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Prologue
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ANGELO RACED UP the stairs two treads at a time, his heartbeat pounding in his ears. He reached the top of the turret in the castle and blew past the wooden door, the musky smell of incense slamming into him. Monika, the old woman, was there, in her darkened chamber, a bent silhouette staring into the distance. 

“Where is she?” Angelo demanded. 

Monika turned, the black bird on her shoulder frozen like a taxidermy prop. She raised her bony hand and slid off her hood. Angelo shuddered. She was as decrepit as the walls surrounding her. Her skin, a map of deeply etched wrinkles, was crepey and thin. A net of blue veins showed through the transparency. It was clear by the way her eyes washed over him she’d been expecting him, a cool acknowledgement this was an inevitable step in the unfolding sequence of events. 

Clutched tightly in her right hand was her jeweled golden scepter. Though stories of its beauty and magic preceded it, nothing did it justice. The column, made of the finest gold, was solid and unyielding. A diamond the size of a fist was anchored in the heart of it; the stone’s razor-sharp cuts dissecting the light. Despite being the bravest and strongest soldier in the Achaean army, Angelo’s knees weakened at its beauty. He fought the urge to kneel in its presence. 

Monika loosened her grasp on the metal rod and rotated it, unleashing shafts of light from the center gem. The room was instantly ablaze with colors. She extended a shaky arm and beckoned him with one gnarly finger. 

“Look deeper into the heart of the diamond,” she said, her voice a throaty croak. 

Angelo leaned in, the heavy stench of death and decay clinging to the air. His raptor vision braced against the brilliance inside the stone and targeted a single crimson feather drifting along the stream of light. 

“I see a feather. Crimson. But only one,” he said.

“Yes, but it is brilliant and gleaming.”

“And solitary. Does this mean she is still alive?” His heartbeat suspended as he waited for her reply. 

“The skin of the fruit reflects the color of the feathers. You know what the Book says: If you pass a beam of light through a prism, the light will split into all the colors of the rainbow. The crimson feather signifies war, the first of the four seal judgments. Adrielle will have to master the four corresponding trials if she is to prevail. Only then, will she earn the Crest of the Traveller and fulfill the prophecy by becoming the white light, the culmination of all frequencies.” 

Angelo raised his eyes to hers. “But that is an unfathomable feat.” 

Monika’s eyes bore into him, and he resented it. He steeled against her gaze, a myriad of questions chasing around his mind. 

“She will need the Book of Feathers. Without it she will never survive,” Angelo said.

“True.” 

Her confirmation squeezed at his chest, and he massaged the tightening. The thought of living in a world without her . . . He couldn’t let that happen. He remembered her so vividly he could hear her voice and smell jasmine in her hair. 

“Haden guards the ancient book. With that much power, he will never give it up. Not unless . . .” He paced about the room. Unless Haden were to fall in love with her. He didn’t dare say it out loud. He clenched his fists, angered at the irony in this impossible complication. 

He turned back to Monika and searched her face. “What about Domenikos?” 

“Domenikos?” Her eyes darkened. Thin lids fluttered as she slowly shook her head. “He is aware she is the key to peace between our societies. He will do everything in his power to stop her.” 

“What can I do to prevent him from destroying her?” he asked, the weight of his fear almost crushing him.

She averted her eyes and stared into undecipherable space. Angelo’s chest hurt. He couldn’t breathe, and his eyes filled with tears. 

Monika turned back. “Only her choices will determine her destiny. They will seal her fate,” she said, her voice softening.

Damn. Angelo spun away from the light, afraid she might see his tide of emotions. He was determined to keep his secret. Some said seers opened windows to the future and past. Not knowing how much Monika could see was alarming. 

He regained his composure. “How do I find her?” 

“Follow the path your heart enlightens. You must hurry, the magic cloaking of the spell dissolves when she comes of age. At midnight.” 

Angelo gave a slight nod and changed to his natural bird form. He spread his silver wings.

“Adrielle is marked. Her skin and hair are as white as the light inside this stone.” Monika raised her scepter high and struck the floor with great force. A thunderous rumble shook the room and all the colors fused to a blinding white. 
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Chapter 1
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Florida — Present Time
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A SINGLE SHADOW spilled out through a crack in the door into the hallway and stretched almost to her bedroom. Crouched beyond the light, Adrielle watched in awe and fear. There they were, huddled in her father’s meeting room, their colorful feathers interwoven like tapestry, each bird indistinguishable from the next. 

The sounds came all at once. Chanting voices and wind and a howling, a screeching whistle that seemed to call her name. The sound was so desperate and chilling it bit into Adrielle’s core. She told herself she wouldn’t scream. 

