frankly, I couldn’t understand the logic. Not that I understood the logic of anything that went down that day – I couldn’t understand Mark’s awful, discriminate hate. I couldn’t understand why the pool people didn’t ban him for being so awful instead of asking us to leave. I couldn’t understand why Wolf let me ride on his bike with him again, this time practically hugging him.

	But if there’s one thing I learned with Dad’s illness, it’s that maybe I didn’t need to understand. Maybe I just needed to be there. 

	So yeah - Fitz hacked me. And what did he do with his almighty powers over my computational livelihood? He made my entire desktop background a picture of a pizza with corn on it.

	I instantly knew it was him. I texted him.

	Nice one.

	He replied a millisecond later with a smiley face.

	^_^ I knew u’d like it

	What inspired it?
i asked burn what to hack u w/and he said ‘something disturbing’ so I did my best

	It’s true, it’s the epitome of horror. You’ve found my one weakness. Corn on pizza. Cizza.

	or porn

	No, thanks. Cizza is slightly better

	ur a party pooper

	And you type like you’re in middle school.

	saves time. Also, stops me from looking like a giant, grammar-correcting douche like u

	Fair, fair.

	so u and Wolf r getting cozy, huh?

	What do you mean?

	u rode home with him last week. Plus burn said he saw u 2 holdin hands in the back of the car after the skydive

	My heartbeat skyrocketed. I tried to change back my desktop picture to the picture of a basket of kittens it used to be, but I couldn’t access my control panel. All I got was a frozen screen. I let out a sigh and my phone vibrated again.

	im holding ur computer hostage until u confirm or deny

	Ugh, fine. Yes. We held hands.

	arent u super excited about it?!

	Yes, but. It’s just hard.

	yea, duh. that’s luv

	I rolled my eyes, but the pit of dread in my stomach only grew. It was fine, letting him believe what he wanted while I did the whole reconnaissance thing for his dad. But what about after? I’d buried myself so deep in these brothers’ lives, I doubted I’d be able to disentangle myself so easily when the time came. They would get hurt. 

	And what about me? What did I want? I wanted my scholarship secure. I wanted to graduate from prestigious Lakecrest. And I wanted to go to NYU. But somewhere along the way, Fitz and Burn, at least, had become my friends. Friends I convinced myself I never missed having. Wolf was, despite our commitment to hate each other, important to me. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be – it was supposed to be easy, shallow. It wasn’t supposed to turn into something….real.

	I hated the stuck up, spoiled Blackthorn brothers. They hated me. That was the way it was supposed to be.

	Part of me would give anything to go back to the first moment Wolf gave me my red card. Just do everything over again. But that wasn’t the present. That was the past. And I had to put my big girl pants on and buckle up for the bumpy ride of the future.

	“Bee?”

	The knock at my door made me look up. I turned my computer off quickly – I didn’t want Mom asking questions about why a Cizza was my desktop picture. 

	“Come in,” I said, cracking open a textbook to look busy.

	She opened the door, entering with cautious steps and a nervous smile on. I might’ve gotten my physical stuff from Dad, but Mom and I were the same when it came to emotions – we were both trash at hiding how we felt. I could tell she was feeling guilty about being out so much, and this was her check-in on me to placate it.

	“Hi,” She said. “How are you doing?”

	“Great,” I motioned to my book. “Just finishing up on studying for this last big test before Thanksgiving break.” 

	“And how’s school going?”

	“It’s, you know, the same as ever.”

	Mom smiled. “Right. Do you know what you want for your birthday, yet?”

	“Mom, no,” I groaned. I’d seen the bills on the counter – things were tight as ever. I knew we couldn’t afford something for me. “Don’t worry about it, okay?”

	“Come on, sweetie, it’s your birthday! Anything you want. Anything at all.”

	Her guilt tinged her voice, sounding a lot like desperation. I wanted to tell her money wouldn’t fix the fact she was ghosting out of my life lately. Out of Dad’s life. 

	“I just want you to – to be home more,” I said. “If that’s okay. That could be my birthday present.”

	“Oh, honey,” Mom bit her lip. “I wish. I wish so much I could be home, but with things like they are at the hospital, I’m covering double shifts.”

	I sniffed the air. Double shifts she had to wear perfume for? I sighed.

	“Okay. Just a cake. A cake would be fine.”

	“You need presents, sweetie. You can’t just have a cake. Is there anything you want, any new boyband tickets I could buy you, or one of your wizard books I could buy you –“

	“I haven’t listened to a boy band in ages, Mom. And I don’t read ‘wizard books’ anymore. Plus I don’t have time to go to a concert. Not with this test coming up.”

	“You work so hard, you deserve a break –“

	“I deserve you in my life,” I muttered. Mom went still.

	“What did you say?” She asked.

	“Nothing,” I shook my head. “Forget it.”

	“Sweetie if there’s something you want to talk about, I –” Her phone rang just then, and she looked to me, then back at it. I waved at her. 

	“It’s fine. Answer it.”

	Mom sighed and picked the phone up, walking out of the room. Her voice faded with her. “Jenny? Hey, I didn’t expect you to call so soon. Where are the others? Oh, that’s just down the street. Sure, I’d love to –“

	“Are you going out again?” Dad’s voice came from the living room. Mom said something back, too low to hear, then Dad scoffed. “Don’t give me excuses, Angie. Just go. It’s what you want to do. Far be it from me to keep you from living your life.”

	“You always do this!” Mom raised her voice. “You always make me feel like garbage if I try to do anything for myself!”

	“Well how am I supposed to feel,” Dad bellowed back. “When my wife doesn’t come for a week straight? What am I supposed to think, huh?”

	“You’re supposed to let me have my space!”

	“Oh, that’s hilarious – it’s not like you don’t have plenty of space already!”

	I shut my textbook and winced. They’d always used to fight in the garage, but now it’s bled over to the house. It’s like they didn’t remember I existed. I felt sick, and every second I listened to their argument I felt sicker. I picked up my phone and texted Kristin. 

	Can you get me into a party?

	Her reply came three agonizing minutes later. 

	Sure thing ;)

	I never used my window before to sneak out – my bookworm rear never needed to. I thought it was stupid and immature to do something everyone saw in the cheesy 80’s teen movies all the time. But now I had to. Everything was different; Mom and Dad were different, our house felt different. And me? I was a little different. I was different from the girl who sat at her desk every night, poring over books and notes. I’d been to a party. I’d held hands with someone. I had what resembled friends. This was what life was like for everyone else – normal. And I wanted more of it. Everything was different and I needed normal like a suffocating fish needed water. 

	I pulled on my jacket and put my phone in my pocket after I double checked the address Kristin sent me. I didn't even care how I looked - I just needed to get out of the house. I turned back once, listening one more second. The fighting had turned into a screaming match. 

	I flinched, and propped open my window.

	It was easy enough to crawl out - my window overlooked the garage roof, and with a bit of foot-flexing and a sort of scary dead drop five feet down, I was out on the sidewalk. I thanked every god who was listening as I started the car - it was so quiet compared to a lot of other engines I'd heard. Mom and Dad wouldn't realize I was gone until it was way too late. If they noticed I was gone at all. 

	I quashed that depressing thought and drove. The car was no convertible, but I did roll down the windows to let the chilly air in. Maybe if kept them down, they'd dry the tears on my face by the time I got to the party. 

	That was even more depressing.

	I stepped on the gas pedal harder, zooming past trees and houses, but still too scared to do anything beyond fifty. I kinda understood, all of a sudden, why Burn liked driving so fast all the time. It was hard to think about anything else but keeping the car from crashing.

	For a moment, I wasn’t sad. I was just trying to stay alive.  

	The address Kristin gave me was, of course, in the upper-crust part of town, a lot farther from Riley's party I first went to, and a lot fancier. This house was on a hill, isolated all on its own in a golden cage of curly wrought iron fences and perfectly manicured hedges. Not a single autumn leaf was left on the ground - that's how you knew they had money; money enough to pay an army of people to rake their lawns spotless at the height of autumn. The glimmer of a moonlit pool caught on the whitestone of the house. Wolf was up there, I knew that for certain. Kristin told me. Something squirmed in my chest as I thought about him, about seeing him, meeting him. Being in the same room as him. I wrote it off as second-party-ever nerves, and pressed the button on the gate intercom. A very drunk voice answered.

	"WhoooooOOO goes there?"

	"Um. It's Bee. Kristin's friend. She invited me."

	"She did, did she?" The voice sounded familiar, but it was so fakely accented like a Victorian grandma and marred by the intercom static that I couldn't tell who it was. "Well, I suppose I'll let you in. If you give me the password."

	I shivered and stomped my boot. "Oh come on! Just let me in! It's freezing out here!"

	"Password, my darling."

	"I don't know any passwords!"

	"Oh, just guess. Entertain me. This party is so boring I'm practically in tears."

	Now THAT speech pattern I could recognize.

	"Fitz? Is that you?"

	"I know not of this 'Fitz' you speak of!" The voice turned offended. "I am....Ms. Pennyworth, a delightfully rich young widow with absolutely no clue about cloche hat colors or moral standards."

	"Fitz, are you okay?" I asked. "You sound really drunk."

	"Pennyworth, darling, the name is Pennyworth!"

	"Is that Bee's voice?" I heard a deeper voice say. "Move."

	"How dare you accost a wealthy widow!"

	Fitz's voice faded, replaced by the deeper one. 

	"It's open."

	"Burn, is that you?"

	"Yeah. Come up before you get hypothermia."

	"Thanks."

	I parked the car on the lawn with the rest of the shiny BMWs and Jaguars, and headed to the front door. Burn let me in, his sweater and broad arms and bored expression a welcome sight.

	"Hey," I said.

	"Hey," He closed the door behind me. "Why are you here?"

	"I was invited," I almost used Kristin's name, but saved it at the last second. "Why are you guys here?"

	"Assuming it's the three of us, huh?" He muscled his way through the crowd, and I followed in his wake. This was a smaller party than the last, but still pretty big by my standards. And the house was much fancier - all cold marble pillars and classical paintings on the walls.

	"It's always the three of you," I insisted. "That’s why they call you the Blackthorn Brothers, not the Blackthorn Brother."

	Burn nodded, motioning to the kitchen. The fancy granite countertops were crowded with strangely decadent foods for a house party - a whole cooked turkey, for example, and a three-layered cheesecake. Champagne - the not-bargain-bin-at-the-grocery-store kind. Burn saw my confusion.

	"Catered," He said.

	"Right. Getting other people to cook for you. I forgot that's a thing." 

	"Do you want something?"

	"No thanks. Not really hungry right now."

	"Did you eat dinner?"

	"No."

	There was a beat of quiet. Burn didn't blink as he stared at me.

	"Are you going to tell me about it?" He asked. 

	"No.”

	He shrugged in a way I'd long started interpreting as his 'fair enough'.

	"Fitz is in the theater downstairs. Wolf is out by the pool."

	Of course this fancy house had a basement theater. "Is Fitz okay? He sounded really bad."

	"I don’t know," Burn answered. "It isn't unlike him to drink this much. But it’s unlike him to mix it with other stuff."

	"Stuff?" I led on.

	"Pills." Burn said. "He's usually smarter about it."

	"Not tonight," I clarified.

	"Not tonight," He agreed. 

	"I'll talk to him," I said, and walked towards the downstairs.

	"Bee?" Burn called. I looked back. "It would be nice if you said hi to Wolf, too."

	I suddenly felt flustered. "Sure, I mean, yeah. I wasn't going to like, ignore him or anything."

	Burn said nothing, and walked into the crowd. I hated how shaky my laugh sounded. But it was hard to not shake when Burn pulled that 'see through your soul' rubbish with his eyes. He couldn't know about me and Wolf's resolution to remain enemies. He couldn't know about how I'd thought of Wolf as I stood at the gate and stared up at the house. So why did it feel like he did? And why did it feel like he knew something I didn't? 

	The 'basement' was just a lower level of the house, the same marble floors and pillars accentuating guest bedrooms and recreations rooms. There was a tiny gym, an indoor hot tub - drunk people crowding the equipment and hot water. Even if they were rich, they still used those red plastic cups - half-crumpled ones everywhere I turned. Some things transcend trust funds. I spotted the theater room - a dark room with movie noise coming out of it. Two girls stopped me as I walked over.

	"Hey, you! You’re Beatrix, aren't you? The scholarship student?" The taller girl asked. I recognized her as a Junior. She smelled so strongly of fancy perfume I felt like passing out. Why was she wearing so much? Who was she trying to impress? My Lakecrest-tainted mind jumped to judge her as some looks-obsessed idiot, but I shook that thought out of my head. No. I’m better than that, now. I’ve learned better. 

	"Um. Yeah," I nodded. "And you are?"

	"Anna," She smiled and motioned to her friend, a shorter blonde. "And this is Taryn. We've seen you around, and we just wanted to let you know we think you're so awesome."

	"Uh, thanks?"

	"Yeah! Holding the McCaroll scholarship is really hard, you know. Like, two people in our year flunked out of it before."

	"They weren't as smart as you are, though," Taryn interjected. 

	"For sure," Anna nodded. 

	"Well, dang. Thanks for the compliments. You can't see it, but I'm blushing. On the inside. Wait, I think that might be called meningitis."

	There was a beat, and then the girls burst out laughing.

	"Oh that's a good one!"

	I took it as my cue to exit on a high note, but Anna's hand gripped my arm and stopped me.

	"Hey, I know it seems weird, but can I ask you a question?"

	"Sure?"

	Anna shot a look to Taryn. "We were just super curious - you and the Blackthorns are like, a thing, right?”

	I did not like where this was going. 

	"Define 'a thing'." I air quoted.

	"You guys hang out at lunch, and in class and stuff. They like, talk to you."

	"Yeah....so?"

	"I don't think you really get it," Anna put on a practiced, patiently condescending voice. "Since you're new to this school and all. But the Blackthorns usually don't talk to anyone."

	"Fitz does,” I said. “To numerous ladies. All the time."

	"Yeah, but it's not just Fitz talking to you. It’s all three of them."

	"Okay? And?"

	"How did you..." They both leaned in, like we were sharing some dangerous secret. "Do it?"

	"Do what?" I was thoroughly confused.

	"Get them to talk to you, duh." Taryn rolled her eyes. 

	"Did you sleep with them?" Anna pressed. "Or was it just, you know, giving head stuff?"

	"What?" My outraged voice echoed, people staring. I took a huge breath to clear the red from my face as I hissed. "I didn't sleep with anyone! Or give them...head! That isn't how I do things!"

	"Then how do you do things?" Anna asked. 

	"I just - showed up!" 

	Taryn sighed. "C'mon, there has to be something. Why would they talk to you, of all people?"

	She might as well have just reached out and punched me in the gut. 

	"What do you mean?"

	"Listen, sorry, but you're not exactly -" Taryn eyed me up and down. " - good material."

	I was suddenly acutely aware of how little makeup I had on and how much they had on. 

	"Material? For what, exactly?"

	"Taryn has a huge crush on Wolf," Anna smirked. Taryn slapped her shoulder, looking scandalized.

	"I do not!"

	"She wants to marry him."

	"I do not!" Taryn slapped her again, then giggled madly. 

	"She just wanted some pointers, so, you know, she could get to know Wolf better."

	The two girls shared a look at the word 'better'. I felt like I was going to be sick.  

	"Why ask me about all this?" I asked. 

	"Because you're the only one they've talked to regularly in like, all of their high school career!" Anna insisted. "Wolf isn't going to be here in Lakecrest forever, you know. In two years he's going to college, and guys like him - trust me, my sister told me all about this - guys like him go to college and get snapped up by some pretty, clever girl instantly, and before you know it there's rings on both fingers and babies happening."

	"And cars being bought," Taryn added. "And dresses. Whole closets of them."

	I gaped. "You're - you're talking about him like he's some kind of cash cow!"

	"Well, it doesn't hurt that he's hot," Anna mused. "If you like the whole 'irritated and arrogant and don’t know how to cut my bangs' thing."

	"And I definitely do," Taryn smiled. 

	They were talking about him like he was some kind of....thing, like a piece of furniture or an art installment that could be acquired. I shook my head.

	"Listen, I don't have any pointers for you, okay? So just leave me alone."

	"Oh, come on! There’s gotta be something you did right to get Wolf's attention -"

	"She said to leave her alone," A familiar voice cut through. "You heard her. Now get out of here, before I show you how to. With my foot. Repeatedly."

	I looked up to see Keri, the girl who sat with me at lunch. She had a tube top on and nails nearly long enough to be called claws. Anna and Taryn looked between her and me, and finally Anna scoffed.

	"Fine. It's not like we need her for Wolf anyway. There are two more brothers, after all." 

	They peeled away, whispering and laughing between each other. Keri's face dropped its hard edges as she approached and smiled at me.

	"Hey. Sorry about them."

	"It's okay," I shook my head. "I mean, it's not okay, they're awful, and -"

	"Oh, they aren't the worst of the bunch."

	"They aren't?”

	Keri rolled her eyes. "There's a whole bet going on among the Junior girls about who will be the first to sleep with Wolf. Proof required."

	I wrinkled my nose and Keri made a gagging motion.

	"Anyway, I saw them hovering over you like vultures and had to do something. I hate 'em."

	"Thanks. I owe you."

	"I take payments in extra helpings of chocolate cake from the cafeteria, thank you very much." 

	I smiled. "It's a deal."

	A shrieking sound of ‘KERI!’ came from upstairs, and Keri sighed.

	"I gotta go. Come find me around later, okay?"

	I nodded, and she left upstairs. I made my way into the theater room cautiously, the darkness pressing in on me. It wasn't very big, enough to seat about twenty people or so, but it looked and felt exactly like a movie theater - velvet seats, popcorn machine, and massive screen included. Even the making-out couples were there. I spotted a lone figure in the very front row of seats, the flickering movie highlighting his golden hair. Fitz. Definitely Fitz. His eyes were riveted to the screen - an old Godzilla movie playing with shrieking gusto. I slid into the seat next to him.

	I tried to discern how he was feeling through the obvious physical signs - his eye were heavy-lidded, his body was relaxed. He must've been coming down off whatever high he had when he answered the gate intercom. His shirt was drink-stained and crooked and made of pure red silk, hiked up enough to show his stomach and fabulous pink-heart pattern boxers.

	"What do you want?" He grunted. His sour mood was nothing like his usual saccharine smiles. 

	"And here I was, expecting a hello, or a nice to see you, or maybe even an ‘eek’!"

	He slanted his eyes over to me. "You don't look that bad."

	"Sometimes I do."

	"True. Sometimes you look like trash. I've seen your outfits when we aren't in Lakecrest uniform - you have no sense of style."

	"Thanks."

	"I'm serious - you wouldn't be half-bad with the right skirt. Seamus's dress was the best thing that could've happened to your fashion-starved soul."

	"Well at least your priorities are still intact," I reached out my hand to feel his forehead. It wasn't warm. He frowned, all of his freckles frowning with him.

	"Don't do that."

	"Why?"

	"Mom did that."

	I went silent. Godzilla threw a skyscraper at Mothra.

	"Sorry," I said. "I didn't know."

	"Nobody knows," He groaned. "That's why it’s fine."

	I inspected the empty red plastic cup in his cupholder. It smelled like rum.

	"How much did you drink?" I asked.

	"Don't do that, either."

	"What?"

	"Care," He slumped further in his seat. "It's unsightly."

	"Well I'm going to keep being unsightly," I put my hands under his armpits and propped him back up in the chair. "Until you tell me how much you had to drink."

	"Some."

	I stared at him meaningfully. He snorted.

	"Fine. A lot."

	"How much is a lot?"

	"Six shots, two cups of Martin's special punch."

	"Yeah, okay, my ‘second-party-ever’ experience tells me that's a lot. Let's get you somewhere cool and quiet."

	"This is cool. What could possibly be cooler than Godzilla punching the trash out of a giant moth?"

	"Come on," I stood. "Or I'm going to get Burn to carry you."

	Fitz glowered and stood up, wobbly. "You don't have to threaten me."

	"I do," I said lightly, lacing my arm under him and letting him lean on me for support. "Because otherwise you wouldn't do anything."

	"Hey," He paused. "I said that to you."

	"Yup. Our third tutoring session."

	"How do you remember all this stuff?" He asked as we struggled up the theater stairs together.

	"I don't," I panted. "Most of what people say, I forget. I only remember the good stuff."

	"I wish I could do that," He said, softer than I liked. 

	"Hey! Stay with me. We're almost there to the bed, and then I'll get you some water."