Fire engulfed her on all sides, and she turned to run. She covered her face with her hands, her fingers tangling in her white hair. Something was pulling at her hands. She fought it, the heat of the flame biting her skin. Engulfed in the flames, she saw her mother’s face. 

A deep guttural sound escaped Adrielle’s throat. She squeezed her eyes tight, her heart pounding against her chest. 

“Adrielle! Adrielle wake up,” someone said, their hands clamped firmly on her wrists. 

Adrielle opened her eyes. Coco’s round brown eyes locked onto hers. 

“You’re ok. You had another nightmare,” Coco said, and waited for this to sink in. 

The eyes staring back were troubled, but calm. Large chocolate pools of compassion. She took a moment to process they weren’t her mother’s, but her sister’s. The freckles, like sprinkles of cinnamon scattered on the bridge of Coco’s nose gave her away. 

Adrielle looked frantically around the room, cold fear gripping her. The smell of molten wax and caramel clung to the air. She was burrowed into the crumpled sheets on Coco’s bed, an open textbook beside her. She searched out ordinary objects to anchor her and confirm she was safe, an anxiety controlling trick she’d learned to use. There was Coco’s dresser, her jewelry box. The leaning mirror. The pile of clothes on the floor. She was aware Coco was watching her. She turned back to Coco, this time feeling less anxious.

A sharp rap sounded against the glass. Startled, they turned to the window. 

“It’s only the storm,” Coco said, stroking Adrielle’s arms. 

“No, listen,” Adrielle insisted. “This isn’t the first time I’ve heard it.” 

Coco walked to the window. “It’s a big black bird, a raven I think. It must have hit the window.” She returned to the bed and sat beside Adrielle. “I thought your nightmares had stopped.”

Adrielle shook her head.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No,” she said, pushing away the look of terror on her mother’s face. “Just a dream.”

Coco looked unsure but returned to her seat at the dressing table. She moved her can of soda off to one side and unfurled a long black carrying case containing her Sephora makeup brushes, then rifled through an assortment of beauty products: base, eye shadows, blush, mascara, and liquid liner. In the far corner, a caramel scented candle burned. 

Adrielle closed her textbook and checked her phone for missed calls or texts. She sighed, disappointed.

“What’s wrong?” Coco asked, watching her through the dresser mirror. 

“Nothing. Rien,” she said in French. “Josh was supposed to be here an hour ago.”

Coco sighed, her bracelet-clad arms clinking as she picked up the can of Coke Zero and sipped at the fizz. “Come with me tonight.”

“Je deteste les parties—” 

“Really?” Coco lifted an eyebrow. “That’s so annoying.” 

“What?”

“That! Speaking French just now. Most people speak English.” Coco set the coke can down and pushed the bangles as far up her arms as they’d go. “These are so noisy.” 

“How can you stand them?” Adrielle asked.

“My bracelets?” 

“Yeah, your shackles.” 

“Shackles?” Coco brushed her manicured hands over her forearms. “They’re pretty. My camouflage, my scars are less noticeable this way.” 

Adrielle stood up and cleared the piles of clothes on the floor. 

“I was gonna do that,” Coco said, applying her new Fenty Beauty foundation with a brush. “Not sure what to wear.”

“I can tell,” Adrielle said, slipping the castaway dresses back onto hangers. 

“Wish my skin was as perfect as yours.”

“No, you don’t. You know how people stare,” Adrielle muttered, blinking at her reflection as she passed the mirror. She paused, gathered her long white hair into a ponytail, and slipped on the elastic hair band she wore on her wrist. “Better.” She made a sour puckered face.

“We all have things we don’t like about ourselves,” Coco snapped, tugging at her polka-dotted robe sleeves. “Why is Josh standing you up again? I would’ve ditched him months ago.”

“He’s just late.”

“Really? If that’s the way you wanna see it. But of all days.” She slipped her robe off and hung it on the edge of her mirror. “You excited it’s almost your birthday?”

Adrielle shrugged. “I guess. I’m getting old.” 

Coco assumed the gimme-a-break expression. 

Adrielle gazed at the pictures of their friends pinned on the wall by the dresser. Every one of them seemed to have carved a pathway for themselves. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with the rest of my life.”

“I know, right? ’Cause everybody else does. And you? You have no idea.”

“You know what I mean. There’s so much pressure. I’m applying to colleges, and I don’t even know what to study. That seems out of sequence.”

“Sign up for art or something. I look at your drawings and wish I were that good.”

Adrielle shook her head. “What I mean is, I don’t know where I fit in. It’s like I don’t fit in anywhere. I’m this blaringly white appendage everyone stares at.”

“You’re beautiful.” 

“Mom always said—”

“Mom?” Coco’s voice softened. “Is that what this is about?” 

“I miss her.”

“Me too.” Coco said, “but it’s time to move on. Let the past go.” 

Adrielle checked again for messages and tossed her phone on the bed.

Coco wagged her finger. “Bad Karma. That’s what comes if you dwell on painful things. Leave it behind, Adie.” She swiveled on her makeup stool to face her mirror. “We can’t change the past, but we can make peace with it.” 

“I wish I could. If only we’d . . .”

“Stop. We were just kids. The fire wasn’t anyone’s fault.” Coco rested her head in her hands and closed her eyes. 

“The nightmares are getting worse,” Adrielle said softly. “It’s every time I close my eyes now. They’re so real. I feel this dark oppressive being getting closer.” 

Adrielle faced the window and struggled to keep her voice steady. “Everything turns cold and dark. No matter where I go, they’re following me.”

“Who is?”

“I don’t know. Something terrible I can’t get away from. It’s like it’s inside me. This dark presence that wants to take over. Kind of like death.” 

“Oh god, Adie—Mom’s death hit you hard.” 

“You’re thinking I should go back to that shrink,” Adrielle said in a low and timid voice.

“You have to move on.”

“There’s no moving on from this. That’s why my dreams are things I don’t speak about.”

“Try not to overthink. All we can do is live.” 

Adrielle shook her head. “For years I believed she was coming back. Even after they’d told us.” 

Coco drew in a long breath. “I didn’t want to believe it either.”

“Wish I could go back and change it. She was the only person who accepted I was different.” 

“That’s not true. All that matters is what you think. I wish you’d confront life without living in the past. It’s the only way we get to where we’re supposed to be.” Coco held Adrielle’s gaze. “With your birthday tomorrow, I’ve been thinking about her too. I wonder all the time what it would’ve been like. Having parents.” She crunched the Coke can, tossed it into the trashcan, and swiped at the corner of her eye. 

“If Mom were here, she’d tell you you’re going to have to make the choice. Either embrace who you are or spend the rest of your life hiding from it.”

“That’s the whole point, I’m not sure who I am.”

Coco opened her bottom drawer and pulled out a shiny red box. “For your birthday. It’s from Mom.”

“Mom?” Adrielle said, taking the box but afraid to open it.

Coco nodded. “She made me promise if anything happened, you got this when you turned eighteen. She said it belongs to you.” She sighed. “It was the last thing I grabbed.” Her eyes drifted to her arms. She tugged at her sleeves.

Adrielle followed her gaze. The scars. “Oh, Coco . . . and you kept it from me all this time?”

“I was going to tell you years ago, but I was worried because of your nightmares. Don’t even think about not opening it until midnight,” she warned.

Adrielle lifted the lid off the box and gasped. Inside was a gold pendant watch on a long chain. She inspected the face closely.

“It’s broken.” Coco shrugged. “I took it to the watch repair at the mall but they couldn’t fix it. They said they’d never seen one like it.”

Adrielle slipped the chain over her head. Her breath caught. A rush of heat spread from the point of contact through her entire body and settled in the spot between her shoulder blades. Her hand went to it like a bee sting, but there was nothing there, only a piercing needling burn that disappeared as quickly as it came. 
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Achaea, Greece — 241 BCE

––––––––
[image: ]


THE CHANTING HAD stopped. Low murmurs drifted into the hall. Most of it was muffled, words she didn’t understand. But her name was mentioned, and then a rush of commotion. Voices erupted like fireworks. Adrielle blinked, her attention secured on the meeting room. 

She crept along the length of the wall. A floorboard creaked under her foot, and she froze, not knowing if she should run, or fess up. Afraid of getting caught, she backed up quickly and stumbled into something behind her. 

She turned as a young man helped steady her. He was tall and hard, his sinewy arms like steel. He pressed a finger to his lips. Without warning, he grabbed her hand and pulled her further into the shadows. A warm sensation coursed through her body. Something about his touch was familiar. She jerked her hand away, embarrassed and angry someone had caught her watching, and pressed her back against the cold stone. 

“Who are you?” she asked in a hushed tone. 

He shook his head and with a deliberate motion, turned his attention to the meeting room. Adrielle also turned, and they stood there for what seemed a long time. 

Adrielle looked back at the young man—to apologize, to ask what they were doing in that room, and he was gone. Only a silver feather lay in his place. Adrielle picked it up. It sparkled in the dim light. The tiny barbs glittering like diamonds.