	He didn't say anything. I limped to the nearest bedroom I could see. It already had a couple making out on it, who looked alarmed when I came in. 

	"Go! Shoo! This is Fitz Blackthorn I'm carrying," I hissed at them, knowing nothing else short of the Blackthorn name would get two horny teenagers to move from their chosen love nest. Sure enough, all hesitance on their faces evaporated when they heard his name, and they inched out of the room. I laid Fitz on the bed and closed the door behind me. There was a small bathroom, and a glass for toothbrushes, but it was empty. I filled it with water and sat him up against the backboard.

	"Come on, drink."

	"No." He pursed his lips.

	"Don't make me bring Burn down here."

	"I don't care. I don't wanna drink."

	"Fine. Then I'll go get Wolf."

	This made him grimace harder, and he finally opened his lips and took a sip. He coughed, and when I was satisfied he’d drank enough, I put the glass down. We were quiet, Fitz sulking and me watching the water in the glass. 

	“I don’t get it,” Fitz suddenly said.

	“Get what?”

	He crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve got it way worse than me. You work hard, you actually study. You’re poor – don’t give me that look, I’m just being a realist. You’ve got a sick Dad and it puts a lot of stress on your family, I bet. So why don’t you – ugh.”

	“Use your words,” I teased him. 

	“What do you even do for fun?” His green eyes were confused. “What do you do to let off steam? You didn’t party until, like, a week ago, and even then you didn’t drink or dance or – or – anything! How do you deal with it? All the trash in your head?”

	“Is that why you do drugs?”

	He nodded. “The world is like a ball of needles and I’m the pincushion, and it’s the only way I can stop the pain. Or, it’s the only way that works. Trust me, I’ve tried everything else – booze just makes it worse. Girls just make it worse.”

	“But you do those, anyway.”

	“It’s just convenience – they’re there, I’m there, we’re both there drunk. Might as well. It’s just stupid flings with nothing meaningful behind it. Which is why I guess I’m – I’m so gung-ho about you and Wolf.” He exhaled. “If you two got together it would be like…maybe the world wasn’t so nasty after all.”

	He sat up, crossing his legs and turning his full attention to me. 

	“But you still haven’t answered my question. How do you deal with it? Are you a robot?”

	I laughed. “I wish. Then things would be a lot better. And math would probably be a lot easier. The only downside is I’d never able to swim again.”

	“You’re avoiding the question.” His eyes were serious. I threw up my hands. 

	“Fine. You caught me. I never dealt with it. I’d bury myself in psych textbooks and homework and those would sort of, numb me I guess? It’s easy to busy your mind with stuff so much that it forgets to feel, you know?”

	He shook his head, curly hair flying. “No. I don’t know. I feel everything all the time forever. In excruciating detail.”

	I put my hand on his. “If it makes you feel better I came to this party to get away from the trash at home. I guess I reached a breaking point, because here I am, the scholarshipper with no life, no fancy clothes, no dancing skills.”

	“Yeah, actually, now that you mention it you definitely stand out a little,” He smirked, sarcastically eyeing my giant gray hoodie and messy hair. I was quiet. What was I even doing here? I needed to be home. I needed to broker the peace. Dad and Mom were probably tearing each other’s throats out, and when it was over Dad would feel so awful and Mom would take off, and he’d be alone with his self-hating thoughts –

	I squeezed my eyes shut. I couldn’t go back. No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t be the fixer, anymore. If I had to put on a fake smile one more time and lie to Dad that it was going to be fine, I’d crumble. My heart ached, like a mirror with a deep crack in it, ready to fall apart at any moment. But if I didn’t go back, what was all this for? What was Lakecrest, NYU, all my studying for? What was this whole spying for Mr. Blackthorn and lying to the brothers for? It would be wasted. I was doing all this exactly for moments like this – to help Dad. To keep his depression from consuming him. If I came home, and he’d hurt himself –

	I came back to reality only to see Fitz taking a tiny baggie out of his pocket. Inside sat two small white pills. He saw me staring and smirked.

	“My other pill was four hours ago. It’s time to refresh.”

	“Fitz –“

	“Don’t, Bee. Please. I need them. I need them tonight more than ever. I know what I’m doing – I’ve done worse than this before. So just trust me, okay? Let me deal with my trash in my own way.” 

	“Burn said –“

	“Burn doesn’t know squat,” Fitz snapped. “About what it’s like. He runs off into the woods, or to the ocean, or the mountains, somewhere no one can find him, or talk to him –” He flinched. “He’s never there when you need him. He’s abandoned me and Wolf too many times for me to give a garbage about what he’s said. He thinks I’m an addict. And maybe I am, but at least I’m not a loner who can’t handle being there for his younger brothers!”

	“Whoa,” I lowered my voice. “Okay. Hey, it’s okay. I didn’t mean it like that.”

	Fitz massaged his brow. “Goodness. I know. I know you didn’t. I’m just….I’m just pissed at him.”

	There was a silence. I couldn’t help the images of Dad’s bleeding, broken body flashing through my mind. Mom’s bags packed as she left, divorcing him. My parents never speaking to each other again. My brain warred with my heart, and my heart warred with my soul, leaving craters and burnt land in its wake.

	My eyes fell on the pills in Fitz’s hand. I watched him down one with water, and he saw me staring.

	“You – you wouldn’t happen to want one of these, would you?”

	“I’m not – I’ve never –“

	“Well I’ve done it a lot,” Fitz said. “I know what to look for, what the danger signs are. And I’ll be right here with you.”

	I studied the tiny pill. “What does it do?”

	“Relaxes you. All your muscles. And you forget, for a while, all the stuff that came before. All the stuff bothering you.”

	“How long does it last?”

	“Oh, an hour. Two hours. Three if you drink something with it and get lucky.”

	“So you take it and just do what? Dance? That doesn’t sound fun.”

	“We could just lay here, talk about stuff. Stuff that isn’t sad, for once.”

	My brain was an echo chamber of two words; ‘dad dying’. Over and over, like a chorus of disembodied voices who refused to free me from my suffering. My nails bit my palm. 

	“Okay. But you have to promise to stay with me.”

	Fitz smiled, so golden and charming I was nearly blinded. “I promise.”

	I took the pill in shaking hands and quickly downed it with water before I could second guess myself. Fitz and I laid back on the bed, and my stomach danced. 

	“I’m going to jail for this, right?” I asked. Fitz laughed.

	“Maybe. But I can probably bust you out. Their security systems are notoriously outdated. Burn could be the muscle. Wolf could just look at them and make them piss themselves.”

	“He does have that effect,” I agreed. I felt like I was waiting for the axe to drop in a guillotine – when would the pill kick in? Would I feel it? Would I die the second it hit my bloodstream?

	Time started to blur together. Fitz and I talked about the War of the Roses again and how dumb the outfits were back then, and all of sudden, mid-sentence about the Lancasters, I felt my whole body grow hot. It was like someone shifted bike gears for my brain, because the fear just left me all at once. All the voices in my head telling me Dad was dying and I was selfish and stupid for ignoring him right now just...evaporated. All my doubts drowned in little gentle rocking waves of peace. I looked over at Fitz and he smiled at me.

	“See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

	“It’s….nice,” I marveled. “My body feels heavy but nice.”

	Let me super clear about this, pen-and-paper; drugs suck. I mean, I could understand Fitz and his marijuana thing; Dad did the old weed thing when he was younger, and even when I was a kid, but he stopped when it started affecting his depression more and more. I was fine with personal weed journeys. I knew better than to believe the media scare tactics of ‘weed can kill!’ or some other nonsense. But stuff like these pills? Popping medications meant for diseases recreationally? Nothing good comes out of that. That was the really bad stuff. And I learned that the hard way, that night.

	“Let’s go,” Fitz sat up. “I’m hungry.”

	“Me too,” I agreed, my stomach gurgling ravenously. 

	We sat up and walked upstairs together. It was strange; even moving my body felt good, like I was doing it in slow motion, underwater, like I was moving through a room chock full of the fluffiest, most cottony pillows ever. Fitz and I crammed our paper plates with turkey and fancy omelets and cheesecake before collapsing on the nearest available couch. Someone had turned on some music, and people were dancing in the living room. It looked fun. If just moving my body felt good, I couldn’t imagine how it would feel to dance like that. Fitz saw me staring, and once we finished eating he pulled me up. 

	“C’mon. Dance with me.”

	“I can’t!” I laughed. The sound of my own voice startled me. How long had it been since I laughed like this – like I was excited and really having fun?

	“You have no choice, madam. I put secret dancing juice into those pills,” He whispered, and I laughed again. He led me through the crowd to the center.

	“I seriously can’t dance,” I insisted. Fitz smiled back at me over his shoulder.

	“Just listen to the music. Don’t think about anything else – just listen to the drums.”

	I might’ve been high, but I wasn’t totally unaware of how I looked. I swayed nervously. Suddenly, Fitz flailed his arms and legs in an enthusiastic dance. Nothing I’d do would look anywhere near as bad. I laughed so much my stomach felt sore, and when I came up for air all I could hear was my blood rushing in my ears and the drums pounding on them. This music was great. I raised my arms, the pillows pressing against my skin again, all over, so soft and comforting. 

	We danced until I felt like my face was on fire. Fitz pulled me by the hand out of the crowd. 

	“I’m so hot,” He gasped. 

	“And you know it!” I elbowed him. He chuckled and pointed at the glass doors leading out of the kitchen and to the pool outside. 

	“Let’s get some air.”

	There were way less people outside than inside. When the cool autumn air kissed my sweaty skin, I almost gasped. It felt incredible – like suntanning for hours and then dipping into the cold ocean. I nursed my pleasant chicken skin as Fitz took off his shoes and put his feet in the pool. I did the same. For a while, we watched the stars, swirling our feet in the water. People outside started to filter inside when someone yelled ‘beer pong’. Soon it was only me and Fitz left. I briefly wondered where Wolf had gone – Burn said he was out here before.

	Fitz’s eyes wandered up the legs of a girl playing beer pong inside. He nudged me.

	“I’m going to go get a drink. You stay here, okay? Do you want anything?”

	I shook my head. He moved to get up, but I clutched his arm.

	“Thank you, Fitz. For this.”

	He smiled, playfully. “Anything for my dowdy little scholarshipper.”

	He disappeared inside the house, leaving me with the delightful emptiness in my head. In a way, it was sort of like how I felt skydiving, except without the adrenaline. In fact, I probably had negative adrenaline, with how slow I felt. Even my blinks felt like they took ages. The water was so cool on my feet, and my body was so comfortable. The world went dark. 

	I don’t remember anything that happened after that, pen-and-paper. The next thing I remembered was shouting. Lots of loud voices, all at once. They were soft, but they slowly grew until they were tearing across my eardrums. 

	“I can’t believe you did this!” A furious voice, burning from the inside, consuming every sound in its flames. 

	“It was one second, Wolf!” A melodious voice, angry, but fluid and bright, like a fizzy drink. The wildfire voice burst forth again.

	“One second? You’re telling me you left her alone, intentionally, to what, go chase your tranquilizers with bourbon? Is your party high more important than her?”

	“He chased a girl,” A third voice said, low and even, like wet gray sand, though the edges of it trembled.

	“A girl,” the fire voice sneered. “You disgust me.”

	“I didn’t know she’d fall in –“

	“She was your responsibility!” Fire shouted so loudly it echoed. “She trusted you, and you abandoned her, and if she’s permanently hurt I swear to heaven, whether you’re my brother or not I will tear your spine out through your throat –“

	Something soft was beneath me – not the pillows, something more solid than that. I opened my eyes, the air so cold. My body felt wet all over, pools of it staining the bedsheets beneath me. I was in a room, hazy people gathered around me. Someone sat on the bed next to me, someone huge and broad, and two people stood, shouting at each other.

	“B-Burn?” I tried. My voice was hoarse, and it hurt to talk. The figure looked at me. My vision cleared – it was Burn, his face softening with worry.

	“There you are. Are you alright?”

	I laughed, though it hurt. “I feel like trash.”

	He grinned a small grin at our inside joke, and helped me sit up, slowly. The change in elevation made my lungs squeeze, and I started coughing. I couldn’t stop, the coughs wracked my body. He handed me a glass of water, and I drank greedily. 

	“My throat’s on fire,” I managed. Wolf was now in front of me, green eyes burning.

	“Does it hurt anywhere else?” He demanded. I shook my head. 

	“N-No. What happened? The last thing I remember –“

	I looked over at Fitz, who couldn’t meet my eyes. Wolf’s lip curled. 

	“Apparently Fitz gave you drugs,” He said.

	“I k-know. I asked him for it.”

	Burn looked surprised, for once. “You did?”

	I nodded. “I couldn’t – my parents are fighting, and I had to get out so I came here. I just wanted to forget. For a little while.”

	Wolf flinched. Burn stood up, putting one hand on Fitz’s shoulder. 

	“We’ll be outside,” He said. Fitz didn’t say anything, or even try to fight it as Burn steered him out of the room. The door closed behind them, and it was only Wolf and I left. I squinted groggily, not sure whether I was seeing Wolf’s face right. There’s no way it could be carved with worry. Not Wolf. Not about me. I reached out, slowly, thinking maybe it would be okay to touch him this once, if I did it slow. My fingers glanced along his furrowed eyebrow, and I pressed down.

	“What are you doing?” He asked, and I swear I heard all the fire in his voice die to embers with those words.

	“Trying - ” I pressed harder. “ - to make the worry-wrinkles - ” Another press. “ - go away.”

	I thought he’d push me off. Definitely. That’s what Wolf would do. But to my surprise he enclosed my fingers with his own, guiding my hand back down to rest on the bed. 

	“I’m allowed to be worried about you,” He said. He smelled like cinnamon and moonlight. 

	“You smell good,” I said. 

	“Don’t change the subject,” He pressed, though his voice remained soft.

	“What was the subject?” I wriggled my fingers against his palm, like a happy lizard, or a spider’s legs. “Oh, right. Worrying.”

	“You fell in the pool,” Wolf said. “You passed out underwater for – I don’t know how long. Seconds. Ten? Keri saw you and screamed and I came running and –“

	His hand tightened around mine. 

	“I thought you were dead.”

	Even through my drug-haze, I felt the heaviness in that sentence. Dying. Dad could be dying. No – I didn’t want to think about that. Wolf’s mom died. He saw it. Dying people weren’t something he wanted to see ever again, probably. 

	“I’m sorry,” I muttered, shame washing through me. “For putting you through that again.”

	“Again?” Wolf narrowed his eyes. “So you know.”

	“Yeah. Fitz told me.”

	“Fitz has done a lot of terrible things lately,” Wolf sighed.

	“Please don’t be mad at him – I asked for the drugs.”

	“Yes, Bee, you did. But that doesn’t change the fact you’ve never taken anything like that before and Fitz has. Fitz should’ve known better than to give you something so strong. He should’ve known better than to leave you alone, high, at a party like this.”

	I scowled, wriggling my hand free. 

	“Are you upset?” Wolf asked.

	“I’m mad,” I said. “Because you three are always mad at each other all the time. Except Burn. He’s the only one who isn’t mad at you, even if he’s running away, but Fitz is mad at him, and you’re mad at Fitz, and for once I’d like it if you could all just talk about it like grownups instead of ignoring it until it gets bad. That’s….that’s classic evasive tactics 101.  The resentment is gonna make communication impossible unless –“

	“I’m mad at Fitz because his negligence hurt you.”

	“Why would you care? We’re enemies.”

	“We’re not enemies,” He exhaled. 

	“We are! You said we should be!”

	“I said -” He twisted a silver ring around his finger. “I said a lot of things I shouldn’t have, to you. About you. I’m sorry. For calling you pathetic, at Seamus’s.”

	“Sorry you said it or sorry I overheard it?”

	“I’m sorry for saying it. At all. It wasn’t right. And it wasn’t true.”

	I studied his face. The drug was wearing off, and things started to feel less good. Thoughts started to swirl in my head, threatening to turn into that awful, screaming tornado of worst-case scenarios.

	“So you don’t think I’m pathetic?” I asked finally. Wolf flinched. 

	“No.”

	“Then why did you say it?”

	“Because. Because it’s easier to pretend to hate you in front of people, than have them know the truth.”

	My heart jumped into my throat. “What truth?”

	Wolf spun his ring faster. “I – I have to tell you, about Mark. You deserve to know.”

	“Wolf, if it makes you uncomfortable –“

	“I had a crush on him,” He blurted. “From the moment he entered the school. I was…drawn to him, in a way I’d never been drawn to anyone before. I thought it was friendship, at first, but the longer we were together, the more I realized –“

	Wolf swallowed, his ring a blinding arc of silver catching the low lamplight. 

	“- You loved him,” I offered. Wolf nodded, just once and hard. 

	“But he didn’t feel the same way. When I told him, he –” Wolf’s broad shoulders began to tremble, so minutely I barely caught it. “ - he changed. Completely. He taunted me about it. He beat me up about it. He said he’d tell the whole school I was a –”

	I flinched, Mark’s nasty slur from that day at the pool echoing in my memories. Wolf cleared his throat. 

	“He held it over me. He used it to manipulate me into doing whatever he wanted. And the worst part was I never felt like taking it back. I still loved him, no matter how hard he hit, or how much he yelled. No matter how bad it got, I kept thinking I could change him, back to the way he was. That if I just took it, agreed with him, let him do what he wanted, he’d change back into the person I fell for at the beginning. I was so blind. At my lowest, every time he’d get done beating the trash out of me I’d think to myself ‘good, maybe now he’ll relax and calm down’. That’s how bad it was.”

	“Wolf –“

	“And then,” Wolf spun the ring even faster. “And then I got sick of it. All at once, I realized nothing was going to change. He was going to keep being that way, and there was no amount of punches I could take before he’d turn back. And he realized that I’d figured it out, that his hold on me was weakening, so he started saying he’d kill himself. That if I left him, he’d kill himself and his death would be my fault.”

	My chest constricted so tightly it was hard to breathe. 

	“And I stayed awake every night after that,” Wolf gritted his teeth. “Lying in bed, wondering if he was slicing his arm open at that very moment. Every second I was away from him was a second he was killing himself. I couldn’t sleep. I stopped eating.”

	“Did Fitz, or Burn –“

	“They couldn’t do anything. I wouldn’t let them,” He said quickly. “I was afraid if anyone else interfered, it would set Mark off and he’d die because of me.”

	The hurt in my chest moved to my heart. “And then you…punched him.”

	“I don’t know what happened,” Wolf said, green eyes suddenly distant, and he stopped spinning his ring. “I don’t remember it at all, and that’s the scariest part. I just remember going to school that morning, tired, so, so tired, and then he said something, and everything after that is a black hole where memories should be.” He looked down at the sheets, studying the threads like his life depended on it. “The next thing I remember, I was in the principal’s office. And I never saw Mark again. Until the semi-finals.”

	“I’m….so sorry, Wolf.”

	“It’s fine. It’s over. That’s all that matters.”

	“No, that’s not!” I sat up straighter. “It’s a huge step that you’re telling someone. Me.”

	“It’s just words,” he muttered.

	“It’s a really positive indicator,” I assured him. “It means you’ve had enough time between the event and the present to start forming a retrospective viewpoint.”

	“And that’s supposed to be good?” He snarled.

	“It’s better than reliving the past, and the pain.”

	Wolf was quiet. The air seemed heavy, like it was trying to suffocate the both of us. I had to do something. So I reached my arms out. 

	“C’mon.”

	Wolf glared. “What?”

	“C’mon. Give me a hug.”

	“I thought you said you weren’t giving those out to me, anymore.” 

	“I can make an exception this once.”

	Wolf sat on the bed, warily, looking every bit like the creature of his nicknamesake. He muttered something, but it was too low to hear.

	“What?” I asked.

	“I said,” He cleared his throat. “Is it – is it alright if I…no, rubbish, that’s going to sound stupid, or creepy. Or both.”

	“What is it? Don’t leave me hanging.”

	The faintest redness crept up on his high cheekbones. “Would it be alright…if I put my head on your lap?”

	I almost laughed at how adorable he looked, but then realized that’d be a nasty thing to hear from someone you asked something so personal of. I nodded, instead. 

	“Sure. If you don’t mind damp clothes.”

	I flattened out my legs, and he laid down on the bed on his side, easing his head onto my lap. It was awkward for a moment, until my hands - itching for something to do - found his hair. Slowly, I pet his head.