The absence of sound roared overhead. She turned toward the meeting room. Everyone there had disappeared too. All that remained were the candles, layers and layers of molten wax. Vaporous coils of smoke replaced the flame from minutes before, and the smell of melted wax burned in her nose.
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Achaea, Greece — 231 BCE

Ten years later
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A HARROWING, INTRUSIVE sound exploded into the night like a canon tearing up the hillside and penetrating the thick castle walls into the small bedroom where Adrielle lay sleeping. Loud and piercing, the clanging noise infused into her subconscious. 

Desperate to cling onto shreds of her dream, Adrielle pulled her pillow tightly over her head. “What is that sound?” She moaned, willing it away. But the brash vibrations swelled in her ears until they became an undeniable force. 

Adrielle reached to nudge Haden, thinking he knew what the harrowing sound was, but the spot on the bed was cold. Through filtered moonlight, she saw the bottom sheet was stretched taut, the damask quilt folded neatly back the way she left it for him at night, meaning, he hadn’t been to bed. Shivers of panic tingled in her veins. She fought to keep calm; panic would only cloud her mind. 

She raised her head off the pillow and concentrated. A bell? Yes, that was it. 

More alert, Adrielle scanned the room. Her silk robe was draped over the foot of the bed. Her green velvet dress was on the chair at her bedside, where she’d taken it off the night before. She picked up her leatherbound journal on the night table beside the bed and examined her last entry. She exhaled; everything was exactly as she’d left it. 

Everything looked right, at a glance, but somehow it felt different than when she’d gone to bed. She closed her eyes, desperate to search her mind for answers as she retraced her steps from the night before. 

It didn’t make sense. She’d been certain all she’d wake to was the comfort of Haden’s embrace. But now this: the tolling bell, an unslept bed. She feared something terrible had happened. That, like the dusting of ash after a volcano eruption, there would be no containing the aftermath.

Adrielle pushed her hair off her forehead and rubbed her eyes. She could barely make out Haden’s silhouette. He was a frozen statue across the room, staring out the window. A wedge of moonlight illuminated one side of his face. A deep furrow was carved on his brow. 

She studied the way his shoulders slumped, the way his eyes probed about in the dark. He wasn’t passively staring at all. He was on alert. And he was wearing his cloak.

Adrielle grabbed her dressing gown—an early wedding gift from Haden—and draped it around her shoulders. Whatever the problem was, there had to be a solution. She sucked in a quick breath as her feet touched the cold stone floor. 

She wandered over to him and stood, her eyes following his to the town-site below. Instead of the usual hazy glow cast from the occasional oil lamp in the dawn light, embers ignited and spun like fireflies into the dark, illuminating the town square into a massive fireball. Adrielle shivered. 

Haden slipped his arm around her waist. 

“What’s—?” She saw Domenikos by the tower and sucked in a paralyzing breath. She had to run. 

She concentrated on keeping her breath slow and steady as shivers caused her teeth to chatter. Haden tightened his embrace, their eyes meeting briefly. Before she could read what was in them, he gently kissed the top of her head and turned back to his surveillance. 

How could she have been blindsided? Plans for her upcoming wedding had been enough to blanket the encroaching danger.

Seemingly overnight, a vibrant city filled with children’s laughter had become a graveyard massacre. Wailing children and women’s lamenting screams filled the air. 

When radicals smuggled into the city in droves, Haden had warned her about the possibility of a coup. He’d said as the leader’s daughter, she’d need to escape for safety. But she wouldn’t hear of it. She’d rationalized this was her home. Now she realized how naïve she’d been. 

These radicals were cunning and calculating rivals. Like wolves in sheep’s clothing they hid under the protective shield of the Achaean Act with the pretense of seeking refuge. Instead they sought out those with hostility toward the Act, those who felt their inherent freedoms had been compromised because of it. 

Most didn’t understand if the Achaean Act wasn’t strictly followed, the threat of total annihilation for Achaeans was real. This was the very reason it was set into place years ago by the Unity, the leaders of Achaea. The Achaean Act was the last chance for peace between mortals and Achaeans. 

Not long after the radical infiltration, hushed whispers of discord circulated amongst the people. They festered, destroying the general sense of kinship and camaraderie. Contrary to popular belief that budding opposition would fizzle out, under the expert guidance of a true deviant, Domenikos, the hostility erupted into chaos. Anarchy. Betrayal.

Naturally, there would be no wedding now; it would be a miracle if they could escape with their lives. Adrielle wished she’d listened. If only she could turn back time.

As though reading her thoughts, Haden squeezed Adrielle’s hand. 

The contagion of terror was even more visible in the first rays of daybreak. Far below Haden’s castle, Domenikos stood in his natural Achaean bird form, with his wings spread wide. Elegantly poised and coolly calm, his intimidating stance challenged opposition. He looked as if he was fiercely aware of his surroundings and ready to pounce. 

The three Tribunal leaders, wearing heavy iron collars with inner sharp spikes, were tied to one large stake next to Domenikos. The collars were chained together and bound so tightly, if one were to try to hang to avoid impending torture, the other two would strangle to death. 

A mound of dry wood covered the foot of the stake. 

A crowd was already gathered in the sliver of the rising sun. Domenikos pulled out his prized knife, the one with the silver filigree hilt. It was his hunting knife. His torture weapon. He twisted the needle-like blade until the metal glinted in a ray of morning light. 

The crowd hushed. They watched in horror as Domenikos paused, a brazen smile stretching across his face as he savored the moment. He was an expert showman, and torture was his specialty.

Only Haden, as the keeper of the sacred Book of Feathers, and the three Tribunal leaders now on the stake, were privy to the entirety of Domenikos’ audacities, for all crimes or acts of treason committed by any Achaean, were recorded within the book’s binding. 

Domenikos plunged his blade deep into the first Tribunal’s side—Aaron, the strongest and most revered Achaean leader. Adrielle’s father.

The flapping of the banners was the only sound as Adrielle, along with the crowd below, stared in disbelief. This harrowing silence was broken by a gurgle of blood rising into Aaron’s mouth as he choked. He folded at the waist, wrenching on the collars on the other two Tribunal leaders. Deadly spikes bit into the other Tribunals’ flesh, but they kept steady expressions, as if determined to accept their fate with dignity.

Domenikos raised his bloody knife to the crowd, savoring his victory. 

Adrielle’s legs buckled under her. Haden lunged and caught her while she gasped for air.

Unwilling to accept this fate, Adrielle staggered to her bed and collapsed onto it. She stared angrily at her hands, trembling excuses for appendages. She shoved them into her pockets. Nestled in the silky fabric, she felt the crisp, sharp, edge of an envelope. What? She tore open the envelope and read.
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Adrielle—your life is in danger. The answers you seek are in the ancient writings. Only you can delve under the surface and determine what is real, for the truth is hidden by perspective. 

~A.



––––––––
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A? She re-read the words, trying to decipher what they meant.

“Save yourselves and fly away!” Domenikos taunted, his voice carrying up into the tower room. 

Note in hand, Adrielle returned to Haden’s side. Domenikos was lighting the mounds of gathered wood at the foot of the stake, making good on his promise: that each impending torture would be more heinous. Giant flames licked at the three Tribunal leaders’ feet. He heated heavy tongs in the fire and pressed them onto their armpits, holding it there until their skin seared and blistered. The Tribunals’ agonized screams split through the silence. 

“I can’t watch my father—” Adrielle turned away. 

Haden vowed vengeance under his breath. 

A sound came from the hall. Footsteps. Adrielle gazed at the slightly ajar door. A stealthy shadow in the hall approached. Adrielle shoved the note into her pocket and took a step toward the door. 

“Get away from there,” Haden barked. 

The shadow in the hall stopped moving. 

Haden strode to the elaborately carved table at the foot of their bed where a large leatherbound book lay. Adrielle stared at it. In disbelief. Where had it come from? The words, The Book of Feathers were written in highly stylized gilded font, with a four-feathered crest embossed underneath. Were the ancient writings the note referred to in this book? 

She’d heard stories of this book, of its alleged mystical powers, but until now believed it was a myth. Why did Haden have it? Had her father given it to him? Allegedly, it dated back to the first Achaean, thousands of years before man. Rumored to be a collection of ancient manuscripts containing the hidden secrets of time travel. 

Haden traced over the embossed feathered crest with his fingers. He looked her in the eyes. “We need to get you out of here.”

Their eyes held, the air heavy with things unsaid. 

“There is no turning back,” he said. “Domenikos will have sealed off the city walls.” 

Feeling powerless, Adrielle twined her fingers through his and squeezed tight. 

Haden bent over the book and leafed through the pages. “This is it.” He faced Adrielle and chanted the words of the spell in a low rhythmic murmur. 

The screams from outside silenced as though time itself stood still. Haden reached between his shoulder blades and scraped at a small spot near the center of his back until a feather came loose from beneath his skin. Adrielle watched spellbound. He pulled out a crimson feather, placed it on her palm, and folded her trembling fingers until they curled around it and her nails cut deep into her skin. 

“This belongs to you,” he said, lifting a long gold chain hidden under his cloak. “It’s a chronometer, a tool that will enable you to travel anywhere. Guard it at all cost.” He placed it around her neck, and a shock surged through Adrielle. 

She trembled in fear as the light escaped her body, lit up the tower room, shot out like lightning, and split the sky. 