	“Is this okay?” I asked. A contented ‘hm’ noise was all I got from him. I kept my strokes slow and gentle. His hair was so beautiful – the color of a raven’s feather, and just as soft. The shaking in his shoulders slowly receded, until he was completely still, only his breathing moving his chest up and down. 

	“Thank you, Wolf.”

	“For what?” He asked.

	“Telling me about Mark.”

	He opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. “It felt like the right time. To tell somebody.”

	“Oh, so I’m not special.”

	“I never said that. There you go, inferring things again.”

	I laughed. “I was kidding.”

	“Your humor sucks.”

	“So does your face, but you don’t see me complaining about it, do you?”

	“Constantly. All that comes out of your mouth is a steady stream of insults about my nose and eyes.”

	“You have nice eyes,” I admitted. I felt him go stiff on my lap. “What? I’m sure a lot of people have said that. Can’t I tell the truth?”

	“No, it’s just –” He breathed out. “It’s different. Hearing it from you.”

	“Different how? Good, or bad?”

	“Good.” He asserted. “The best it’s ever sounded. I could listen to you complimenting me forever.”

	“Well now, that’s just your ego talking,” I said. “And I’d hate to feed that thing. It’s already massive.”

	“With the weight and density of a black hole,” He agreed.

	The noise of the music was dulled through the walls, to the point it almost sounded like a whisper. The party itself felt like a far-off dream, like the only real things were in this room, with Wolf and I. I felt like I was in a bubble with him, a space made warm and safe and gentle, something that soothed all the frayed nerves in my head better than the drugs ever could. It didn’t matter that my clothes were soggy and breathing was a little hard. All that mattered was I was alive, here, with someone else close to me to prove it with their body heat and pressure of their whole being. Wolf steadily turned a ring on his hand, and I cleared my throat.

	“I never asked you about those rings. Why do you wear so many? Is it, like, a coping mechanism?”

	He shrugged. “Sort of. When I wear these it feels like – even if someone approaches me – I’ll be able to defend myself. If someone tries to hurt me again, at least my punch will hurt worse than theirs with all this metal.”

	 “That….makes a twisted sort of sense.”

	“And it takes my mind off the present,” He said. “If I turn a ring, I concentrate less on how close people are to me.”

	“So they’re like tiny distractions.”

	“Yeah. It’s stupid, but –“

	He swallowed, and I smiled.

	“Hey, it’s okay. I’m not going to laugh. Much.”

	“It’s stupid,” He repeated. “But the more I have of them, the safer I feel.”

	“That’s how I am,” I agreed. “With books. Textbooks, actually. About mental health. The more I have, the more I feel like my dad is safe. They’re just words that teach you techniques, and they aren’t really effective without proper training but I still –“

	“You still need them to feel okay,” He finished for me. I nodded. 

	“Yeah. Something like that.”

	We soaked in the silence. I was starting to feel more and more, the wonderful-awful numbness of the drug draining out of my body oh so slowly. 

	“I was worried,” Wolf said, voice hoarse. “That you’d never wake up again.”

	“I had a few things left to do,” I teased. “So I decided to come back.”

	He didn’t chuckle, or smile at the joke. He just stared up at me.

	“Do you know why I tried to take your scholarship away?”

	“Because I pissed you off and you’re a naturally petty jerk?”

	“Because I was afraid,” He said. “I still am.”

	“Of what?”

	A shadow came over his gaze. “You.”

	My world felt like it was being sucked in by him, like the two green pools below me were pulling all the light from the room and air from my lungs. I forced a nervous laugh.

	“I’m not that scary.”

	Something shifted in his face – the gentle edges of it hardening, like lava cooling over. It was almost like he realized something. He sat up suddenly, and got off the bed.

	“Did I…say something wrong?” I asked. 

	“No,” He adjusted his cuffs, his pinstripe shirt rumpled from the bed. “I was just finished with trying to touch someone. There’s only so much stimulus I can take before it becomes unbearable.”

	“R-Right,” I stammered, thrown off by how business-like his voice was. Impartial. Uncaring. Completely different from the ragged voice of the boy who’d just confessed his darkest past to me not a minute ago.

	“Thank you,” He said. “For lending me your services.”

	“Um. You’re welcome?”

	He nodded curtly, and left through the door, closing it behind him and leaving me a bewildered, still-damp mess. Feeling like I did something wrong somehow, I locked the door and dried my clothes off on a nearby heater, wrapping myself in the comforter in the meantime. Someone had taken my phone out of my pocket, and I tapped on the buttons experimentally. It took a few seconds, but the phone booted up. It shut down immediately when I tried to access my text messages, but with a bit of persuasion I managed to turn it back on and read through the first one quickly before the phone shut off again.

	It was Mr. Blackthorn. My stomach dropped. 

	Bee, I hate contacting you like this, for fear of Fitz finding it, but I thought we had an arrangement to meet tonight, just as we did last week and the week before. Please come to Ciao Bella at your earliest convenience – I will be waiting until the place closes at 12. 

	Incredible, rubbish! I totally forgot. I was so wrapped in getting out of the house, and the drugs, and everything going on that I completely forgot! Was I okay to drive? I tested it by walking back and forth in a line on the floor, my steps steady. Okay, yeah. I didn’t drink any booze, so I should’ve been fine. I threw my clothes on and raced out of the room, looking for Fitz. I found him upstairs, curled in a corner of a couch with Keri and resting his head on her shoulder dejectedly. Burn threw him dirty looks from across the room. I ran up to Fitz. 

	“Hey, am I okay to drive?” I asked. 

	Fitz buried his head in Keri’s shoulder farther to avoid looking at me. Keri rolled her eyes and forced him off.

	“Come on, you owe her a sentence at the very least,” Keri chided. 

	“Don’t worry about the pool thing, okay? I’m fine, see?” I showed off with a twirl, but Fitz just glowered at the carpet by my feet. 

	“It’s worn off by now,” He grumbled. 

	“Great!” I smiled and patted his head. “I’ll see you later, then. Tell Burn and Wolf to have a good night for me, will you?”

	He didn’t reply, Keri flashing me an ‘I’m sorry’ smile. I waved it off and made towards the door. It was strange – whispers followed me. And not the quiet kind. 

	“She fell in the pool and almost drowned.”

	“Didn’t someone call an ambulance?”

	“Wolf gave her CPR, so she didn’t need it,” Someone laughed. 

	My hand froze, hovering over the front doorknob. I pushed myself to open the door, to walk out and act natural even as my head whirled chaotically. CPR. That meant, like, thumping on my chest, right? That was it. That was all. There wasn’t any mouth-to-mouth involved, except there definitely was, because it was CPR and oh goodness my life was over, I smiled at him like nothing had happened between us but he definitely, definitely put his lips on mine –

	I winced with every step back to the car. I was so casual in the room! No wonder he looked uncomfortable the entire time we were in there together! He’d – I’d – We’d –

	I plunked my head against the steering wheel and told myself to take deep breaths. It was just lips. Who cares? He basically saved my life – that’s way more important than the fact it was a semi-kiss. It could’ve been the worst person at that party who gave me CPR – Taryn or Anna, or maybe that one guy who refused to pull his eyes from any girl’s chest – and I still would be grateful to them for saving me. I’d been stupid for even entertaining Fitz’s drug stuff in the first place! Desperation nearly killed me, tonight. 

	The roads, empty and bathed in moonlight, looked somehow more beautiful than ever. Maybe it was the near-death experience. Maybe it was the crushing embarrassment from making nasty decisions at a very public party. Maybe it was the fact Wolf and I technically kissed. Maybe it was the fact I let Wolf Blackthorn put his head on my lap when I’d expressly told him I’d never help him again. I guess it was payment for saving me. I could rationalize it a hundred different ways, but the fact of the matter was I’d gone back on my word. And the worst part? I didn’t care. It felt nice, helping. Being needed. Even if I couldn’t help Mom and Dad, I could help Wolf Blackthorn, at the very least. 

	And now I was on my way to stab him in the back. 

	I couldn’t do it anymore. This was it. I couldn’t keep spying for Mr. Blackthorn. I’d tell him I didn’t want to do it anymore, that I quit. And whatever happened because of it, I’d deal with it. I’d gotten myself into this mess. The least I could do was get myself out of it.

	Even if it meant risking NYU. Even if it meant risking everything I’d worked so hard for. I couldn’t keep doing this. Not after everything. 

	I’d find another way to help Dad. I’d find another way to keep my scholarship. It would be okay. I hugged myself a little as I got out of the car in the Ciao Bella parking lot. It would all be okay. It had to be. You have to make it okay, Bee. For you, and for Dad, and Mom, and the Blackthorn brothers. They’re all relying on you.

	Ciao Bella was practically empty by the time I made it. I checked my phone, shaking it a little to get it to turn on – it was 11:47. I pushed into the doors breathlessly, my heart beating against my chest. Mr. Blackthorn sat in the back, looking like the perfect picture of serenity and calm. That only made me more nervous. This was the most powerful man on the school board, and I was about to tell him to go stick his head up his rear. Politely. 

	“Hi, Mr. Blackthorn. Sorry I’m late.”

	His handsome face crinkled with a smile. 

	“It’s quite alright. I heard from Kristin you were at a party. Doing some research for me, I assume. How kind of you.”

	“Uh, yeah, about that.” I twisted a napkin in my hands. “Thank you for, uh, the offer and all, but I’m quitting.”

	Mr. Blackthorn didn’t react, only taking a slow, even sip of his coffee. He looked as if I hadn’t said anything, as if my voice was silence. 

	“I’m not doing it anymore,” I insisted. “The spying thing –“

	“If it’s your scholarship you’re worried about, fret not, Miss Cruz. I’ll honor my agreement. You have it in writing, as well.”

	“It’s not that –“

	“Then what is it?” Mr. Blackthorn asked, a little sharper than before. “Is it my sons? Are they hurting you? Being cruel? Can you not set aside your feelings for a few simple weeks and endure it for the sake of your future?” He sat back in the booth and sighed. “I thought you were a stronger girl than that.”

	He was trying to manipulate me. All the textbooks signs were there. The belittling, the ‘you’re better than that’. His bodyguards, the usual two huge men in suits, didn’t even blink.  

	“Listen, Mr. Blackthorn,” I started. “I was scared, at the time I agreed to all this.”

	“As you should be!” He nodded. “Your father is very sick, Miss Cruz. And who knows with an illness like his – he could get worse at any moment. The more you learn at Lakecrest, the better you’ll be able to help him. NYU has one of the best programs in the country. Just think – in three years, you’ll come home for summer break and his health will improve remarkably. I can promise you that.”

	I was quiet. Mr. Blackthorn leaned forward.

	“Miss Cruz, I understand you’re under quite a lot of stress, from both my sons and your own family. I highly appreciate all you’ve done for me so far. You must allow me to give you a token of my gratitude.”

	I watched him, in a daze, as he took his checkbook out and scribbled. He passed a check to me, my eyes bugged out at the numbers. 

	“N-No way –“

	“This will cover the exact psychotherapy costs of a good friend of mine – Dr. Mirelle. He’s downtown, but he is quite good, and he specializes in depression and anxiety. This is enough for two weeks of intensive therapy. I know your family can’t afford such care, so it’s only proper of me to help where I can.”

	I stared at the number, the plain ink stark against the crisp paper. Five thousand dollars. It was the most money I’d ever held in my hands. His signature was right there - this wasn’t a fake or a joke. This was a lot of money, offered to me for free. Free? I knit my eyebrows – no, not free. Mr. Blackthorn was just as cunning as ever. This money came with a price – if I accepted, I basically had no choice but to keep spying for him. It wasn’t even an option if I took the money – I had to do it. The check started to feel as heavy as an iron chain in my hands. With this, Dad could get better. Maybe not permanently, but for a while. He could get the help he so desperately needed – the help we couldn’t afford. Maybe it would smooth things out between him and Mom, things that were rapidly going downhill. It was a long shot, but it was better than letting them keep yelling at each other until the resentment built up so high they couldn’t handle each other anymore.

	I felt sicker than ever before. No – I couldn’t take this money. Not while it came at the cost of betraying the brothers. Betraying Wolf. 

	I slid the check back to Mr. Blackthorn across the polished wood table. 

	“I’m sorry,” I swallowed. “But I can’t take this. And I can’t keep spying for you. So. I’m done.”

	“Which one of them was it?” Mr. Blackthorn’s gaze went flat, irritated.

	“What?”

	“Which one of them did you fall for? Was it Fitz? No – you strike me as a Wolf type of girl.”

	“I’m not –“

	“I understand my sons are handsome, and that teenage girls likes you enjoy putting handsome boys on pedestals of worship,” He sighed. “But he’s never going to feel the same way about you. Do you honestly think you’re the first to spy for me and fall for one of them? Kristin let her emotions for Burn cloud her judgement the same way, and it ruined everything. Don’t be one of those women, Miss Cruz, the ones who ruin their future for a love they’ll never have.”

	I sputtered. “You’re totally misunderstanding me –“

	“On the contrary. I understand very well. You’re having reservations. But that’s only because you’ve lost sight of your goal. You can have everything you want, Miss Cruz. It’s only a matter of telling me simple facts about my sons – things anyone could tell me.”

	“If anyone can tell you, why don’t you ask them?” I stood up. “I’m leaving.”

	“You realize,” He raised his voice, stopping me in my tracks on my way to the door. “That once you walk out that door, I will most likely approve my son’s request to rescind your scholarship.”

	I clenched my fist, but Mr. Blackthorn just pressed on.

	“He’s my son, but he’s also exposed many student’s poor behaviors, all of which go against Lakecrest’s rules. I enforce these rules, as is my job as head of the school council. If he recommended a student have her scholarship taken away, then I must assume he has evidence you’ve broken our rules, and therefore I will redact your scholarship. You would, of course, be unable to pay the costs of attending Lakecrest, and therefore you would not come to school.”

	“I did nothing wrong,” I snarled. “The truth will show I haven’t done anything.”

	Mr. Blackthorn smiled patiently. “Yes. The school council will assuredly conduct a thorough investigation of your behavior. With video evidence. I believe most of it is you harassing my son.”

	“Harassing?” I choked. 

	“You verbally assaulted him on the morning of October 7th. There are multiple eyewitnesses to it. In addition, you threatened him and his brothers.”

	I frantically thought back – that was the day Wolf dumped coffee on that freshman’s head. I know I said some furious things. Would that be enough to get me kicked? How was that even fair?

	“We wouldn’t take you off the attendance, of course. But until you could pay the tuition, you would be escorted off campus.”

	“You’re a toe,” I muttered.

	“What was that?”

	“I said you’re A DICK!” I yelled. Mr. Blackthorn looked stunned. The steady clink of dishes being washed in the kitchen went silent, and his bodyguards shifted forward slightly, ready to pounce. “You’re a slimy toe and I regret ever accepting your stupid offer!”

	Mr. Blackthorn’s shock wore off, and he started chuckling. “Oh, Miss Cruz. It’s a pity we can’t be friends. You’re the first person to have the courage to tell me off in such vibrant language in, well, ever.”

	“I don’t care about courage,” I snapped. “I don’t care if you have ‘evidence’. The only thing I’ve done wrong is agree to your stupid plan!”

	He smiled. “And what plan was that?”

	“Spying!” I threw my arms up. “Spying on your sons and reporting all the trash they do back to you! You – You made me pretend to become friends with them. You told me all of their quirks and ways to get on their good side just so you could know what they were doing! Newsflash – it isn’t that bad! They’re just kids! They’re kids who lost their mom, and they’re a little messed up, but we’re all messed up, okay? They don’t deserve a dad who’s an awful, manipulative jerk!”

	“So you admit it,” Mr. Blackthorn said coolly. “That you were only pretending to be their friend to save your own sorry little scholarship?”

	I grit my teeth so hard I swear I heard them crack. “Of course I do! Yes! I did it! I admit it! Unlike you, I own up to my mistakes!”

	Mr. Blackthorn smiled at someone over my shoulder. “Ah, boys. There you are. It’s good to see Kristin managed to get you all here. She had to…embellish the truth, as you can see. Miss Cruz is perfectly fine – I’m not holding her hostage. In fact, she was just about to leave, wasn’t she?”

	I was stone. Steel. I felt like all the blood in my body had turned to ice. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, I turned my head over my shoulder to see Burn, Wolf, and Fitz standing there. They’d heard everything. Mr. Blackthorn made sure of it – he tricked me into saying it all in front of them. Burn’s eyes were deader than I’d ever seen them, devoid of all emotion. Fitz looked like he was going to be sick, his face white with shock. Wolf’s expression burned into me, dark and furious, like a midnight blaze.

	Mr. Blackthorn set me up.

	“Guys, listen to me,” I frantically scrabbled for words. “I didn’t mean any of that –“

	“Oh, but you did.” Mr. Blackthorn said smugly. I ignored my burning rage towards him – I couldn’t let the brothers leave thinking the wrong thing.

	“You faked it,” Burn said simply. 

	“It started out as spying, okay?” I pleaded. “But the more I got to know you guys, the more I liked you. I really, really liked you. All of you. Nothing about that was fake.”

	Fitz dashed out of the restaurant, his face twisted. 

	“Fitz!” I called, and moved to go after him, but Burn’s huge arm flung across my chest, stopping me. He looked down at me, more soulless than a puppet. 

	“No. He isn’t your problem, anymore. None of us are.”

	“Burn – Burn, I swear to you –“

	He let go before I could finish, turning and walking out after Fitz. Disgust clawed at my every organ. I’d ruined it. I’d ruined everything –

	I turned to Wolf, and he loomed over me, his posture determined to be imperious and regal and above it all, but his face said otherwise. His face said he hated me, but he hated the wound I’d inflicted on him more.

	“You let me believe - ” He said. “ - for a single moment, that I was normal.”

	“Wolf –“

	“All this time,” He interrupted me, snarling. “All the kindness you showed me – was because you wanted to keep your scholarship.”

	“You were the one,” I managed. “You were the one who put it in jeopardy in the first place!”

	“I told you – because I was scared,” He lashed out.

	“Scared of what?” I shouted. “Of me? I don’t understand – why are you so scared of me, Wolf? What have I done to make you so afraid? You have to tell me! I can’t read your mind!”

	“And now you’ll never have to try,” He said. He turned on his heel, and pushed out of the doors. I was going to throw up. 

	I couldn’t let it end like this. 

	I dashed out after them, into the parking lot. I was just in time to see Wolf get in Burn’s convertible. I blocked the driveway with my body, the headlights blaring into me. I couldn’t see their faces at all. 

	“Please!” I shouted. “Please, guys. Just hear me out –“

	Burn laid on the horn, and wouldn’t let up. I tried to talk over it, but it was so loud. They couldn’t hear me, even if I did apologize. Hot tears prickled my eyes. Even if it was useless, even if they couldn’t hear me, I couldn’t let it end like this. They had to know how I really felt, even if they never spoke to me again. 

	“I was alone,” I shouted, the horn blaring me out. “Before I met you guys, I was alone! Completely! I wasn’t….I wasn’t happy, okay? And then I met you three, and – “

	I inhaled, my lungs burning.

	“I still wasn’t happy! But little by little –“

	Burn held the horn down even louder, if that was possible. I had to scream, but it drowned in its own sound. 

	“I like you!” I declared. “I like all three of you – Fitz, you’re the only person in the world who’s got better jokes than I do! Burn, you’re the nicest person I’ve ever met! And Wolf –“

	I swallowed, blinking furiously to clear my eyes. 

	“I’ve never had as much fun…as I had being enemies with you!” 

	The horn kept blaring. They didn’t hear me. Nothing I could say mattered, now. It was petty and childish to keep them from leaving. I stepped aside, watching the cement as they peeled away. I didn’t deserve to watch them leave. So I watched the ground, instead, and the dark, round spots of water that dripped from my cheekbones and left imprints there. 

	When the convertible was long gone, and my fingers and toes started going numb from the cold, Mr. Blackthorn came out. I heard his slow, even clapping, like he’d just watched a play.

	“Delightful, Miss Cruz. I’ve never seen someone offered everything good throw it away as readily as you. Not only did you manage to lose your scholarship tonight, but you also managed to make the three boys - who perhaps trusted you the most of any woman since their mother passed – hate you. I’m astounded at your multitasking skill.”

	I couldn’t say anything. My throat was raw and hoarse, my body was freezing. Everything was wrong, and cold, and painful. 

	“You are dismissed,” Mr. Blackthorn sniffed when I didn’t answer. “You may come to Lakecrest one last time, next week Monday, to fetch your things from your locker and return your uniform. I expect it washed and pressed. Farewell, Miss Cruz, and I wish you luck in your future endeavors.”

	The heartless click of his shoes on the pavement dimmed, until all that was left was the sound of my own broken heartbeat. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15

	WOLF

	 

	“I can’t believe it!” Fitz bawls. “She – She was working for Dad the whole time? I thought – I thought I’d see it coming, but not her! Anybody but Bee!”

	Burn is deathly quiet, but his knuckles on the steering wheel are ghost-white. Fitz sniffs wetly, burying his face in his hands. 

	And I watch the trees flash by.

	I’m so numb I feel like I’ve been shot up with Novocain all over. I can’t feel the wind on my face, or the seat beneath me. I can’t smell anything – not the night air, not the exhaust of the convertible. Everything is muted and senseless, a harsh, buzzing static ricocheting in my ears.

	She betrayed us.

	She betrayed me.

	“We should’ve known better,” I say. Burn looks up at me in the rearview mirror. “After Kristin we should’ve known Dad would try the same trick twice, but with a better liar.”

	“Wolf - ” Burn starts. 

	“She’s probably reported everything to him,” I interrupt him. “Your drugs and hacking included, Fitz.”

	 “You’re being awfully cold about this!” Fitz sniffs and glares at me. “I thought you like her!”

	I ignore the burning in my stomach. “Liked. Past tense.”

	“That simple, huh?” Burn asks. 

	“She betrayed us,” I snarl at him.

	“And I’m just as pissed about it as you are,” Burn agrees. “But maybe she had her reasons.”

	“What reasons? There’s no reason good enough to fake being our friend, to fake being nice to us, to fake smile and fake laugh and –”

	All I can think about is the feeling of her stroking my hair, and I hate it. I recoil at it, at the fact it wasn’t real affection. It wasn’t real warmth, and I was an idiot for thinking it was. Fitz explodes suddenly. 

	“You were the one who threatened to take her scholarship in the first place, Wolf!”

	“So you’re blaming me? Me, instead of the person who really deserves it?”

	“You did try to take her scholarship,” Burn says. “You know how much it means to her.”

	“Yeah,” Fitz interjects. “That was her ticket to NYU. And you tried to screw it!”

	“She didn’t deserve to be here,” I snap. “She didn’t deserve to be here, working her rear off for someone else’s mental health! What about her own? What about her own goals and dreams? She wanted to write, you know. Her essay said she wanted to be a writer, to go to school for writing, but she gave it all up for her Dad. What kind of life is that? I wasn’t going to stand around and let her do that to herself!”

	“So you threatened to take it all away,” Burn muttered. “And Dad offered it all back, in exchange for spying on us.”

	“I’d take it,” Fitz says immediately, wiping his eyes. “If I was her…I’d take that deal, too.”

	“So that’s it? All of a sudden I’m the bad guy?”

	“You forced her into a corner, Wolf,” Burn says. 

	“What about you two? You told me she’d been running with you every morning. You think she did that because she likes it? She did it because Dad told her to.”

	Burn’s silent, eyes narrow. I point at Fitz.

	“You think she was actually failing her History class? You think she actually needed you to tutor her?”

	“We had fun,” Fitz defends sullenly. 

	“Yeah, because she planned it that way,” I insist. “Everything down to the last laugh was planned by her, to get on your good side. Our good side. Every secret we told her went straight to Dad. Everything we did with her went straight to Dad.”

	They’re silent. The car ride feels so long and torturous, like I’m sitting in an iron maiden  with the lid closed instead of a car. When we’re finally home, Fitz and I retreat to our rooms. And like always, Burn puts his shoes on so he can go for a run, somewhere far away from us; somewhere he doesn’t have to deal with our emotions.  

	“Seriously?” I snap. “You’re seriously going to go for a run right now?”

	“What else is there to do?” Burn mutters, tying his laces.

	“We need you here,” I say. “We need to talk about this.”

	“Talking won’t fix what’s been done.”

	“Well it sure would make us feel better!”

	“Us? Or just you?”

	Burn jerks his head to Fitz’s door, which is, for once, closed, all the lights off. Usually there’s the pale blue glow of at least one computer shining from beneath the door. He’s hiding. He always hides – in drugs, in girls – to stay away from confronting reality. 

	Burn takes my silence as an opportunity to leave, and I watch him go with disgust; disgust at him, disgust at Fitz. At Beatrix.

	At myself. 

	I retreat to my room and pull the essay out. I reach for the lighter I keep in my drawer and hold the fire to the well-worn paper, the wrinkles I made and the finger imprints on the sheets eaten alive by the flames. Her words are consumed, once and for all, and I watch the ashes fall into the trash can one by one. 

	I was a moron.

	I was a moron for ever believing someone like me could be loved.

	 

	****

	 

	BEATRIX

	 

	This is where I am now, pen-and-paper. 

	You’re caught up. That’s all the story I have, leading up to this night. An hour ago, I came home. Mom was, of course, gone, and Dad stared into the distance as he watched TV. I was numb, too, so I sat and watched a good hour of it with him, letting the bright, blaring commercials wash my mind free, for a moment. I’d never be free of what I’d done. But the yogurt ads and car ads let you pretend for a little while.

	“Dad?”

	“Hrm?” He grunted. 

	“Are you and Mom getting divorced?”

	He went still for a moment, then let out a weary exhale. “I can’t lie to you, Bee. I don’t know what’s going to happen between your mother and I. It’s hard to think about.”

	“Yeah.”

	We watched another few mindless episodes of some sitcom. The guy lamented about how marriage was a ‘ball and chain’, and I inwardly flinched the whole way through. 

	“I finished my writing,” Dad said suddenly.

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Yeah. It’s pretty good.”

	“That’s great.”

	More silence. 

	“What do you want for your birthday?” Dad asked. I thought about it, staring long and hard at the scan lines in the corner of the old screen.

	“A hug.”

	Dad laughed. It was faint, and so tired, but it was nice hearing his voice happy. 

	“I think I can manage that.”

	I leaned into him and he wrapped his arms around my sides, and we stayed like that, unmoving, unspeaking. We were both too exhausted to question the other about what happened tonight. I’m sure when Mom comes home – if she ever comes home – she’ll confront me about taking the car and sneaking out. But that’s wasn’t what was happening right then. Right then, I was hugging dad. If I closed my eyes I could imagine I was young again, small, like six or seven, before he got too sick. Before Lakecrest. Before the Blackthorns. Before all of it. 

	“Do you remember the old playground?” Dad asked. “The one I took you to when you were young?”

	“The one on the bluff? Yeah,” I nodded. “I liked that place.”

	“Me too.”

	The commercials came blaring on again, selling a movie this time. An escape. 

	“I don’t say this enough,” Dad muttered into my hair. “But I’m very proud of you, Bee.”

	I fought back tears until I realized there was nothing left to cry. I was dried up from the parking lot.

	I knew moments like this never lasted. Tomorrow, the next day – who knows? Dad might lock himself in his room again, or not smile at all, ever. But for now, he’s here. For now, in this moment, he really does feel like my Dad again, instead of an unpredictable stranger. I hold him close, and wish with all my might that time would just freeze. 

	But it didn’t. It kept ticking on, and Dad fell asleep on the couch. I extracted myself from under his arms (his arms are too light, too thin) and headed to my room. I opened my notebook, got a nice pen, my favorite pen, and here we are.

	I wrote all of this, everything I could remember. My eyes feel dry and shriveled and old. I don’t know what time it is right now, let me check my phone. Garbage – it’s not turning on. I’ll turn my laptop. Four am? Sounds about right. I have an entire week before I have to face the funeral music of going back to Lakecrest one last time. Dad said he’s proud of me, but how proud will he be when I tell him I lost my scholarship? Mom will flip. Everything is wrong – this isn’t how it’s supposed to be. I feel like I’m living in another timeline, the bad one, and the real timeline is continuing on somewhere without me, happily and naively.

	I can’t sleep. I try to, but Burn and Fitz’s faces haunt me, Wolf’s expression the most painful memory. I messed up. I messed up and the worst feeling is the helplessness – I can’t do anything to take it back. I can’t do anything to make it right again. Nothing will be the same, again. No amount of study or preparation can save this. No textbook has the answer. There’s no test I can take, and make it all okay again. 

	My name is Beatrix Cruz, and no matter what anyone says, no matter what happens tomorrow, this was the story of how it went down.

	This is how Lakecrest ruined my life.

	This is how Wolfgang Blackthorn destroyed me.  

	 

	***

	 

	When I wake up the next morning – at 2 in the afternoon – Dad still hasn’t come out of his room. I’m perversely grateful for it; explaining to him why I’m staying home would be so much harder with him on one of his good days. Mom comes home in two days– theoretically. But two days come and go, me puttering around the house, explaining to Dad the second day, when he comes out of his room, that I’m sick, and staying home from school. He lets me off the hook, and we order pizza. Mom never comes home. 

	“Maybe she got a hotel somewhere,” I offer. Dad nods.

	“Maybe.” 

	I don’t press him for details on the fight between them – the last thing he needs right now is someone interrogating him. We eat pizza and watch TV and I avoid my semi-broken phone, which, when it actually does turn on, lights up with a dozen text messages – all of them from Kristin. I can’t bear to answer her, or talk to anyone. I just want to be left alone. 

	Dad talks about clearing some stuff out of his room – stuff he doesn’t use anymore – so I help him load cardboard boxes of old comics and baseballs cards and shirts and golf clubs. It’s sort of a repeat of what he helped me do with my old stuff, when I found out I was going to Lakecrest. We’d boxed it all up together. Something nags at me. I stop duct taping everything and look up.

	“Hey Dad?”

	“Hm?” He struggles with an old, broken typewriter, gingerly placing it into a box. 

	“How’re you, um, feeling?”

	It’s a dangerous topic, but I have to ask. Dad doesn’t immediately fly off the handle, which I’m grateful for. He just heaves a sigh.

	“I’m fine, Bee. I just wanted to clear some of this old junk out. Start fresh, you know? Or, as fresh as I can get at my age.”

	He laughs, and I try to laugh with him. I really do. But all the textbooks I’ve read – everything points to getting rid of old things or giving them away as a bad sign. It’s called reconciling, I think, or something like that. And no matter how much he says he’s okay, I can’t help the uneasy gurgle in my stomach. He seems fine for the next two days – he eats well whenever I make pancakes or sandwiches, and when I check his pill bottle the correct amount is missing. Taking his meds regularly and eating right is a huge step up. So things can’t be going wrong.

	They can’t be.

	On the fourth day, Mom finally calls me. It takes her three tries, since my phone gives out twice. 

	“Finally, honey! Is something wrong with your phone?”

	I swallowed. “I, er, dropped it in the sink.”

	“Goodness, sweetie –“

	“I know, I know! We can’t afford another one. Don’t worry – I put it in rice. It’s just a little slower, is all.”

	Mom breathed out. “Well, if you’re sure. How are things over there?”

	“Good. Dad’s eating a lot.”

	“That’s good.” She said, though it sounded a little strained. “And how about you? How are you doing?”

	I’m nasty. I wish you were home. I wish you’d just come home and make up with Dad. I wish I was in school. I wish my friends didn’t hate me. I wish, I wish - so many wishes and not enough realities. 

	“I’m okay. I think I’m coming down with something, though. My throat feels weird.”

	“Okay, well – don’t be afraid to take a school day off. Heaven knows you work yourself to the bone to stay in that place. If they give you a hard time, just have them call me. I’ll set them straight.”

	“Thanks, Mom.”

	“Did you know the director of the hospital I work at went to Lakecrest, too? He studied at Yale, and when I told him you were at Lakecrest he was so surprised. I told him you were keeping a scholarship there, and oh, the look on his face, honey. You should’ve seen it. People are so impressed by you – people you don’t even know!”

	Every word is a red-hot iron nail straight to my heart. I clear my throat.

	“Yeah. Um. Mom, about that –“

	“What?” Mom shouts in another direction. Someone’s voice echoes, too distant for me to make out the words. “Okay! Bee, I have to go – I’ve taken Candace’s shift and they need me in ICU. I’m sorry, can we talk later?”

	“Yeah, no, it’s fine,” I lie, though I’m secretly relieved. “I love you.”

	“I love you too, Bee.”

	She hangs up, leaving me to empty silence and crushing guilt. I can’t keep putting off telling her forever. Or Dad. Eventually they have to know. Eventually my little façade will come crumbling down. But if I can put it off for even one more day, that’s good enough for me. That seems to be their mentality, too – avoid things. I guess I took a master class in avoidance from them while I was still in the womb. 

	Eventually, I have to venture outside. Turns out the refrigerator doesn’t just automatically refill itself. I put on a jacket and big, old sunglasses and make my way to the grocery store. When I’m done, I glance at the paper bag in the backseat, the one I brought from the house. I figure while I’m out, I might as well tie up a few loose ends. 

	It takes me a few tries, but I finally find the right streets and take the right turns. The houses become familiar. Unlike the first time I came here on the back of Wolf’s bike, all the leaves are gone from the trees, all the flowers brown and wilted and dead. It’s amazing how the world just loves to smack me in the face with sad metaphors these days. I park on the street across from Seamus’s house. 

	I take the paper bag in my arms and walk up to his door. After a few rings of the doorbell, I wait. I almost turn and run back to the car twice – what am I even doing here? What if the brothers are here by some stroke of unluck? I don’t think I could face them. Would they tell Seamus what I’d done? Would he hate me?

	My fears are dispelled when Seamus answers the door, his glasses making his smiling eyes look huge.

	“Ah! Miss Cruz. It’s a pleasure to see you again. Come in, come in.”

	“Thanks,” I cross the threshold. He tries to steer me towards the kitchen for tea, but I stand my ground in the hallway. “I just came to give this back to you.”

	I hand him the paper bag, and he unfurls the wrapping inside to reveal the sky-blue dress. He shakes his head.

	“No, no no. I won’t take this.”

	“There’s no way I can repay you,” I said. “And – And I messed up. Taking care of the brothers. You asked me to, and I messed up, so. I don’t deserve this.” I can’t meet Seamus’s eyes, my own riveted to the floor as I sigh. “I let…a lot of people down.”

	Seamus is quiet, and then; “You’re awfully young to sound so old, my dear.”

	“It tends to happen,” I say. “When you mess up everything real badly.”

	“Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t that bad –“

	“It was,” I insist. “It was the worst. I’m the worst.”

	He’s silent again, and then; “Well, if you’re the worst, then you absolutely must keep the dress.”

	“Why?” I blink. 

	“So that every time you look at it, you’re reminded of your mistake, and are inspired to become better.” 

	“I –“

	“But for me,” He interrupts smoothly. “That dress has a very different meaning. For me, that dress is a reminder of just how pretty and happy you looked in it. And when you came out here,” He motions to the living room. “And the brothers saw you, they too became a little happier. Why, I never think I’ve seen Wolf quite as dumbfounded as he was in that moment.”

	My heart twists around. “Dumbfounded isn’t happy.”

	“No. But at least it’s something other than sad.”

	Something other than sad. I knew the value of that. Something other than sad was a good day, for Dad. Something other than sad is what I’d kill to be, at this moment. Seamus puts a gnarled hand on my shoulder.

	“For what it’s worth, my dear, life is very long, and memories are very short.”

	“But –“

	“Whatever you did can be undone,” He says. “It may take months. It may take years. But as long as there is breath in your body, there is a chance to make up for what you’ve done. It will be slow, and difficult. But some would say it’s worth it. If you care about the people you hurt, you cannot run away. That would only cause you more pain. You must be kind to yourself.”

	“I can’t. I ruined everything.”

	“Perhaps. But if you are powerful enough to ruin everything, then perhaps you are powerful enough to make it right again.”

	I’m struck quiet. Maybe, just maybe, he’s right. Maybe I can see everyone else’s problems so clearly, and not my own. Maybe all the textbooks in the world can’t make me turn my knowledge in on myself. The longer I wallow, the deeper I inflict guilt and shame on myself. The deeper the cuts go, the harder it’ll be to think positively about myself ever again. I’m not all bad. I know that. I love my Dad. I love Mom. I love –

	“Wolf,” Seamus says, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

	Dread petrifies me, but I break out of it. I can’t lock up. I have to move forward, even if it’s just one aching step at a time. I whirl around to face Wolf, his leather motorcycle jacket and gloves as black as his windswept hair. His eagle brows knit when he sees me, jade eyes burning laser-hot holes in my forehead. He’s looking through me, not at me, like I don’t exist. 

	“I see you’re busy, Seamus,” Wolf says, his voice quietly ablaze. “I’ll come back later.”

	He turns and makes for his motorcycle on the curb. I dash after him. 

	“Wolf, wait –“

	He keeps walking, never once stopping. I try desperately to catch up with him. 

	“Wolf, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. About everything.” 

	He puts his helmet back on, lowering the visor without a beat and settling into the seat of his motorcycle. I might as well be the wind, a blade of grass, something inconsequential. 

	“I know you can’t forgive me,” I say quickly. “I know that. And I don’t want you to. But I’ll work hard, I promise. Even if it takes a year, four years, ten years – I’ll keep working hard to be a better person. And then maybe someday – ” I swallow, my throat closing up. Don’t cry. Not now. Be strong. “Maybe someday, you’ll talk to me again.”

	He leans back, taking off the kickstand. He’s going to start it and drive away. And that’s fine. I smile. 

	“I’d like that. To talk with you again.”

	There’s a second. Just one. And then he revs the engine and roars off down the street. I watch him go for as long as I can, until he’s a tiny speck. I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I look over to see Seamus smile at me. 

	“That was a good first step. Come in, have some tea. I’m not much of a fixer, but I like to think myself good at listening. If you feel like talking, that is.”

	“I don’t want to bother you,” I say.

	“Nonsense. Wolf was my only client today, and he did say he’d be back later. We have some time.”

	I clench my fists. Seamus put his arm around my shoulder. 

	“Come. The sidewalk is no place for a girl who looks as sad as you do.”

	Seamus has a way of making me feel at ease. It may be the sweet tea he serves, or his gentle accent, or maybe it’s how old and wise he seems. Whatever it is, two cups of chamomile and honey tea later, and I feel better. Slightly. But the worst isn’t over yet. I have a long way to go before I can even look at myself in the mirror, again.

	I pour through the old textbooks, searching desperately for some hint, some step. Something to tell me what to do, what to say, how to act. But there’s nothing. Nothing in the books tell me how to apologize after a royal mess up. No one has the answers to that. 

	The only thing I can do is try. Even if it’s stupid. Even if it doesn’t work. 

	I start, of course, with Fitz. Because he’s the easiest. The easiest in the best way – the most open, the most clever, the most honest. I decide to draw him something, something small and simple, and leave it on my computer desktop. I’m sure he’ll get around to finding it. He’s not the type to ignore me completely like Wolf and Burn might. He’ll want to know why, why I did it, why he didn’t realize it sooner, and he’ll go snooping around on my computer for evidence. 

	It might not be much, but it’s all I can do, right now.

	The picture is a bad Microsoft Paint masterpiece, complete with the terrible stick figures he and I liked to make in our tutoring sessions. Wolf, with his long hair and stiff uniform, perched on his motorcycle like a gargoyle. Burn, with his gargantuan height, skydiving from a badly-drawn plane. And finally I draw Fitz, sitting at a computer hacking, and his shirt reads; “World’s No. 1 Cool Guy”. I try to make it as ironic and dumb as possible. Stick-figure girls with huge boobs surround him, and I draw myself in the back of the well-endowed crowd, cheering Fitz’s hacking endeavors on with the rest of them. I sign the corner of it ‘Madam Cruz’, as if I’m some fancy renaissance painter. It’s perfect. Or at the very least, I hope it’s just good enough to make Fitz smile. I hide the file behind a bunch of folders, so deep in my computer that even I lose it for a second. I leave a trail of little notepad hints to the next clue inside my computer that ultimately lead to the picture, all of the clues labeled ‘To The Best Hacker Ever!!!11’. It’s like a scavenger hunt. If it won’t make him smile, it might at least give him ten minutes of distraction from his own busy mind. 

	The second is, and always will be, Burn. 

	There’s only one place I’ll be able to contact Burn, and that’s on the trail we ran on every morning. I went looking for him the first morning after that awful night, but of course he wasn’t there. He’s avoiding me. It’s a long shot, but maybe he’d come back to the trail, to that overlook on the cliff where we watched so many sunrises together in blissful silence. It’s all I have to go on. 