Haden pulled Adrielle close and pressed his forehead to hers. “I’ll find you.” 
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WITH HIS BACK pressed against the stone wall in the hall outside Adrielle’s chamber, Angelo had a slivered view of the bedroom. He scanned the details of the room with his mind in search of the mystical book. 

There it was, on the table at the foot of the bed. Angelo clenched his fists. He was too late. Adrielle may be safe for now, but only for a time. She might never survive without the book. And without the chronometer, he doubted he’d ever find her again. Damn. 
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IN THE DARKENED room with invisible boundaries, the woman stared into the vast nothingness. She felt his dark and sinister presence approaching. 

“Tell me where she is,” Domenikos said.

She sat unmoving and said nothing.

Are you afraid I’ll hurt her? You must know by now, there’s only one thing I want.”

“You are a liar. There’s no end to what you want—I know you better than anyone. Do what you will with me, but I’ll never tell you where she is.”

Domenikos slapped her face, his thick gold ring ripping her skin. She could feel blood tracking down her cheek. She flinched, and he paced around her.

“Let’s go,” he said to his henchman. “We’re wasting our time here.” 

“What should we do with her?”

“I don’t know yet. Leave her for now,” Domenikos said. He jerked as if struck by lightning and lost his balance, swaying for a moment. 

The henchman eyed him. “You okay?”

“More than okay,” Domenikos said. “We’re in luck.”

“How do you mean?” 

The corner of his lips turned up. “I’ve found her.” 

“Are you sure?” the henchman asked.

“Completely. I feel her strength pulsing through my veins.” 

“Strong enough to track her?”

“Let’s go.” Domenikos laughed. “This is turning out to be a welcomed surprise.”
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Chapter 3
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Florida — Present Time
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DOWNSTAIRS, THE GRANDFATHER clock chimed eight-thirty. 

“It can’t be,” Adrielle said, tapping the glass on her cell phone with her black fingernail. “I don’t understand. Something must have happened.”

“Text him,” Coco said.

“No way.” Adrielle flopped onto her back. “I’d look desperate. Like I thought he was standing me up.”

“He is.”

Adrielle folded her arms behind her head and stared up at the ceiling. Coco had replaced a bare bulb with a delicate glass chandelier.

“Don’t.” 

“What?” 

“That.” Coco gestured with the hand holding her kabuki brush. A fine mist of powder scattered and drifted to the floor. “Pretend it doesn’t matter.” 

“It doesn’t.” 

“He isn’t worth the trouble.”

“He’ll show, you’ll see,” Adrielle said, hoping like mad he would. She raced over her last conversation with Josh . . . 

“We’re celebrating my birthday tonight, aren’t we?”

He hesitated. “Sure, I’ll be by later.” 

“What time?” she pressed. 

“Oh, I don’t know . . . I’ve got some stuff to take care of first.”

“Seven?”

“Yeah, maybe? Sure. Seven. Be ready,” he said, stroking her face. “Eighteen huh?” He leaned in for a kiss. “We’ll ring it in at midnight.” 

A text chimed into Coco’s phone. She skimmed it and groaned. “And why am I not surprised?” 

“What?” 

Coco reread the text. “It’s Veda.” 

“And?”

Coco hesitated. “I hate for you to find out like this.” 

“Oh, god. Now I’m worried.”

“Josh just showed up at the party.”

“No way.” Adrielle jerked up, the knot in her stomach hardening. 

“Veda wouldn’t make that up.”

“She’s gossipy.”

“Not about that.”

“He said he had an errand.” 

“Unbelievable,” Coco said, stepping over the hairdryer on the floor and heading for the pile of clothes in the center of her room. “It’s just like you to give him a pass.” She dug deep underneath until she reached the perfect dress. “Here.” She tossed it to Adrielle. “There’s only one way to find out.” 

Adrielle held up the dress, a clingy black shift dress with a plunging neckline. “It’s pretty, but too revealing.” She tossed it back to Coco.

“That’s the point. Adie, you gotta call him out on this. It’s not cool.” Coco stepped into her walk-in closet and clicked through her hangers. “I smell Scarlett behind this,” she shouted, her voice too loud. She re-appeared in a blue mini skirt and a blouse with long sleeves, her expression serious. “Don’t go soft on him.” She held Adrielle’s eyes and tossed her the dress. “We’re getting to the bottom of this.” 

There was a soft knock on the door. 

“Everyone decent?” Layla asked. She poked her white-haired head into the room and held up a small package. “This came for you, Adrielle.” Her eyes drifted to the mound of clothes scattered on the floor and then swung to Coco. “Oh my,” she breathed in sharply. Coco’s bra was visible under her sheer blouse. “It’s—” Her face reddened, a wide toothy smile forming on her face. 