	For Burn, there’s only one thing I can think of. Something to keep him safe, while he’s out there driving at breakneck speeds and standing on cliff edges and running marathons around the marathon-runners. I used to see them all the time – tiny keychains, words suspended in a sturdy plastic covering that said something to the effect of ‘keep this one safe’. Some were religious. Some weren’t. Some had stupid cartoon characters on them. But all of them were meant to keep the bearer out of harm’s way. 

	So I make one. Cheap plastic keychain material isn’t hard to find, but I got worried it wouldn’t stand up to the heavy wear-and-tear exercise Burn put himself through, so I used up what I had left and bought the expensive, sturdy material, the kind you couldn’t snap in two if you ran it over with a car. That was the easy part. The hard bit was figuring out what to write inside. Everything I came up with either sounded too cheesy or too aggressive. But then I realized it just needed to reflect who he is – someone to-the-point. Someone pure and simple. I carefully outlined with dark ink, and filled the words in with sensible blue and gray colors. Colors that reminded me of him. I slide the paper into the keychain, the words fitting perfectly. I held it up to the light, watching it spin.

	‘Be Safe’, it read. 

	I put it in a box, inside a plastic bag to keep it dry. I walked up the trail one evening, leaving it below the bench he always sat on. It was stupid – I knew that the second I left the box there. Anybody else could pick it up. The likelihood Burn would ever receive it was slim to none. He probably wouldn’t come up here at all, anymore. If I was him, I’d want to put as much space between me and someone who betrayed me as I could. 

	They feel like farewell gifts, and in a way, they are. I don’t know if I’ll ever get to speak to the Blackthorn brothers again. But these small things are my way of saying goodbye, to be safe, to smile. Now that I think about it, if they ever find them, they’ll probably just laugh at how pathetic they are. I made the gifts out of paper and plastic and pixels – nothing like they’re used to. Compared to the sheer amount of money they have, I’m sure stuff like this is just considered garbage. 

	Sunday night comes, Monday is the day I have to go to Lakecrest, and I still don’t know what to give to Wolf.

	What can I give? I have nothing that suits him. Nothing good enough. All I hold is a handful of ‘sorry’s and an endless well of heartache. 

	And then, one day when I’m out grocery shopping, I see it.

	There’s a pawn shop next to the grocer’s, a seedy little place with neon lights and few customers. But in the window I spot the most perfect silver ring, sitting on top of a pile of them. It’s not chunky, but it’s not thin, just the right size for his graceful fingers. It’s carved into the shape of a wolf that curls around itself, brave and fearsome. It’s perfect. 

	“Hi,” I push into the pawn shop breathlessly. “How much is the wolf ring in the window?”

	The pawnbroker, a reedy man with a proud chin, narrows his eyes at me.

	“I don’t sell to teenagers. Now get out.”

	“Please,” I stand firm. “I need to know how much that ring is.”

	He looked me up and down. “You don’t have the money for it, I already know that. Stop wasting my time.”

	“How much?”

	The man, clearly expecting me to have left already, threw up his hands. 

	“Ninety-five. I won’t take a dime less.”

	“Fifty,” I say once I get over my flinch. He sneers.

	“You don’t have fifty. Seventy-five, and that’s my final offer.”

	“Seventy.”

	“I swear to heaven, if you don’t get out of my store –“

	I know a thing or two about bargaining – there’s a lot of it in psychology. 

	“Seventy, and I take it off your hands today.”

	He eyed me, and there was a terse moment of quiet. I needed that ring, but I couldn’t show it, or he’d just hike up the price again. I kept my face stone, ice, steel, something featureless and cold. 

	“Fine. But I close at six. If you don’t come before then the deal’s off.”

	I look at the array of clocks on the wall. It’s five-thirty. If I drive fast, I can make it back home. I piled the groceries in the car and tore down the highway, screeching into our driveway and rocketing up the stairs into the house.

	“Dad!” I called. “Dad! I found something!”

	He started up from his place, asleep on the couch in front of the TV. “F-Found what?”

	“Something you can get me for my birthday. But we have to get to the store before six!”

	Dad mussed his hair, looking bewilderedly at the clock. “Bee, it’s five-fifty –“

	“Please, Dad,” I grasped his hands, pleading with my eyes. “It’s perfect. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted.”

	He scrubbed his face with his hands and sighed. “Fine. Let’s go.”

	I felt bad about dragging him out of the house, looking disheveled, but he didn’t seem to mind. He never seemed to mind, these days. He pulled on a coat and we were back on the freeway in minutes. Dad kept telling me to slow down, but I’d only do it for a second before revving back into gear. We got to the pawn shop with only one minute to spare. I ushered Dad across the parking lot as fast as he’d go, which wasn’t very fast at all. The owner of the shop glared at us through the window, taking Dad’s appearance in with disdain. When we came in, he raised his voice.

	“Who is this? You’re not going to get me to sell to some homeless guy.”

	I squared my shoulders. “This is my dad.”

	The shop owner froze. I looked at Dad, but he was staring at the counter, eyes empty. Maybe he hadn’t heard. No – of course he did. And he didn’t show an ounce of emotion about it. My stomach twisted like I was gonna be sick. Dad should’ve said something. He should’ve at least frowned, or winced, or blinked. But….nothing. 

	The sight of the wolf ring made me tamp down the gnawing worry. 

	Dad sighs. “Seventy dollars is a lot, Bee.”

	“I know,” I blurt quickly. “I know. It’s just – this ring is so pretty. And – “

	What am I doing? What am I doing, asking Dad to spend this much on a ring for a boy who hates me when he could be saving that for therapy? For food? For our rent that looms bigger and scarier by the day? Who am I to ask him to spend this much on me?

	I shake my head and smile. “Actually – garbage, I’m sorry. For dragging you out here. We don’t have to get it. I don’t – I don’t really want it, anyway.”

	Dad’s quiet as he stares at the ring. I pull at his arm, trying to distract him from it. 

	“Come on. Let’s go. Are you hungry? I’ll make something when we get home –”

	Dad slaps four twenties on the counter, and the shop owner gives him change. My stomach falls. 

	“Dad, don’t, please, I’ve changed my mind. It’s ugly, and stupid. I don’t want it –”

	The owner hands over the ring to Dad, and he hands it to me with a soft gaze.

	“You deserve to get a gift, Bee,” He murmurs. “For your birthday. So don’t worry so much.”

	I close my shaking fingers over the ring, the cool metal of it a shock against my hot palm. I don’t know what I deserve anymore. But I hug it to my chest, and then throw my arms around him.

	“Thank you, Dad.” 

	I smile, and he tries on a smile as best he can, and it only breaks my heart a little, today. 

	When we’re home, I marvel at the silver ring alone in my room. It’s so perfect. Wolf will definitely like something like this. The more he has, the better he feels, right? His rings were only part therapy – the other part was clearly fashion. And this ring is certainly the coolest looking one I’ve ever seen. Not to mention it’s his namesake. 

	Now it was just a matter of getting it to him. 

	School isn’t an option. Or is it? 

	I’m so pumped about getting the ring to him that I only start to get nervous once I step out of the house the next morning. The nerves didn’t get me during breakfast, or as I brush my teeth, or when I dress – but the moment the cold air hit my cheeks, all the bottled-up anxiety I thought I’d thrown into the sea comes crashing back on my head like a tidal wave.

	I can do this.

	I have to do this. 

	I time my arrival at school way before the first bell – a whole twenty minutes early. Barely anyone is on campus, the empty halls and quad infested by dreary mist instead of students. I inwardly say goodbye to the few places on campus I remember fondly – my locker that I empty out, my History class, the cafeteria. Mr. Brant waves at me from his desk when he sees me at the door. He pulls it open and flashes me a smile. 

	“Hi, Bee.”

	“Hey, Mr. Brant.” I can’t meet his gaze, shame overwhelming me. “I – I just wanted to say thank you. For everything.”

	“What? Why does this sound like a goodbye?”

	“You didn’t hear? My scholarship got pulled.”

	His eyes light up. “Oh, right. But I thought that was just a rumor – why are they doing that? Sure, you dipped a little in my class, but you clawed your way right back up. You’re the brightest student in your year!”

	“I wouldn’t say that –“

	“I would, Bee. I’ve seen kids come and go, and you’re the smartest I’ve ever had the honor of teaching. They can’t pull the McCaroll from you, not with how hard you work. I’m going to have a word with them –“

	“Don’t!” I protest. “I mean, don’t. I’m not – I’m not completely blameless. I did something pretty bad. So.”

	Goodness, I wish I could stare at something other than my feet, but my head feels so heavy. My whole body feels heavy. Mr. Brant sighs.

	“Well, if that’s the case, I hate to see you go.”

	“Yeah. I’ll miss your class, Mr. Brant. Thank you for everything.”

	“Anytime, Bee. If you need a recommendation for that NYU application, you let me know.”

	“I will. Thanks.”

	We part ways, and I head to the Auto Shop. Mr. Francis is, thankfully, in the garage, welding an exhaust pipe back into shape. I shout over the sound of the plasma torch.

	“Mr. Francis!”

	Nothing. Fire and sparks and his aproned body turned away. 

	“Mr. Francis!!!!!!!!”

	He turns, finally, taking his metal faceguard off and flashing me a grin. 

	“Oh, Bee. You’re early. Something you need?”

	I guess he wasn’t told I got kicked out, either. Somehow it just gets harder and harder to say it out-loud to every smiling face that’s been teaching me the past few months.

	“Listen, Mr. Francis, I need a huge favor.”

	“Ooookay.” He smudges his cheek with soot. “Can’t promise anything until you tell me what it is.”

	“I’m not going to be able to make it to class today.”

	“And why’s that?”

	“D-Dentist appointment,” I say. “There’s something I have to give someone in the class. But I won’t be there.”

	“And you want me to give this person that something?”

	“Yeah,” I pull out the small, paper-wrapped box I put the ring in. “If you could give this to Wolf, I’d be really grateful.”

	He eyed the tiny box, looking relieved it wasn’t as big as he thought it was going to be. “Alright. I can do that. Do you want me to tell him anything to go along with it?”

	“No!” I lowered my voice. “I mean, no. Just – if you could leave my name out of it altogether, that would probably be for the best. He might throw it in the trash can, otherwise.”

	Mr. Francis frowned. “It isn’t anything illegal, right?”

	“No, I swear. I can open it right now and show you and re-wrap it – it’s a ring. Shake it.”

	He does, the metallic clink clear enough for both our ears. He nods.

	“Okay. I’ll be sure he gets it, and that you’ll remain a mystery.”

	“Thank you, Mr. Francis. It means a lot to me. And thanks…for accepting me into your class. It was fun.”

	“I’m glad,” He smiles. “Alright, get out of here. I’ve got a lot of pipe to weld and there’ll be sparks all over.”

	I nod, and start up the stairs to the quad. On my way back to the parking lot, one building catches my eye – one beautiful shining building. The library.

	It can’t hurt if I step in it one last time. Just once more. And then I’ll say goodbye to it forever. 

	I walk in, the librarian nowhere to be seen. Her cart’s perched at the back of the nonfiction section, so she must be shelving books. I inhale the smell of the library – the comforting smell of old pages and well-worn carpet and sun-bleached wood. I walk quietly up the stairs to the plush chair by the window I spent most of my time after school in. I’d say this was the place where I’d spent the most time in this school, period. I flopped in the chair and looked out at the sprawling lawn and gorgeous, morning-kissed trees one last time.

	“It’s weird,” I whisper to no one. “How much I used to hate this school. I mean, I don’t like it or anything. But at least now I don’t resent it so much.”

	The trees and pale-peach sky don’t answer me. Why would they? They have much better things to do than contemplate my life choices with me. I close my eyes and lean back and breathe out. One last time. And I pray someday, someone will find this little oasis of calm and quiet, and love it as much as I did.

	The librarian is at her desk as I leave, and she shoots me a sad smile.

	“I heard about your scholarship.”

	“Yeah,” I nod. “It’s okay.”

	“That’s just how private schools are. Fickle, blind, and a little stupid, if you ask me.”

	She winks. All I have the energy to do is crook one corner of my lips in a half-grin. 

	“You’ll do just fine, Beatrix.” She continues. “Lakecrest, in my opinion, is an idiot for letting you go. You’ll go on to bigger and better things in no time, and they’ll be sorry, then.”

	“I don’t know. But thanks for the sentiment.”

	“It’s not sentiment! It’s fact. Where do you want to go college, anyway?”

	Sarah Lawrence, my heart says.

	“NYU. But that’s over. Without Lakecrest it’s pointless. The acceptance rate is so low -”

	She ponders this for a moment. “You know, I have a sister that went to NYU.”

	“Really?” 

	“Mhm. And she didn’t go to Lakecrest. She was from a tiny, backwater public high school in West Virginia, but she worked her behind off. And let me tell you – the amount of effort she put into studying was maybe half of what you do.”

	“You can’t know that,” I say, willing my stuttering heart to stop clinging to hope.

	“Of course I do. I’ve seen you upstairs every day, checking out book after book. You stay here reading long after every other student has gone home. If there’s one thing I know, it’s that someone who loves reading as much as you do can never be stopped. No matter where you go, you’ll have whole worlds in your head. No matter how hard life gets, you’ll have whole people’s lives worth of experience tucked away inside you. No matter how hard the world tries to silence you, there are millions and millions of words just waiting to burst from you.”

	She pauses. “Well. I flubbed that metaphor, maybe. It sounds like I was talking about zits.”

	I laugh. “No, I – I think I get what you’re saying. I get it. Maybe. Or maybe it’ll take me time to really understand it.”

	“That’s a start.” She smiles. “The school might not have you, but if you ever manage to sneak back onto campus, my library is open.”

	I thank her, turn one last time and look at the sunny spot of my sanctuary, and leave.

	This is it. 

	This is how my world ends.

	Not with a bang, but with a library.  

	Everything I’ve done up until this moment seals itself away inside those glass doors. 

	I left my old school for nothing. I came here every day and poured myself into every test and lecture for nothing. I abandoned my old friends for nothing. I stayed up so many sleepless nights studying for nothing. I made Mom and Dad proud for nothing. 

	My perfect plan dies here, the flawless one, the one that would save what was left of our family.

	No - it was stupid of me to think a school could help Dad. It’s not the school that can help him. It’s me. Lakecrest was the fast-track, and now I have to lower myself onto the slow track. That’s all. I can work twice as hard in public school and make it to NYU just the same. Nothing has changed. I go home, I make dinner for Dad, I start the laundry and sweep the house. I make sure his pills are down two from yesterday. I search the internet for Algebra II practice so I don’t fall behind. I look up part-time jobs to see if there isn’t something I can do after school to help pay for Dad’s therapy fund, now that I won’t have as much crushing Lakecrest homework. It’s better now that the Blackthorn brothers hate me. Now I don’t have to shirk my duties to go to parties, or hang out with them. No friends. No distractions.

	I am, and always will be, the only one who can do something. I’m the only one who can help my family.

	It’s better this way.

	 


 

	Chapter 16

	WOLF

	 

	Rumors always follow me. That’s what being a Blackthorn means.

	I’ve spent my entire high school career carefully curating those rumors – making sure the right ones got out, and the wrong ones got shut down. Fitz helped with that immensely; being able to spread rumors was his entire reason for living, some days. 

	Or it used to be. 

	It’s been two weeks since Beatrix stopped coming to Lakecrest. Two weeks since we heard her admission that she’d been working for Dad all along. Two weeks since I heard words from her own mouth admitting she became friends with us just to keep her scholarship.

	Nothing’s changed. 

	“I swear to you guys, I didn’t do it, okay? That mongrel is lying!”

	The girl’s voice is high pitched. Vanessa, I think her name was. Fitz would know – he’d hacked her Facebook to confirm she’d been catfishing her ex. If it was just harmless catfishing, I wouldn’t have batted an eyelash at it. But she’d been trying to get him to come to a secluded location for weeks. And then she’d contacted five other guys from South Portland High School, promising sexual favors and drugs if they’d meet him there instead and beat him to a pulp for her.

	I hold the red post-it note between my fingers, and hand it to her. 

	“You will stop,” I say. “What you’re planning.”

	Her eyes narrow with disbelief – I can’t know. Wolf Blackthorn can’t know her inner secrets, her darkest thirst for revenge. But I do. And I watch her gaze until she sees the truth in mine.

	“How do you know –”

	“If you continue to go down this path, I’ll find out,” I interrupt her. “And I will expel you. Consider this your first and only warning.”

	“You’re such a stuck-up jerk,” She seethes. “First you chased out that scholarship girl, now me, huh?”

	I feel my insides writhe. Fitz snorts – dismissive, angry. Nothing like he usually is with girls. Behind me, Burn steps forward so he’s level with her, towering over her.

	“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” His voice is slow, and it’s not directed at me, but his face is faintly irritated in a way not even I see often. The girl shrinks back, faking bravado.

	“Fine. Whatever.”

	The three of us watch her go. When she’s gone, Burn looks at me.

	“You alright?” He asks. I scoff. 

	“Of course I am.”

	“Weird of you to start caring,” Fitz says. “After the whole Bee thing, not before.”

	Burn rounds on him. “I cared before.”

	“You sure didn’t show it,” I interject. 

	“It’s…” He slams his fist on a nearby locker, the sound reverberating in a way his words don’t. “It’s hard for me. To stay, instead of run. I’ve been trying. This whole time I’ve been trying.”

	“Poor you,” I crack my neck and walk away, towards my Calculus class.

	School is a blur, my brain barely soaking in any information. Tests come and go, homework comes and goes, people smiling at me or whispering about me barely register. It’s not me I hear. It’s Bee. When her name comes up on someone’s lips I can narrow in on it in less than a second, sharp and ready for every word that comes after.

	“- what did the scholarship girl do, anyway?”

	“ – at some party. She passed out and almost drowned in the pool –”

	“ – gave her CPR right there. We were so freaked out, he was the only one who moved at all –”

	“ – dating?”

	“ – they hated each other –”

	“ – he got her kicked out –”

	“ – she was sort of stuck up, huh –”

	 They know so little. They know nothing, and yet they love pretending they do. That’s what humans do best. Pretend. I learned that all thanks to Bee. 

	A wave of sickness washes through me, and I spin my ring frantically. Let it pass. Dear God, please let it pass. I can’t lose control in school. Not in front of everyone. My shoulders are shaking so badly I can feel it radiating to my jaw. 

	I let myself trust again.

	I trusted a liar, again. 

	I loved a liar, again.

	She never hit me. Not once were her motions violent towards me. And yet somehow, this wound of hers burns hotter in me than any of Mark’s ever did. 

	That one dead poet was right when he said gentleness can kill, too.

	Dad is smug about it, at home. He asks me if I’m ‘doing alright’, as if he genuinely cares. Today after school, I catch him sitting at the kitchen table, pouring over brochures of some kind.

	“There you are,” He smiles up at me, that special snake smile he gets when he’s planning something awful. “Sit with me?”

	He motions to the open chair, and suddenly exhausted by school, by the whispers, by all of it, I sit. 

	It takes me a minute to realize what the brochures he’s reading are about. My eyes focus – all of them are ‘rehabilitation centers’. For drug addictions. Dad sees me reading their headlines, and smiles again.

	“I think it’s far overdue for Fitz to get some real help with his problem, don’t you?”

	“Problem?” I whisper, hoarse. “He takes drugs at parties. And when he’s stressed, sometimes. But he hasn’t done a single one in two weeks –”

	“You don’t know that. We can’t trust him, Wolf. It’s harsh but true. He might be your brother, but you can’t trust an addict’s word.”

	“He didn’t tell me that,” I growl. “I know that. He gave me his stash. And I flushed it down the toilet.”

	“You can’t know that he gave you all of it.”

	“Haven’t you noticed? He isn’t himself, lately. He’s snappish and irritable. He’s having withdrawals.”

	“And what reason,” Dad sneers. “Would your addict brother have for going cold turkey, hm? A change of heart? I don’t think so.”

	“He nearly got B – ” I freeze. “He gave drugs to a girl. A girl who wasn’t used to them. And she almost – she almost got hurt.”

	Dad watches me carefully, with eyes of a hawk. “And this girl – she was important to him?”

	“She was important to all of us.” A low voice says. I look up to see Burn standing in the doorway of the kitchen, his fists balled. Things are never going to go well when his fists are balled. 

	“Ah, Burn,” Dad smiles. “Please, sit down. We were just having a discussion about what we should do to help your brother get clean.”

	“He’s getting clean. On his own.” Burn insists, not moving from his spot. 

	“He’ll relapse without proper help. You’re the oldest brother,” Dad insists. “You need to do what’s best for them. Fitz is going to a rehab, and if I hear one word –”

	Dad doesn’t hear a word from Burn. He hears Burn’s fist as it slams into the wall. Dad and I jump in our skins. Burn glowers at Dad, and this time it’s pure anger. Dark lightning and unbridled fury dances across his face. 

	I haven’t seen him get mad, truly mad, in years. Until now. 

	“He’s not going.”

	Dad’s quiet, then he chuckles. “I see. Suddenly you’ve decided to take charge. Years of running away from the responsibility of this family, and now you expect me to take you seriously?”

	Burn clenches his jaw, and for the first time in my life, I feel fear. I’m afraid of him, of what he could do to Dad. To me. To anyone. He’s so huge and so strong, it would be so simple for him to reach across the counter and –

	“You’re the one who was supposed to inherit everything, Burn,” Dad says. Reminds him, really, like the thought of money will ease his anger. 

	“I don’t care,” Burn says, his voice shaking. “Fitz isn’t going anywhere.” 

	“If you fight me on this, I will change my mind. And if you fight hard, you can be sure I’ll write you out of my assets and will completely. You’ll get nothing from me upon graduating in six months. No college tuition, no trust fund. Nothing. You will be penniless and destitute on the streets of this town, and let me assure you – the streets are never kind.”

	“I don’t. Need. Your money.” Burn grits his teeth. “I don’t need any help from you to live my life the way I want to.”

	“I’m sure you’ll do just fine,” Dad sneers. “With a high school degree and no contacts, or training, or references.”

	Burn doesn’t so much as flinch. He holds up his fist, and for a second I’m sure he’s about to hit something else, but he dangles something from it instead. Something shiny and plastic. 

	“It took me a long time,” He says. “It’s true. I ran away, that’s true too. It was my fault. I wasn’t there for anyone. And that’s something I have to make up for.”

	He throws the plastic thing on the counter, over the brochures. It’s a keychain, I can see that now. Detailed bubble letters, drawn and colored in with care, read BE SAFE. Dad wrinkles his nose.

	“And what is this….filthy piece of garbage supposed to relay to me?”

	“It’s a gift,” Burn corrects him. “From someone I care about. I found it at the old place we used to hang out together.”

	I narrow my eyes. “That – you don’t mean –”

	“You used her like a puppet,” Burn presses, his gaze burning holes into Dad. “You preyed on her, like a tiger preys on a lamb. She had no idea what you were capable of. And you used her ignorance and desperation against her. You used Wolf concern for her, for her dreams, against her. You used her like you use us – to get what you want.”

	Burn stops, and looks at me.

	“She left that for me. Because she was worried. Because, even if she messed up, she’s still worried about me. About us. She still cares.”

	I scoff, disbelieving.

	“Laugh all you want,” Burn says. “But I believe in her.”

	“She betrayed our trust,” I snarl. 

	“She made a mistake,” He argues. “Just like I did. Just like I did for years.”

	“And you’re going to make up for it all right now?” Dad laughs, cruel and cold, and it makes me never want to scoff again, if that’s what I sound like. Burn remains strong. 

	“I’m going to try. I want a chance to. And that’s what she wants, too. I know it.”

	“You want me to suddenly trust her again? I can’t do that,” I insist. “You know I can’t. Not after – not after everything. Not after Mark. I won’t make the same mistake three times.”

	“So you’re just going to live like this?” Burn knits his eyebrows. “Sitting here, wishing she was here, but never admitting it yourself?”

	“You have no idea –”

	“You keep the scraps. Of her essay. I see them in your trashcan. You haven’t emptied that thing in two weeks.”

	“I have nothing to throw away.”

	“You have everything to throw away,” He corrects. “And every reason to do it. But you don’t. You ever ask yourself why?”

	I furiously occupy my hands with the brochures. He has no idea what he’s talking about. He’s just easily swayed by –

	My hand freezes on a brochure. Buried beneath all the others is a brochure for a ‘mental rehabilitation center for trauma and abuse victims’. Dad sees me looking at it and plucks it from my hands.

	“Ah, yes. I was perusing options for your recovery as well, Wolf.”

	“Recovery –”

	“For what Mark did to you, of course. This facility excels in dealing with adolescent abuse, and as an added bonus, they have a very good reorientation program.”

	All the air presses from my throat. “Reorienta –”

	“It’s not natural, Wolf.” Dad looks at me with pitying eyes. “You’re sick. Trust me, this place will show you how things are supposed to be, how the natural order of things goes. You’ll thank me, someday.”

	I reach out for the keychain with shaking fingers, and grip it tightly. 

	“I’m not sick.”

	“What?”

	“I said,” I shout. “I’m not sick! I’m your son!”

	“You like men, Wolf. That’s a sickness. You’re not on the right path –”

	I’m stunned into silence, but only for a second. Goodness, Mom, if you could see him now. If you could see what your death has done to him. Or maybe he was always like this. Maybe I was just too young, too blinded by our perfect family, to notice before you were gone. 

	“You’re a monster,” I hiss. 

	“I’m your father,” He asserts. “And you will listen to me when I speak.”

	“You haven’t been my father for five years, now.”

	I turn on my heel and pass Burn, and I can feel him following me as we walk up the stairs to our rooms, Dad calling after us.

	“Wolf! Wolfgang William Blackthorn, you will come back down those stairs this instant and we will discuss this like civilized human beings!”

	I wait until Burn is in my room, then slam my door behind me and lock it. Burn seats himself on my computer chair, his face solemn. 

	“He’s – he’s insane.” I manage. “He’s insane if he thinks I’m going to that place!”

	“I know,” Burn says, patiently. All his fury is gone, now, replaced by resignation.

	“He wants to tear us apart!”

	“I know.”

	I spin my ring feverishly, like it’s the only thing that will save me. “What do we do? We don’t have anywhere to go – Mom’s family is in Ireland –”

	“Calm down,” Burn says. “Breathe. We’ll figure something out.”

	“We have to get Fitz out of here,” I insist. “Before he takes him away.”

	“I know. I’ve already started looking.”

	“You have?” 

	Burn nods. “Part of the reason I ran so much was Dad. I could see it in him. And I didn’t want to face it. And when Bee said she’d been telling him things, about what we did – I knew what he’d do. He’d try to fix it, with money. With force.”

	“So –”

	“Jakob,” Burn says. “Jakob offered us a place to stay on his property. As long as we help him upkeep the copter, and the equipment.”

	“That won’t work,” I say quickly, my brain moving just as fast. “Dad will buy the land around him. He’ll force Jakob out with – with taxes, or regulations, or –”

	“Dad doesn’t know any landowners that far out, so he has no influence out there. Trust me. I checked.”

	I’m quiet. I hear Dad asking his bodyguards to contact someone. Burn looks so tired, sitting on my bed. I hadn’t noticed it before, but the dark circles under his eyes are strong. He must’ve been staying up, trying to think of ways to get us out from under Dad’s thumb. The fact he’s here at all, makes my heart swell a little. 

	I walk over and tentatively put my hand on his shoulder. It isn’t much, but it’s my way of trying to let him know I’m thankful. Words seem somehow too hard, even though that would be the simple option. But I know he appreciates gestures more than words.

	And for once, this gesture doesn’t make me shake.  I don’t feel the all-consuming urge to put space between us, to turn my rings around my finger. Burn looks at my hand on his shoulder, almost incredulous. 

	“She helped after all, huh?” He asks. When I don’t say anything, he stands up and picks up my trash can. There, still at the top, are the ashy remnants of the essay. He picks up a piece and chuckles.

	“Probably would’ve been better off if you burned it before you read it.”

	All the memories of Bee flash through my head at once. If I hadn’t of read it when I did, none of those things would’ve ever happened. I wouldn’t be able to touch Burn, now, if I didn’t read that essay before. Holding her in the garage, the skydiving, the ride in the back of Burn’s car with our hands intertwined, lying on her lap, watching her punch Mark and feeling like somehow, someway, even a bit, I’d been avenged. Her laugh face. Her smiling face. Her worried face. All of it. Even now, even hurt and confused, I hold onto what’s left of her with perfect, crystal clarity. 

	A loud knocking on my door shakes me out of my memories. I think it’s Dad, but then I hear Fitz’s voice. 

	“Open up! Guys! Open up!”

	Fitz hadn’t come out of his room, except to go to school. And now he wanted in all of a sudden? Burn crosses over to the door and opens it, Fitz barging in, holding up a piece of paper.

	“Look!” He shoves it in my face instantly. I try to ignore his disheveled clothes, the hungry look in his cheeks. He hadn’t been eating much. 

	The paper is freshly printed, still a little warm. It’s a few awful stick figures. Except then I realize the stick figures are of us; Burn, looking sleepy, Fitz, hacking at a computer, and then me, on my motorcycle, looking angry. It’s poorly drawn, but I can see a bit of an endearing charm to it.

	“What is this?” I ask. 

	“She left it for me!” Fitz says breathlessly. “At first I thought it was a trash file, but it was on her desktop, so I thought that was weird, and then that was hexadecimal that said there was another one hidden in her root directory, and that one led to the settings of her Paint program –”

	“Who is ‘she’?” Burn asks. “Did you hack someone’s computer?”

	“Bee!” Fitz explodes. “I was just messing around, and I thought maybe she kept a diary or something on her computer, something that would explain things better, but then I found this, and she left it for me! Isn’t it cute? There’s you, and Wolf, and there’s me, and I’m obviously the best –”

	Fitz blabbers on about how many layers of files he need to sift through to find it, like she’d set up some sort of game for him. Of course he likes it – he’s liked these sorts of treasure hunts since he was a kid.

	“She left me the keychain,” Burn muses. “And Fitz the picture. So what did she leave you?”

	My heart squeezes, but I force a scoff. “Nothing. I don’t want anything from her.”

	“Except a kiss,” Fitz taunts, and I’d blow up at him, normally. But hearing him tease me again after he hadn’t for so long feels good.

	“What’s this?” Burn reaches into the trash can, and pulls out a felt ring box. He holds it up to me, and I shrug. 

	“Mr. Finch said someone told him to give it to me.”

	Burn and Fitz’s eyes lit up, and I rolled mine.

	“No, it isn’t what you’re thinking. Amanda always tries to buy me rings. It’s just her, again.”

	“Why would she give it to Finch to give to you?”

	“So I’d actually be forced to accept it this time,” I sigh. “I don’t know.”

	“Did you even open it?” Fitz asks. 

	“No. There’s no point.”

	Burn opens it, and his face goes flat. He holds it out to me.

	“Open it.”

	“I told you, it’s just a piece of bribery from Aman –”

	“Now.” Burn insists, hard. 

	Glaring, I pull the lid open slowly. Inside is a tasteful silver ring, carved with a wolf’s head. It’s vintage – the silver a little dull on the edges, nothing like the shiny new tacky ones Amanda gets me. The wolf motif is thoughtful, deliberate. It can’t be. 

	I told her I feel safer with more rings. 

	It can’t be. 

	Fitz’s loud voice suddenly rings over my shoulder. “Wow! Look at that ancient, impoverished-looking thing! That’s definitely from Bee.”

	I’m silent. Burn clears his throat.

	“You okay?”

	I’m far from okay. I want to hear her voice, to drive to her house again and ask her to come out. I want to see her walking down the stairs to me, to see her outline, her shoulders, the curve of her face. My confusion and sadness might still burn in me, but nothing burns as hot as my desire to touch her. If it was the last time, I’d savor it. If I had known that night on her lap was the last time, I would’ve stayed longer. I would’ve told her how I really felt, instead of running away like a coward.

	We both made mistakes, she and I. I more than her. 

	But it’s too late.

	We’ve said our goodbyes, no matter how bittersweet they were.

	 

	****

	BEATRIX

	 

	 “Thanks for coming!” I wave at the old lady leaving the coffee shop. I blow out a puff of stress-air, adjusting my apron ties. Goodness, it’s been a long day. But I can’t relax just yet – I’ve got another half-hour to get through before my shift’s up. I need to leave right on time today – I’m worried about Dad. He promised he’d take his meds today, but last night he’d taken three instead of the regular two. Maybe it was a slip of the hand, but my gut nags at me that it could be intentional, too. That he’s trying to hurt himself again.

	“Well hi there, dollface.”

	I look up at the voice to see Wolf. My insides soar, suddenly in zero-g. What is he doing here? How did he find me at my work? Why isn’t he pissed at me -

	I blink – no, it isn’t Wolf. It’s a dark-haired guy, probably college-aged, smiling at me. He’s very handsome, in that thick-browed way. At a glance he could be Wolf. But only at a glance. As if Wolf would ever call me by a petname. 

	As if he’d ever speak to me again. 

	The fact it’s some rando calling me ‘dollface’ makes me want to barf, but I put on my best barista face and smile.

	“What can I get you?”  

	“A small mocha late, and your number.”

	I laugh nervously and decide to be polite. “Well, I can get you one of those things.”

	Thankfully, he leaves without much more fuss once he’s has his latte. My shift ends, and I sterilize the kitchenette and hang up my apron before going home.

	The house is quiet, which is the usual. I check the bathroom first – Dad’s pills are still there. He hasn’t taken any today. That’s probably for the best. I check his room, since it’s open, but he isn’t there. My room – he isn’t there either. The garage is empty. He’s gone.

	My lungs start to burn with panic. Where is he? Did he leave the house? Maybe he just decided to take a walk. I’m overreacting. I sit on the sofa and call his phone. It rings, but no answer. Maybe he can’t hear it over the traffic he’s walking next to. 

	“Hey Dad, it’s me. Just wanted to see where you were. Did you go to the little corner store for food? Call me back when you can.”

	I wait.

	Ten minutes, and I call again. Twenty minutes. This time I don’t stop calling, leaving him message after message.

	“Dad, please pick up. I’m worried.”

	I bite my nails, calling him again.

	“Please,” I beg softly. “Please, pick up.”

	When he doesn’t I force myself to stay calm. Maybe it’s a very long walk. Maybe he and Mom are together, as doubtful as that is. I call her phone, but she doesn’t answer, either. She must be with a patient. I can’t stand the silence in the house, so I turn the TV on. The commercials are vapid and stupid, but they’re enough to take the burning edge of my anxiety off. Everything’s fine. Everything will be fine. 

	My phone buzzes, and I jump to answer it – it’s Mom.

	“Hey honey, did you call me?”

	“Yeah, um, is Dad with you?”

	“No,” She says carefully. “Is he not at the house?”

	“No. I can’t find him.”

	“Did you check –”

	“I checked the basement, your room, my room – everywhere. He’s not here.”

	“It’s okay, sweetie. Just calm down. Maybe he went to the store down the street.”

	“That’s what I thought too, but he hasn’t come back. And he’s not answering his phone.”

	“Well, you should walk around the neighborhood and ask if someone’s seen him.”

	“Okay, yeah,” I pull my jacket back on. “That’s a good idea. Can you keep trying his phone?”

	“He won’t pick up for me anymore, you know that.”

	“Yeah but, maybe if you do it enough –”

	“I’ll do what I can, honey. I’m still here at the hospital for two more hours, and then I’ll be home.” 

	“Right. Okay.” I deflate, all the comfort I took in thinking she’d come home to help me evaporating. I’m just overreacting. She doesn’t need to leave work – he’s safe. He just went somewhere.

	I walk the usual path he takes to the corner store. A neighbor mowing her lawn says she saw him walking, and points to the south, the exact opposite direction of the store. That only confuses me and makes me worry more – where was he headed, if not the store?

	I ask a kid on his bike, and he points me to the bus stop, and I feel like being sick. Dad could be anywhere. He could be doing anything right now – hurting himself again. All I can see in my mind is him, dead, hung from some tree, slit open at his wrists –

	I manage to not freak out in front of the kid, and head to a dim alley. The second I’m alone I start breathing, hard and fast, the tears threatening. I’m being illogical. I’m overreacting. He isn’t hurting himself. He wouldn’t. He’s my dad. He loves me. He won’t kill himself, no matter how badly ill he is, if he still has me.

	“I-It’s okay,” I waver. “It’s going to be okay, Bee. You’re going to be okay. Dad’s going to be fine. You just have to – you just have to –”

	I call Mom’s phone quickly, and she picks up this time. I tell her everything as calmly as I can, and she sighs.

	“Oh honey, don’t worry so much.”

	“But Mom, he –”

	“He used to do this all the time when we were dating,” she insists. “IF he wanted some time alone he’d take the bus and go somewhere by himself.”

	“Mom, it’s more than that, all my books say –”

	“You don’t know everything, Bee!” Her snap leaves me stunned. “No matter how many books you read, you’re no expert on your father. I know him better than you do. He’s fine. So please stop worrying and just go home.”

	“But – But he took three pills last night, and a few weeks ago he and I packed up his stuff. He sold his typewriter, Mom! He loves that thing! He’s going through –”

	“We all know what he’s going through!” She says shrilly. “What about me, hm? What about you? We’re going through just as much as he is!”

	“Mom – please, come home –”

	“I refuse to let that man control my life anymore,” Mom insist. “I’m not coming home, Bee. Not until I’m finished here. He’s fine. You’ll see – he’ll come home and then you’ll feel silly. Now please, stop calling me. I have work to do.” 

	She hangs up, and the silence rings in my ears. I suddenly feel so small, so alone. 

	Maybe she’s right. Maybe he is fine. But my stomach won’t settle with just a ‘maybe’. I have to know. Everything I’d learned tells me this isn’t right. And even if Mom thinks my knowledge is useless, I have to trust it. 

	It’s all I have.

	It’s all I can rely on. 

	But I’m lost. I have no idea where he could be. I keep trying his phone, but get nothing. I’m running out of time. I can feel it. If I don’t find him soon, something awful will happen. 

	But I’m alone. 

	I’m just one girl. What can I hope to do? If I drive around looking for him, I’ll never find him. Everything suddenly feels hopeless. I collapse against the alley wall, and the tears flow. I can’t stop them. I can’t stop what’s happening – to Dad, to me. I can’t stop the crushing pressure on my chest. 

	I blindly reach for my phone, and call the one number I’ve had in it forever, but never called. The one number I’ve been afraid to call for so long. Three rings, and then it picks up.

	“Hello?”

	“Wolf,” I try my hardest to be coherent through my sobs. “M-My Dad’s missing. He’s gone and – and Mom won’t believe me, and I can’t find him, and I don’t know what to do –”

	“Slow down,” He says. “Where are you?”

	“I –” I look around. “I don’t know. He’s gone, and I can’t find him –”

	I break into sobs, and Wolf’s voice is only barely audible.

	“Bee! Listen to me – listen! You need to calm down, okay? You once told me you can’t be expected to read my mind – it’s the same for me, right now.”

	He’s right. I gulp air like a dying fish. “O-Okay. Okay. I’m okay.”

	“Where are you?” He asks, patiently. 

	“An alley, in my neighborhood, I think.”

	“Can you get back to your house? I’ll meet you there.”

	“Yeah.” I sniff. What am I thinking, calling Wolf of all people? I quickly hang up, regretting everything. My arms and legs feel like lead deadweight as I trudge back home. Why is he coming to help? He owes me nothing, and he hates me. How weak am I that I just gave in and called the one person I’d been wanting to call forever the second trash hits the fan?

	Why did hearing his voice, even over the phone, feel like ice water being poured on a burn?

	None of it matters. I get back to my house and wait on the front steps nervously. None of my feelings matter right now – not while Dad’s still out there. If Wolf can help me, then I’ll take it. I’ll take anything I can get, right now, no matter how begrudgingly it’s given. 

	Five minutes go by. Seven. Finally, the sound of a motorcycle roars down the street, and Wolf pulls up to the curb. He takes his helmet off and jogs up to me – I walk down and meet him halfway.

	“Are you alright?” He says, breathlessly. His hair is a mess, his face dark with worry. Worry. Not for me. Can’t be for me.

	“I-I’m fine,” I rub my arms, unsure where to look. I settle for his shoes, even though every nerve craves to look at his face longer. “But Dad isn’t. I looked everywhere in the house.”

	“And your Mom? You called her?”

	“Yeah,” I nod. “She doesn’t think it’s serious.”

	Wolf mutters a swear under his breath. I dare to look up at him.

	“You – You believe me, right? That something’s wrong.”

	His jaw flexes, and he nods. “You study too long and hard to be anything but believed.”