Adrielle and Coco stifled giggles. They’d often discussed Layla’s conservative taste. But it wasn’t just her reaction that made them chuckle. Layla’s new dentures, designed to give a more youthful smile, made her front teeth larger and looking like a caricature. 

She shuffled to Adrielle and handed her the package.

“Thanks,” Adrielle said, inspecting the brown paper wrapping closely. “How did it get here? There’s no stamp or return address.” 

“It was on the front step when I got home. Oh”—she held up a crooked arthritic finger and shook it—“I have something else for you too.” 

Layla shuffled to the door and waited for it to latch behind her. 

“Did you see the look on her face?” Coco chortled. “She looked straight at my boobs.” 

Adrielle ignored her and turned back to the package. “Strange”—she wrinkled her brow—“kind of looks like my writing.”

“You sure you didn’t leave it there yourself? You know, the secret admirer just in case?” Coco asked, opening the doors on both sides of her stand-alone jewelry case. 

“In case of what?” Adrielle asked.

“Insurance. In case Josh doesn’t get you anything.”

Adrielle picked up a pillow and tossed it at Coco, who ducked, and seemingly undaunted, continued rifling through layers of necklaces. She selected three beaded chains and slipped them over her head. “They cover my chest. We’ll see if this satisfies the warden.” 

“Shh . . . she’ll be back any minute.”

“So?” 

“So, you’ll hurt her feelings. You’re sore because she’s always on your case. And she’s probably right. Your wild streak’s gonna get you in trouble.” 

Coco shimmied up to her full-length mirror. She pivoted around and planted her fists on her hips. “Well?” 

“Doesn’t rattle,” Adrielle said, shaking the package near her ear. 

“I meant my jewels! Open it already.” 

“Better. And no, it’s not officially my birthday until midnight. This present is gonna wait.” She cupped her hands around the package. “Bet it’s a book.” She set it aside. 

“Can’t believe you’d get excited over a book,” Coco said, tucking lip gloss into her cross-body bag. She found a stick of gum in the side pocket and popped it in her mouth. “Hurry.” She slipped the purse over her head. “We want to catch him red-handed.” 

“You’re so dramatic.” Adrielle laughed. “I’ll go. But only because I’m gonna prove you wrong.” She took her t-shirt off and picked up Coco’s dress. 

Layla pushed open the door and stood in the doorway.

“Those stairs have gotten steeper,” she wheezed. “Oh good, I’m just in time.” She held up a wire hanger with a clear plastic covering. “I took measurements from your clothes. Tailored it in here and there. And sent it to the drycleaners.” She fumbled to remove the plastic, her knotty fingers not co-operating. 

Adrielle and Coco exchanged a look as Layla shuffled to the bed. 

Underneath the plastic was a long white dress yellowed with age. “It’s white brocade.” She gave them a toothy smile. “And look, it even has a matching jacket.” She placed it all on Adrielle’s lap. “I was every girl’s envy when I wore it. And since it’s your eighteenth . . . well—” 

Coco choked on her gum. 

“Thought you could use a nice outfit for your birthday celebration,” Layla said, a whiff of Chantilly perfume wafting as she settled down next to Adrielle. 

“She couldn’t,” Coco stammered.

“It’s my pleasure.” Layla grinned. 

Coco stared back and forth between her slinky black dress and the white brocade.

Adrielle shot her a warning look. “Thanks.” She ran her hand along the yellowed fabric. “It’s beautiful.” 

Coco winced.

“You really like it?” Layla beamed. 

“Yes, thank you,” Adrielle said, avoiding eye contact with Coco, who was making quick slashing gestures across her throat. 

“I thought you might.” Layla stared at her bony hands. “Guess these old fingers have some use after all.” She squeezed Adrielle’s knee, stood up, and took a moment to massage her lower back. She looked at the pile of clothes on the floor and then to Coco. “I’ll get out of your way so you can get to it. Don’t stay out too late, wouldn’t want you girls to get into trouble.” 

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Coco sputtered as soon as the door closed. “Thanks Layla. It’s beautiful. You can’t actually wear that.”

“I’m not hurting her feelings,” Adrielle insisted, taking the dress off the hanger and unzipping it. 

“You can’t.” Coco winced. “Everyone will—”

“They already do.”
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THE SMELL OF cigarettes and booze slammed into Adrielle like a cement wall. The house seemed to be room-to-room kids holding red plastic cups. Adrielle followed closely as Coco wove through the entry toward the living area. 

Normally, Adrielle found loud music irritating and was surprised to find it more of a relief. The noise level made it impossible to continue her internal dialogue. 

Josh wasn’t a player. But why hadn’t he called?

Veda, an Asian American with a penchant for gossip, beelined to them, nodding at schoolmates along the path. Her eyes widened at Adrielle’s dress then caught Coco’s glare and stifled a laugh. She hooked her arm through Coco’s and with a flip of her shiny black hair, led the way to Kate, Dave, and Liz, who were clustered at the other end of the room, red cups in hand. 

Adrielle noticed her friends were dressed in jeans and t-shirts. She should have known Coco always overdressed. Feeling out of place, she surveyed the room and was relieved to not see Scarlett nor Josh. 

“Whoa,” Dave said, his eyes stopping on Adrielle’s dress. 

Liz smacked him on the chest. 

“Ouch.” He rubbed the spot. “What in god’s name are you wearing?” 

“Guess I underestimated this,” Adrielle muttered. She was used to blatant stares, but people were doing double takes and laughing. 

Coco leaned into the others. “Layla’s coming out dress. Adie didn’t want to hurt her feelings.” The others exchanged knowing glances.

“Shut up. It’s the cutest thing ever,” Kate said. She was a pretty Irish-Catholic redhead with petite features and bright blue eyes. “Look, how it accents her eyes.”

Adrielle lowered her eyes quickly.

“Shhhh . . . no one say anything about the ugly dress,” Liz said, her slurred speech too loud. 

Coco crossed her arms and shot her a warning look. 

“Why did you make her?” Liz persisted. 

Coco gasped.

“You outta your mind?” Liz sputtered, flailing her arms. “You know how sensitive Adrielle is about her looks.” 

Veda rolled her eyes. “Ironic isn’t it, coming from someone who doesn’t give a squat about appearance.”

“Not fair. I care.” Liz licked her fingers and smoothed down her unruly curls, then pushed up her thick, black-rimmed glasses.

Dave pulled her aside. “Forget about it. Veda’s still sore you refused her makeover.”

“Tweezers aren’t my thing. And makeup? Don’t get me started.” 

“It was Layla’s. She tailored it,” Coco said.

“Oooohhh,” the others chirped.

Kate leaned in. “Love that thrifting thing. You look beautiful, Adie.” 

“That’s what I meant. She’s hot,” Dave explained.

“How would you know?” Liz asked, taking in his pressed canary yellow shirt with tails neatly tucked into his belted madras shorts.

“I may be gay, but I’m not blind,” he snapped, and the two began an on-going quick-witted banter.

“Did you see the albino?” one of two girls en route to the kitchen sniggered.

“Yeah, she lives with a cat lady,” the other said. 

“Cat lady?”

“Ya. Her mom died in a fire, and the courts sent her to live there. Her sister too. I think she’s got twenty of them.”

“Ewww gross.” 

“I’m going to the bathroom.” Adrielle wove her way through the crowd.

“Who invited the Albino?”

“Didn’t she start a fire? Burn up her mother or something?”

“Think so—her sister has these scars. So gross.”

Scarlett. Adrielle fumed. She wandered to the end of the bathroom line, pretending not to notice the side jabbing reactions. 

Josh? She stepped toward the center of the room. Oh my god, oh my god. He was in the corner with Scarlett.

She backed away and tripped over someone. A stranger’s hand steadied her, then encircled her waist and lead her down the hall. 

“Hey, wait a—” Adrielle struggled between protesting and the relief she felt as the stranger pulled her into a small parlor room.

“What do ya think you’re doing?” She met his green eyes, then peeked through an opened door and was relieved to see it was a bathroom. She walked in and locked the door. 

Scissors. I need scissors. She riffled through drawers and cabinets. There they were, in a first aid kit. She exhaled. The cuticle scissors were small, but sharp. 

Adrielle snipped at the fabric of her dress just above the knees until chunks of the brocade material dropped to the floor. 

How could I have been so stupid? Long dresses are useless relics. She threw the excess fabric into the trash and inspected the hemline in the mirror. 

Good God. The jagged hemline resembled Charlie Brown’s smile. It needed a total redo. She undressed quickly, smoothed the fabric out on the floor, and trimmed the dress as best she could. She recut the hem, then slipped the dress and jacket on. Better. 

She poked her head out the door, relieved to find the guy was gone and braced for another onslaught of derogatory comments. She hated the gossip circling around school. Arguably, her group of friends made for an unseemly alliance, but their friendship was thick and cemented, their bond welding tighter with each passing year. Across the room her friends were laughing and enjoying themselves. Good, the focus would be off her. 

The others looked up in time to see the trail of snickers as Adrielle passed by. 

“Wowza” Dave sputtered, “You cut the bottom off.” 

Adrielle felt her cheeks warm. 

“Dude, you ok?” Coco asked. 

Liz balled up her fists and pointed. “Josh is over there, in the corner with Sssscarlett. She’s such a bully.” 
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