	Relief floods me. Hearing that from him, from anyone, eases the pressure on my chest just a bit. Another roar of an engine resounds, and Burn’s convertible parks on the curb. Fitz and Burn and Keri all piling out and dashing over. 

	“Bee,” Burn nods at me. I nod back. 

	“Hi.”

	Fitz runs a hand through his hair. “You could’ve explained a little more thoroughly about what was going on before you took off like a bat outta hell, Wolf!”

	“Sorry,” Wolf sighs. “Look, her Dad’s missing. We have to find him, and fast.”

	“What does his car look like?” Keri asks. 

	“He doesn’t drive,” I say. “And he hates taking the bus. But he’s been gone for three hours. He could’ve walked anywhere.”

	“No,” Fitz wags a finger at me. “The average walk speed is three miles an hour. Unless he was hoofing it, it’s safe to assume he’s within a nine mile radius or so. We can shave off, like, two miles, since people tend to take breaks. How fit is your Dad?”

	“He doesn’t get out much,” I admit. Now that there are four pairs of eyes on me, with me, my panic is slowly lessening from a screaming typhoon to a shouting hailstorm in my head. 

	“Places,” Burn grunts.

	“What?”

	“What are some places he likes?”

	“The corner grocery, but someone said they saw him walking in the opposite direction,” I say. “The, um, the park. The little one by the middle school.” 

	“That’s it?” Wolf asks. “There has to be more than that.”

	“I told you, he doesn’t go out!”

	“Right. I believe you. We’ll just…split up into teams, and check those two areas. We need someone to stay at the house, though, in case he comes back.”

	Fitz and Burn look to me, but Keri shakes her head.

	“Oh no, absolutely not. He’s her dad! I’ll stay here, and you go find him, Bee.”

	I smile. “Thanks.”

	“Burn, Fitz, you check the park,” Wolf says. “Bee and I will head to the store, see if anyone saw anything. Call me when you’ve scoped the place.”

	Burn and Fitz nod, and Burn heads to the convertible. Fitz lags behind, throwing an arm around my shoulder and hugging me close.

	“It’ll be okay.”

	We part, and I force a smile. I watch them go, then give Keri the keys to the house. Wolf turns to me, offering a helmet with a determined expression.

	“Let’s go.”

	I never thought I’d ride Wolf’s motorcycle again. I never thought he’d allow me that close to him, after what I did. But here we are, me holding the seat for dear life so I don’t fall off and him driving, faster than he used to with me in the back. But not fast enough.

	“Can’t you go any faster?” I ask at a stoplight. Wolf turns his head over his shoulder.

	“Yeah. If you hold on to me.”

	“Is that – is that okay?”

	“Right now, yeah.”

	I lace my arms around his torso, and he revs the engine. The speed at which we take off is blinding – my stomach feels like it’s floating away inside me. Just for a second. Just one second of floating, of holding onto Wolf, and then everything comes crashing down. If we don’t find Dad – if we can’t find him even with this many people –

	I hug Wolf tighter, and try to drown the voices crying out about Dad’s demise in the howling wind of the road. 

	 

	****

	 

	Bee holds on to me because she’s scared.

	Not because she needs me. Not because she cares for me. I have to remind myself of that as we’re driving, as she’s asking the store clerk if he’s seen her dad in a shaky voice. 

	I’d ask myself why I’m here, but I already know the answer to that. It’s her. It’s her voice, hearing it on the phone and drinking it in like it was sweet honey instead of a sound. It was everything I wanted but refused to acknowledge; her voice in my ear. But it was wrong. She was hurt. Scared. Alone. 

	My mind went blank, and next thing I knew I was there, in front of her. 

	‘I love you’.

	I wanted to say it to her the moment I saw her. But there wasn’t time for that. She was confused enough as it was, and terrified. Laying my own emotions on her right then would’ve been wrong. So I bit my tongue.

	I bite my tongue now, as we stand on the grocery store curb and try desperately to figure out where to go from here. The grocery store clerk hasn’t seen him. No one has seen him.

	Maybe I’ll bite my tongue forever.

	I watch her, the way the dimming sunset plays over her face. It’s anxious, but still the prettiest dang thing I’ve ever seen. It wouldn’t be so bad, biting my tongue forever. If I can be here by her side – if I can watch her face the way I do now, but more often, if I can help ease her worries, soothe her overburdened heart – then biting my tongue forever will be worth it. I’m sure of that. 

	“What do we do now?” She asks me. “No one’s seen him. He could be anywhere, he could be hurt –”

	Her shoulder start to shake. I put my hand over hers, and squeeze.

	“We have to think. Are there any place he likes? Any places that are special to him?”

	“No! There’s nothing besides this! I can’t think of anything, and the longer I stand here the bigger the chance he’s hurt himself – he could already be dead, and I’m just standing here - ”

	I pull her into me like I did that day to protect her from the motorcycle. I hold her close, tight, to remind her I’m real. 

	“I need you to calm down,” I say into her hair. “I’m here, okay? I’m here to help. I won’t let anything bad happen. I promise.”

	It’s a huge, terrifying promise. But I mean every word of it. 

	“You were right. About everything,” She sobs. The sound tears my heart in two.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I wasn’t happy. But hanging out with you, getting to know you and Burn and Fitz – that was the first time I’d really been happy in a long time.” She shakes her head in my shirt. “I was scared all the time that Dad would leave. I wanted to do something about it, try to stop it, try to help, and all I could think of was Lakecrest. NYU. Doing something made the fear quieter.”

	She looks up at me, eyes puffed and red. 

	“I’m so scared.”

	“But you aren’t alone,” I say. “We’ll find him. Together.” 

	She goes still against me, then sniffs, taking a deep breath.

	“There’s an old playground,” She says. “On the bluff, just outside town. He used to take me there all the time.”

	“It’s worth a shot.” I nod. “Tell me where to go.”

	Bee points over my shoulder as we ride down the highway, telling me to turn. It’s farther out than I thought it was. The bluff is old, overlooking the ocean, but the playground somehow feels older, with all the layers of rust on the swing set and graffiti on the walls of the little bathroom shed. The sun is nearly gone.

	“We have to move fast,” I say. “Before we lose light.”

	She nods, expression determined. “We’ll split up. I’ll check that way. You check over there.”

	“Good thinking.” I flash her a grim smile, but she just turns and takes off running. I head towards the edge of the bluff, a sick pit hardening in my stomach as I know, deep down, I could be looking for a corpse instead of a living, breathing human being.

	It’s been four years since I’ve seen one. 

	I shake my head. No. I can’t let what happened to Mom happen to Bee’s Dad. I can’t let her go through that. If you’re listening, Mom, help me. Help me find him, before it’s too late. 

	I check the path down the bluff. Nothing. The path up the bluff is steep, and I struggle to hurry up the rocks. I crest the hill, what’s left of my breath punching out of me at the sight of a man sitting on the very edge of the bluff, the wind throwing his hair every which way. 

	He isn’t slumped. That’s a good sign. 

	“Mr. Cruz?” I call out. No response. It’s his outline, his shoulders, his hair color from what I can remember of that time I kidnapped Bee. “Mr. Cruz? Can you hear me?”

	He looks over his shoulder, eyes weary and black-circled. “Oh. It’s you. The little punk on the motorcycle.”

	He can recognize me. That’s another good sign. I straighten. 

	“Yeah. Wolf Blackthorn. I came here to –”

	“To find me,” He finishes for me, and chuckles. “I know. Bee dragged you out here. I knew she’d remember eventually.”

	“She’s worried about you,” I say. 

	“Constantly,” He agrees, then pats the ground beside him. “Come. Sit.”

	I hesitate, and he sighs.

	“I’m not going to kill myself. It’s okay. Just sit down.”

	I do, nervously and slowly. Our legs dangle over the edge. Mr. Cruz is wearing a starched shirt and slacks. He looks almost put-together, a far cry from the man I saw at Bee’s house that day. 

	“She’s stubborn,” Mr. Cruz says. “She never gives up.”

	“Tell me about it,” I groan. I raise my cellphone to call her, but Mr. Cruz stops me with his fingers around my wrist.

	“Don’t. Not yet. Please. There are some things I want to say, without her here.”

	I lower the phone and put it back in my jacket. “Alright.”

	He takes a deep breath. “I haven’t been….a good father. Or a good person, lately. Sickness or not, I should’ve at least made the bare minimum of effort to be there for her. And her mother. But I wasn’t. And I don’t think I can, as long as I’m this sick.”

	“We can get you help,” I say. “There are good therapists –”

	He laughs. “Have you seen our house? We can barely afford my gauntlet of monthly pills, let alone a therapist.”

	It’s then I notice the suitcase next to him. It’s small, but big enough for travelling. 

	“Mr. Cruz –”

	“Bee is a smart, ambitious, driven girl,” He interrupts me. “She’s kind, and self-sacrificing to a fault. But she’s sacrificed too much for me. I realized that, the other day. I’m a fool for not seeing it sooner. If the illness beats me into the ground, I can take it. I’m fine with it. But it beat my little girl’s spirit into the ground along with it. And that’s something I can’t stand.”

	He eyes my fingers, the silver rings gleaming in the sunlight.

	“She got you that one,” He points at the wolf’s head ring. “For her birthday.”

	“What?”

	“She saw it in a pawn shop. I asked her what she wanted for her birthday. She said she wanted that ring. I had no idea she – ” He chuckles, shaking his head. “I had no idea she wanted to give it to you. I thought she just started liking jewelry all of a sudden.”

	“She gave her birthday gift….to me?” I whisper. He laughs. 

	“I told you. Self-sacrificing to a fault.”

	I’m quiet. I rub the ring slowly, feeling its every curve. 

	“I came out here,” Mr. Cruz starts. “To do some thinking. It’s hard, sometimes, to think when you’re trapped in a room. In a house. Seeing the sky always used to help me. So I figured I’d go where I could see a lot of it. And this little playground holds a lot of good memories. It helped me get clarity.”

	“Clarity for what?” I ask. He turns to me, suddenly deadly serious.

	“I’m going back to my sister’s. For a while. Until I can get a handle on this monster inside me. She knows someone who will work with me for a reduced price. And the distance – I think Bee’s mother and Bee have earned a break from me.”

	“Mr. Cruz, I don’t think that –”

	“You have to promise me,” He continues, eyes boring into mine. “You have to promise me you’ll see to it that Bee’s happy while I’m gone.”

	“Sir –”

	“Oh, it’s sir now?” He laughs. “You never bothered with that before.”

	I’m quiet, struggling for words. He sighs.

	“She likes you, you know.”

	My head snaps up. “What?”

	“I’m her father. I can see it plain as day. She used to only like boy bands. Fantasy book princes. She’d stare at these big old posters she had of them on her walls all the time with this goofy look on her face.” He chuckles. “I still remember the first concert I took her to. She lit up when they walked on stage.”

	He pokes me in the chest. “But you? She looks at you, and she glows. Doesn’t light up all bright and ecstatic and off-the-wall. None of that obsession stuff. She just…looks more alive, when she sees you. She looks more like my little girl, the one who wasn’t so worried all the time. The one who used to smile like she meant it.”

	“I –”

	“Do you love her?” He asks. He uses words, but it feels like he just physically punched me in the chest. I struggle for air.

	“Yes. Ever since – ever since I read her essay.”

	“Essay?” He quirks a brow.

	“She wrote one, to get into Lakecrest. I – I kept it. Read it over and over. She writes very well.”

	“Of course she does.” He points at himself. “Got it from me. But what was so special about that essay? Why did you like it so much?”

	“I didn’t like it,” I correct. “I liked the person who wrote it.”

	“Why?”

	“Because –” I clear my throat. “Because it made me feel not alone. It made me feel like there was someone out there who could understand me, who was like me. And then I met her, face-to-face, and I – and since then I –”

	He’s watching me. I stare at the sunset, squaring my shoulders for strength and spinning my wolf ring.

	“I tried to get her expelled,” I say. “Because I thought I knew her better than she knew herself. I knew from the essay she wanted to write, to go to Sarah Lawrence. I couldn’t stand watching her go to a school she didn’t like, forcing herself to study just to take on a burden that was too big for her.”

	“Part of that is my fault,” Mr. Cruz said softly.

	“It’s no one’s fault,” I say. “Bee just decided to make it all hers.”

	He’s quiet, folding his hands on his lap. I fiddle with one of my rings.

	“It was wrong of me, to try to get her expelled. She suffered for it. And that’s the exact opposite of what I wanted to happen.”

	Mr. Cruz shakes his head. “And yet here you are, helping her find her father. Why is that, exactly? What does Bee mean to you?” 

	“She…helped me work through my past when I thought no one else would ever bother. She never once ran away, no matter how difficult I was or how dark my problems were. She’s very gentle. When she laughs it’s like…like all the thoughts in my head just get blown away, and all I want to do is make her laugh again.”

	I spin the wolf ring faster. 

	“I want to protect her. I want to show her a world where she doesn’t have to carry everything on her shoulders. She’ll keep trying to carry everything. But I want to help her hold it up, if I can. I want – I want to help her. I want her to do what she loves, for herself, instead of everyone else. I want her to enjoy her own life.”

	I can’t look at him, my eyes fixated on the sunset. 

	“We aren’t - your daughter and I aren’t on the best of terms, anymore.” I manage. “Not that we ever were. So if you leave, I can’t promise you that I’ll make her happy. I can’t promise you that, but I can promise you I’ll always watch out for her. I’ll always be here if she needs something, or someone, to help her. I –”

	My chest caves in on itself, the pain shooting through my ribs. 

	“ - I’ll do everything I can for her. And maybe, maybe there’ll be a day where she finds someone else that makes her happy. But until then – until then I’ll be here.”

	There’s a long quiet. I try to breathe, evenly, like it will disguise the fact I’m in pain. I mean every word of what I’m saying, but something deep inside me is recoiling, crying out. 

	I don’t just want to watch over her until she finds someone to love her.

	I want to be that someone. 

	“What do you think, Bee?” Mr. Cruz asks lightly. “About all this?” 

	My heart jumps into the base of my throat. I turn to see Bee standing there, panting, her hair wild and her eyes watering. Her expression is torn. Mr. Cruz stands, and she runs to him, wrapping her arms around him.

	“I w-was so worried –” She stammers, muffled by his shirt. He hugs her back.

	“I know. I’m sorry, sweetpea. I should’ve left a note at the very least, but I know you. I know you would’ve ignored it and worried until you had to come find me.”

	“So you’re really leaving?” She asks him, and he nods.

	“Yes. But there’ll be plenty of time to talk about that later. I understand you were worried about me, but this young man has just poured his heart out to you. I think he deserves a bit of recognition, at the very least.”

	“I –” I swallow hard, fear burning my stomach. “I should go. I’m glad you found him, Bee.”

	I hurry down the bluff, my blood rushing in my ears. How much did she hear? Why didn’t I just look behind me before I said any of that? The last thing I wanted to do was burden her even more with my own feelings, but I’ve done it, and it can’t be taken back. She knows. She knows how I feel about her. I want to leap into the darkest, deepest hole I can find and never come out again. 

	I mount my motorcycle and pull my helmet on when I hear the voice.

	“Wolf!”

	Bee runs towards me, and she stops in front of my bike. She’s breathing heavily, having run all the way down the bluff, but she can’t look at me, and that only makes my stomach sink more. 

	“I’m…um. I’m having a birthday party,” She says to the ground. “Before Dad leaves. On Saturday, probably. Do you think….did you want to come?”

	“Yeah,” I manage. “Okay.”

	I push off the curb and leave her behind, my thoughts swirling. She didn’t say anything about what she heard. Maybe she’ll say something at the party. Of course – that’s why she’d invite me. We can’t see each other at school anymore, so she’s made one last time. One last opportunity to tell me she doesn’t feel the same way. To say goodbye. 

	 


 

	Chapter 17

	BEATRIX

	 

	Being relieved and sad at the same time is a weird feeling. It hollows out your guts, make you feel like a wooden puppet of a person. Finding Dad was the best thing, but hearing that he’s leaving was the worst. 

	And hearing Wolf say those things about me –

	At the time, I could barely wrap my head around it. I was so relieved I found Dad, so relived he was safe and okay, that I sort of blocked everything else out. But I did hear it. And with each hour that passed I started realizing just how loudly Wolf’s words clung to every corner of my mind.

	The first thing I did when Dad and I got home was talk. I called Mom, and she came home, and we all sat in the living room and Dad told us his plan to live with his sister until he could get enough help to be stable again. He apologized, and Mom apologized, and then I apologized for not being a better daughter, and I cried, and then Dad and Mom hugged me, together. For a split-second we felt like a family again. 

	Mom took it well. She never said it, but I’m pretty sure if Dad hadn’t announced he was leaving, she would’ve. When our talk was over, Mom and Dad hugged – a strange, stiff thing. Even if they don’t get stay together after this, after Dad comes back, they’ll still be friends. Or at least I hope so.

	I used to think divorce was the worst thing that could happen to my family. But after Dad went missing, I learned it wasn’t even close. Death was worse. It’d always be worse. 

	My birthday party was something Dad proposed, when I first found him on the bluff. He said he wanted to throw one for me before he left, to make a memory with me.

	So here I am now, making guacamole and getting nervous. 

	“When do your friends get here, Bee?” Mom asks as she stirs salsa. 

	“Um, in an hour?” I check my phone. “Oh shoot, is it really that late?”

	“You should go upstairs and get changed,” Mom says, eyeing my guac-stained t-shirt. “I’ll handle the rest of the food stuff.”

	“You sure?”

	“Positive.” She kisses the top of my head, and shoos me out of the kitchen. I pass the living room, Dad stringing a line of gold paper stars along the ceiling. 

	“Hey there,” He smiles down at me from the ladder. “You just about ready?”

	“Yeah. I’m…actually a little nervous.”

	“It’s certainly been a while since you had a party like this,” He agrees. I’m quiet, watching him string the stars.

	“I’ll miss you,” I say. He steps down from the ladder and smiles, hugging me close.

	“I’ll miss you too, kiddo.”

	“I’ll call every day.”

	“I know you will.”

	We part, and he smooths the hair from my forehead.

	“So, who’s coming to this party? Anyone I know?”

	“Just…some people from school.”

	“What about Wolf? Did you invite him?”

	“Yeah,” I mutter.

	“That’s great. I still have to thank him.”

	“For what?”

	“He helped you find me,” He says. “And he and I talked about a few things. He seems like a good kid.”

	Unsure what to say to that, I hug him again and head upstairs to change. I nervously rummage through my closet – jeans? No. That doesn’t feel special enough. There’s that old sundress, but the thought of Fitz insulting it makes me smile. 

	My phone buzzes with a text. It’s Burn.

	What do you want? He asks.

	Want?

	For your birthday.

	I want you to be here, that’s all.

	I’m getting you something. This is your last chance to make sure it’s not a gift card.

	I laugh. I like chocolate.

	Alright.

	He’s always so blunt and to the point. But that’s his charm. That’s who Burn is. I wouldn’t change him for the world. He texts me again.

	Wolf is nervous.

	Oh. I respond. I don’t have the courage to tell him I’m nervous too.

	I’ll make sure he comes.

	Relief spreads through me. Thanks. I appreciate it. 

	I reach out for the pale blue dress, the one Seamus made. I still don’t fully believe what I heard Wolf say on the bluff about my essay, about….me. How he feels about me. I thought up until that moment he hated me down to my bones. He never liked me, even before I betrayed him. He was using me to get over his fear, and that was because I offered to help. His soft touches, his embraces – all of it was in his best self-interest, not because he held any affection for me. Or so I thought.  

	I want to protect her.

	I shake his voice out of my head, the warmth it spreads through me reaching to my toes. I pull my clothes off, suddenly aware of how flushed my skin is. 

	I’ll do everything I can for her. And maybe, maybe there’ll be a day where she finds someone else that makes her happy. But until then – until then I’ll be here.

	He can’t like me. He can’t have feelings for me. He’s Wolfgang Blackthorn, distrustful of everyone and the king of being unforgiving. But the way we touched, the things we talked about, his smile, so handsome and rare, and the things he said on the bluff –

	I always thought he tried to get me expelled because he hated me. But it was the opposite. Wolf only knows how to do one thing – and that’s push people away. Especially people he cares about. He’s tried to push me away, since day one. Since the day we met. I had no idea my essay had that much of an effect him. I had no idea he liked my writing so much, enough to cherish it.

	Enough to cherish me.

	It suddenly makes sense – each time he tore himself away when we were touching. The excuses he’d make for getting away from me. The hard, cold exterior he’d put on, like a mask, to hide his real feelings. 

	That’s what he meant when he said he was afraid of me. 

	And I’d been too dense to understand. Too angry. Too convinced he hated me. 

	“Bee! Your friends are here!”

	Panic grips me, and I quickly pull the dress on, zipping it up with difficulty. My hair – I run a brush through it and check my face in the mirror. I look awful. I look confused and exhausted and stressed. I try a smile, but it looks so fake. It’s the best I got right now. Whether or not I’m ready, they’re here. 

	I walk downstairs, hearing the low hum of voices as Mom greets Burn and Fitz in the hallway. Burn and Fitz and a girl voice – Keri. I didn’t think she’d show up, but she did. 

	“Hey guys,” I walk downstairs. Fitz immediately starts whistling and clapping, and Keri claps with him. Burn nods at me, his way of approving. 

	“You look wonderful, sweetie!” Mom crows. “Where did you get that dress? I’ve never seen it on you.”

	“A…friend.” I cough.

	“Is that what we’re calling him now?” Fitz quirks a brow. “Upgraded from enemies, have we?” 

	Keri nudges him in the ribs, and he rolls his eyes.

	“Fine. I’ll be nice. But just this once.”

	I laugh and run up, hugging him. He hugs me back. It’s so nice to see him, to see that he can look at me again. 

	“I found your little puzzle in your computer,” He says when we part. I smirk.

	“It was pretty easy for you, I bet.”

	“Too easy. You practically insulted me with it.”

	“I’ll make a harder one next time. If you let me have a next time.”

	It’s my way of apologizing. It’s an apology wrapped in insecurity, wrapped in a thick blanket of wanting his friendship again. He pauses, green eyes soft and freckles wrinkling with his smile.

	“I think I’ll allow it. Just this once.”

	I hug him again, joy rushing through my veins. 

	“Thank you.”

	“But,” He holds a finger in my face. “If you mess up again, it’s off with your head.”

	“That’s very French of you. We studied the British, remember?”

	“Oh they’re the same thing.” He waves his hand dismissively. “They all intermarry, anyway.”

	Burn holds out a paper-wrapped box.

	“For you.”

	“Thank you,” I smile at him. His eyes are tender, gentle. The fact that he’s here at all means he’s forgiven me. Something about him is changed, but I can’t put my finger on it. He looks…calmer. More at peace. Before it was always like he was closing himself off, but now he’s a little more open, like a door letting in light. 

	“I brought something too!” Keri chimes in. She passes me a pink-wrapped box. “It’s nothing fancy, but I thought you’d might like it. For nostalgia’s sake.”

	“Aw, thanks Keri. You really didn’t have to.”

	“Consider it a thanks,” She smiles. “For being the only person in school who’ll talk to me about Neverwinter Knights without rolling their eyes constantly.”

	Mom takes the presents and puts them in the kitchen. She offers everyone drinks, and the TV remote. She takes the cake out of the fridge. It’s sort of awkward, having your parents there for your birthday, trying to orchestrate things, but Dad sees how uncomfortable I am and pulls Mom aside. They announce they’re going out for a bit, and as Dad leaves he winks at me, a subtle ‘it’s all yours’. 

	We talk over drinks for hours, lying on the couches and floor. Keri and Burn find my old Clue board game and start playing while Fitz rummages through the kitchen cabinet.

	“You know it’s actually considered rude,” Keri calls to him. “To go through other people’s things without permission. Especially their liquor.”

	“I’m looking for the matches,” He drawls. “For the cake.”

	“Sure you are.”

	“Burn, tell her I’m recently sober and completely reformed.”

	“He’s recently sober and completely reformed.” Burn deadpans. 

	“See?” Fitz points a butter knife at her. “From the mouth of babes.”

	“You? Sober? That’s the best joke you’ve come up with so far in your life,” I smirk. Fitz’s face falls, a straight line to his mouth. 

	“I’m serious. I haven’t touched anything since that night you – you almost –”

	“Drowned,” Burn finishes for him. Fitz flinches. 

	“Yeah. That.”

	The pain in his normally cherubic face is obvious. I put a hand on his shoulder.

	“Hey. It’s okay. I’m alright, you know?”

	“Yeah, but because of me –”

	“Fitz, who’s the shrink in this relationship?” I ask. He rolls his eyes.

	“You.”

	“Yes. Me. And I’d rather eat a pile of nails than watch you carry around any guilt because of what happened that night. It does things to you. And I don’t want that to ruin the little ball of perfect sunshine that you are.”

	He looks up, grinning at my sarcasm. 

	“Alright. I can pretend to not feel things. I’m good at that.”

	A knock at the door makes my stomach fall. It’s Wolf. I get up slowly, and brace myself before I pull the door open. Kristin stands there, blonde hair in a bun and her smile somehow apologetic.

	“Hey, Bee.”

	“Hi. I didn’t know if you’d show up –”

	“I –” She frowns. “Just for a minute. I wanted to say something. To all of you. And then I’ll go.”

	I wave her in, and she walks into the living room. Fitz points at her accusingly.

	“You!”

	“Me,” She mutters. Burn’s face goes flat, his eyes suddenly narrowing. 

	“What is she doing here, Bee?” Fitz asks. “She’s the one who texted us that Dad had kidnapped you – so we ran to Ciao Bella like she said –”

	“You’re working with him,” Burn says to her. Mr. Blackthorn did say she grew to like him, didn’t he? And that’s what outed her as his spy to them.

	“I’m not,” She says. “Not anymore. I just wanted to – apologize. For everything. You’ve blocked me everywhere else, so. This was the last place I could think of.”

	“That’s why you accepted my party invite?” I frown. She nods, unable to meet my gaze. She can meet Burn’s just fine.

	“I’m sorry,” She says with a wavering voice. 

	“You’ve said sorry.” Burn says. “You did what you came to do. Now leave.”

	Kristin breathes in deep, then out. “Right. Okay.”

	I follow her back to the door, and she turns with a watery smile.

	“I’m really sorry for using your birthday party like this, Bee.”

	“It’s okay. I know what it’s like, to want to apologize so badly you’d do anything. You’re welcome to stay.”

	“No,” She shakes her head. “I’ve pushed my luck already. I have to be honest – I’m a little jealous.”

	“Of what?”

	“How much Burn likes you,” She laughs. 

	“He doesn’t, like like me –”

	“No, I know. Just as a friend, he likes you a lot. I can tell. Take care of him, okay?”

	“I will. Don’t worry.”

	She walks down my steps, then turns, calling back up at me.

	“We sort of learned our lesson together, huh?”

	“To not trust image-obsessed pricks like Mr. Blackthorn?” I ask. 

	“To not go so hard after the things we want, if it hurts other people,” She corrects. I’m quiet, the gravity of her words pressing down on me. 

	“Yeah. Definitely learned that.”

	She waves, and walks to her Prius. Just as she gets in, the roar of a motorcycle turns my insides upside down. Wolf pulls up to the curb, taking his helmet off. In the dim light of dusk, I can’t see his expression when he sees me. He carries something under the arm of his leather jacket.

	I still my breathing, trying to calm myself down. But my heart won’t stop freaking out. He’s even handsomer than yesterday, somehow. And his words – I can’t shake his words from my brain. Everything piles on top of itself to reduce me to a trembling mess. 

	“Hi,” I say. 

	“Hey,” His jaw is tight, his fists against his sides. He’s nervous. Maybe even more nervous than I am. He offers the package under his arm, wrapped in silver paper. “Happy birthday.”

	“Oh man, you didn’t have to –”

	“I wanted to,” He asserts.

	“Well, uh, thanks. It means a lot.”

	“You don’t even know what it is,” He laughs softly. 

	“Well it’s probably not socks, so I think a thanks is in order.”

	“Fair enough.”

	There’s a stiff silence between us, and then Fitz comes barreling behind me.

	“There you are!” He pulls Wolf inside, Wolf’s body narrowly missing brushing against mine. “Burn says I’m cheating and you have to come and beat him.”

	“At what?” Wolf looks bewildered.

	“Clue, duh. You’re the best at all those nerd-rear board games.”

	Wolf rolls his eyes, but follows Fitz anyway, and I laugh and follow the both of them. Wolf gets wrapped up in the Clue game immediately, Fitz and Wolf tied to win by a long shot until Keri pulls the rug out from under him. Burn gets taken out, and he stands up and sits with me on the barstool. 

	“Is there any food?” He asks. I lead him to the kitchen, where it’s a little quieter. I pull out the chips, the roasted pigs-in-a-blanket, and all the dips Mom and I made. He picks at them.

	“We’re moving,” Burn says around a mouthful.

	“What?”

	“I turn eighteen in three weeks. And when that happens, I’m filing for legal guardianship of Fitz and Wolf.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Dad’s looking to put Fitz in a rehab center,” He says. “And Wolf in a ‘reorientation’ facility.”

	I feel sick all of a sudden. “Oh goodness, I should’ve told you – but I didn’t think –”

	“He talked to you about it?”

	“He mentioned it, but I didn’t think he’d really do it. Not to his own kids.”

	“He’s trying. And he’s very serious about it.”

	“Where are you guys gonna live? Do you have a place to go? You could stay here –”

	“I’m not going to put anyone out like that,” He insists. “Jakob offered us a place to stay in exchange for helping him around the business.”

	“The skydiving guy?”

	He nods. The panic in my throat loosens. 

	“That’s good. That’s good, right? You guys will be okay, right? What about Lakecrest? Your dad practically owns the place –”

	“They’ll be enrolling in public school nearby.”

	“They? What about you? You don’t finish until next year.”

	Burn stares into the guacamole. “I’m applying to jobs.”

	“Burn, you can’t seriously drop out –”

	“Someone has to,” Burn says. “And it should be me.”

	“But – but there has to be another way –”

	He puts a hand on my shoulder, a faint smile lifting his serious face.

	“It’s what I have to do. To make up for some things.”

	“Burn –”

	“I can always go back to school,” He insists. “I’ll get a GED later. But right now, I need to secure a safe place for my brothers. I owe them that much.” 

	His bravery, his sacrifice. All of it looks so familiar. I tried to do a lot of things on my own, too. 

	“I won’t let you do this alone,” I steady my lip. “You have to let me help. If you guys need food, or clothes, or – god, did he let you keep anything of your own?”

	“We brought only what we could carry,” He shakes his head. “Except Fitz has his computers, which is good. He tried to sell them, but I wouldn’t let him.”

	“He’s acting like I can’t hack with a dinky old laptop,” Fitz’s voice resounds, and we turn to see him leaning against the doorway. “They pay good money to good hackers, you know. I’m looking into some leads.”

	Burn makes a displeased grunt, and Fitz waves his hand.

	“Don’t worry, it’s white-hat work. No police busting down our shabby little door, I promise.” He looks out the door to the living room, where Keri and Wolf still are. “Wolf’s trying to get a part-time job at a car garage, too. He’ll be good at it, if they just give him a chance.”

	I’m quiet. Fitz pats me on the back. 

	“Don’t look so worried, Bee. We’ll be fine.”

	“What if – what if your Dad won’t let Burn become your guardian?”

	“It will be tough,” Burn says. “Getting the courts to agree with my side. But if I drop out and get a steady job once I turn eighteen, and with all the evidence of trying to get Wolf into one of those terrible ‘reorientation’ places, I’m hoping the courts will choose correctly.”

	“And if they don’t?”

	“They will,” Fitz says, his wink making the words no less ominous. 

	I watch Wolf from the doorway, his expression in deep concentration on the board game. 

	“I can’t let him get hurt,” I murmur. A hand ruffles my hair – Burn’s. 

	“I know. Me either.”

	“Maybe stop worrying for half a second of your life,” Fitz drawls. “And try to have fun on your own dang birthday.” He’s been rummaging again, but this time he brings up a box of candles from a drawer. He empties it, one lone candle falling out. “This is seriously all you have? One candle?”

	“It’ll be fine,” I assure him. “It’s just candles.”

	“Oh no, absolutely not,” Fitz straightens, pulling Burn by the hand out of the kitchen. “We’re going to get you a full-rear set of candles if it’s the last thing I do on God’s green earth.”

	“But –”

	“We’ll be back soon,” Burn assures me. “Promise.”

	“Keri!” Fitz screeches. “C’mon! We’re getting candles.”

	“Candles?” She looks at me, confused. Her eyes slide over to an equally confused Wolf. “Uh, sure. Candles.”

	And just like that they’re gone. Just like that, it’s me and Wolf and only me and Wolf in the house. My heart starts beating like crazy as I sit on the couch. 

	“Well that was a quick exit,” I say. 

	“I wanted to apologize,” Wolf murmurs. He’s staring at the Clue board like it’s the only thing that’s real in the world. “For what I said the other day.”

	“Apologize?”

	“You were under a lot of stress,” He continues. “And me adding to that…didn’t help.”

	“Well, yeah. It kind of came out of nowhere.”

	“Yeah.” He nods, his inhale sharp. “Well, you can go ahead, then.”

	“And do what?”

	“Tell me to mess off?” He suggests. “Tell me I’m creepy? Something? Anything?”

	“Why would I do that?”

	“Because what I said was….weird. And creepy. I wasn’t planning on telling you how I feel. Ever.”

	I look at him, his fingers turning his wolf ring quickly. 

	“Why?”

	His eyes get sharp, jade green boring into me. “You ask why too much.”

	I laugh. “Sorry. Shrink habit.”

	He’s quiet, and then; 

	“I wasn’t planning on telling you…because you deserve someone better. Someone who doesn’t try to expel you. Someone who can touch you without shaking. Someone who doesn’t make you cry like you did that night at Ciao Bella.”

	His fists clench on the Clue board.

	“I left you there. Alone. I didn’t look back once. I didn’t once think about the trash I did to force you into trusting my Dad. The whole reason you were in with him was because of me. And you got hurt by it. Because of me.”

	Wolf looks up, hair shading his broken expression.

	“So just tell me. Tell me to mess off, once and for all. And I will.”

	I’m struck silent, the burning force of his gaze charring my thoughts to ash. I can’t think. I can barely move. I keep trying to say it, to make my mouth form the words, but they refuse to come out. Wolf’s face falls, slowly, then all at once, like a cliff crumbling into the sea.

	“Right,” He stands up, pulling his jacket back on. “I get the picture.” He walks over, grabs his present, and places it on the couch by me with a bittersweet smile. “Happy birthday, Bee.”

	The clunk as the front door shuts behind him echoes hollowly in my chest. Like a rusted robot, I pull off the wrapping paper, and open the box. 

	It’s a book. A hardcover, gilded-edged book of illustrated fantasy creatures. Wizards, witches, dragons and gryphons and priestesses and mermaids in glorious, delicate detail; wild and free. Everything I used to love - everything I still love. Everything I want to write. 

	Everything I want to be.

	Wolf. 

	He’s always known. He’s always tried to tell me to make myself happy, instead of others. To be selfish.

	Maybe it’s time I try it.

	I stand up, tearing the door open and taking the stairs two at a time. He’s almost to his bike. I fling my arms around his waist and hold tight.

	“I like you,” I push the words out of me, finally. “I like you a lot.”

	I feel all his muscles freeze beneath me.

	“You’re just saying that,” He says. “To be nice.”

	“No!” I shake my head against his spine. He smells like oil and leather and the wilderness – he smells like a Wolf. “It’s not like that.”

	“I’m mean,” He insists. 

	“You can say that, but you do the red-cards. You try so hard to look out for everyone. Even me. The stuff I said at Ciao Bella wasn’t a lie – I’ve had the most fun maybe ever in my life, hanging out with you.”

	“And my brothers.”

	“No, just…you. Just touching your hand, or your hair, or any part of you. Just arguing with you. All of it. All of it was fun. I had – I had so much fun.”

	“You cried,” His voice is soft. “I made you cry.”

	“Newsflash,” I feel tears start to well up, out of gratitude this time. Out of happiness. “I only let people who are important to me make me cry.”

	“That isn’t a good thing, Bee.” He turns in my arms to face me, his gaze like silk and fire.

	“Crying can be a good thing!” I insist, rubbing my eyes with my fists. “Like – like right now. I’m crying because I –”

	I lift my chin, and smile. 

	“Because I’m happy. That you like me. Because I like you too.”

	His face, so apprehensive before, melts into a smile. It’s slow, like the last snow in spring, but it’s just as gentle and glowing. He pulls me against him, our hips close.

	“This time I’m the one who gets to ask if it’s alright to touch you,” He says, voice rumbling in my chest.

	I can’t help my laugh. It bubbles up from me fast and true and bright. I lean up, his mouth tantalizingly close, our fingers and breaths intertwining.

	“It’s more than alright.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	EPILOGUE

	 

	Dear Sarah Lawrence,

	You asked me to write about where I see myself in five years, so here I am. Writing. It’s not something I’m good at, but I want to get good at it, and I think that should count for something. Wanting to get good, the drive and focus it fosters, is something a lot more people should treasure. Some people just don’t care. Some people are fine with living as they are, without pushing their limits or boundaries in ways that will make them grow.

	And I get it.

	Growing is painful. I spent a whole year watching three brothers grow. Their father abused them, emotionally, but they broke out of it. I don’t know where I’ll see myself in five years, but I know where I’d like to see me – with them.

	But I guess I should start from the beginning.

	A year ago, I was studying my rear off to become a shrink, and go to NYU for it. It was for my dad – he has pretty bad depression, and when he was diagnosed I wanted to do everything in my power to help. And all I could think of was learn to treat him like I couldn’t. Like we didn’t have the money to. But the three brothers showed me that no matter how painful it is, no matter how selfish it may seem, you have to pursue your own dreams as hard as you can. They taught me that it’s noble to want to help, but you can’t help anyone if you don’t help yourself first. So I thought I’d write my essay about them, instead of whatever boring thing you wanted me to do.

	There’s Fitz, the flippant and sarcastic golden baby of the three. He used to do a lot of drugs to take the edge off of losing his mother, but he went sober a year ago. Because of me. Because I passed out at a party from a tranquilizer he gave me. I landed in a pool and nearly drowned. He hasn’t touched a single substance since then. I know it started out as his way of punishing himself, but he told me yesterday he’s glad he did it. He’s glad I almost drowned. And as weird as it is to say something like that, that’s just how Fitz is. He says it with a smile all the time; “I’m glad you almost drowned”. And I know what he really means. He’s thanking me, in the only way he knows how.

	And then there’s Burn, who doesn’t need to say anything at all. I used to be scared of him, since he’s extremely tall and never smiles. But that was just me judging a book by it’s very intimidating cover. He didn’t used to show much emotion at all. That was his way of dealing with his mother’s death; the less words he had to say, the less he had to interact with people. The less he had to explain his feelings to people – feelings he didn’t understand himself all that well. We ask how people are feeling all the time, but I never thought about what a flimsy and useless platitude it is. If we’re asked that, we never answer truthfully. Burn taught me that sometimes asking how someone is is the worst thing you can do. He taught me the truth is sometimes more important than being polite.

	Finally, there’s Wolf. Wolf taught my heart how to beat. Not just survival-beat, slow and easy, but thunderously, like a storm rumbling your windows in the sills. He was slow, coming into my life with the speed of a far-off cloud, but he held the same pressure. You know, the pressure just before a storm, suffocating and everywhere. Not in a bad way. In a rain-after-a-drought way. I couldn’t hate the pressure when I knew it was here to water my crops and save my life. 

	Maybe not my life. Maybe just my heart. 

	He taught me it’s alright to burn. He taught me that fire doesn’t only destroy – it reveals the new, tiny sprouts lying in wait to grow; sprouts you would’ve ignored, sprouts that would’ve died otherwise.

	Wolf’s sitting right beside me as I write this. He’s telling me to tell you guys to burn this essay before you read it, before you fall in love with me, too. That’s how he met me – through my writing. He tried to get me expelled. It’s a long story. One I might write about someday. And if you accept me into your college, I might write about it a little better than I would if I’d gone elsewhere. I’ve got dozens of stories in me. Hundreds. And you’re welcome to help me get them out into the world. You’re welcome to be a part of my journey. 

	My name is Beatrix Cruz, and no matter what anyone says, no matter if you accept me or not, I’m going to be a writer. No matter how many times hardship overshadows me, I’m going to write all the stories inside of me. Because it’s selfish. Because I’m me, and I’ve learned to be selfish. Because there are always sprouts waiting just below the surface of the ashes. 

	So go ahead. Reject me. Accept me.

	Whatever you do, burn this before reading.

	 


 

	 

	 

	THE END
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