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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The Chronicles of Kerrigan

Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

BOOK TRAILER: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

How hard do you have to shake the family tree to find the truth about the past?
Fifteen-year-old Rae Kerrigan never really knew her family’s history. Her mother and father died when she was young, and it’s only when she accepts a scholarship to the prestigious Guilder Boarding School in England that a mysterious family secret is revealed.
Will the sins of the father be the sins of the daughter?
As Rae struggles with new friends, a new school, and a star-struck forbidden love, she must also face the ultimate challenge: receive a tattoo on her sixteenth birthday with specific powers that may bind her to an unspeakable darkness. It’s up to Rae to undo the dark evil in her family’s past and have a ray of hope for her future.
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Website:

http://www.wjmaybooks.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May’s Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!
http://eepurl.com/97aYf
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Your curse is your biggest strength.

I just didn’t know it yet.

Jamie Hunt’s the high school quarterback in his senior year. He’s popular, smart, and has the prettiest girl in the school chasing him. Life couldn’t be more perfect.

But a single mistake changes everything. His new “ability” puts him in the middle of a war he doesn’t want to be a part of, protecting a girl he barely knows, and running from the one thing he loves—his family.

Never give up. Never give in.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1


[image: ]


The first time it happened I was five. At least, that’s the first time I remember it happening. They say it can start even earlier than that.

My dad and I were at the park, playing baseball. Rather, my dad was on the phone and I was throwing the ball up and catching it by myself. Must have looked kind of pathetic from the outside, but I didn’t mind. I was just happy he was spending time with me.

Anyway, the park by our house had this huge fountain. It was a gaudy monstrosity with steps of tiered cement stretching fifty feet into the sky. It had been a community project. One of those, ‘let’s throw money into an already affluent neighborhood as an excuse to get together for bourbon and cigars and pat ourselves on the back for a job well done’. The fountain was an eyesore, but it was fun in the summer when the weather was hot. It was one of those marble designs with men in military uniform lifting a rock and a few ridiculous cherubs added to make it child-like. 

I wandered off a little ways from my dad. Throwing the ball higher and higher, trying to tune out that he was screaming at someone in Japanese. Eventually, I ended up right in front of that fountain. I gave the ball another hard throw, frustrated to have no one to throw it to. Freakin’ thing landed right on the top of the fountain. On top of the bloomin’ rock the marble men were lifting.

At this point, five-year-old me was in a tough spot. It was a rare occasion that my dad would take me anywhere just for fun, and I did NOT want to screw it all up by losing the ball my uncle had given me. I tried to climb the first few steps, but slipped and fell. I looked for something I could use as a ladder, but there was nothing but grass and perfectly pruned trees as far as the eye could see.

I turned and glared at the ball. Stupid thing. 

That’s when it happened. Born from that ironic need not to disappoint my father.

One second I was staring up at the fountain. The next, I was sitting at the very top of the rock, those military marble men holding the boulder and me while water cascaded down around them. The baseball held tightly in my hands. A huge grin stretched across my face.

I remember my dad running over. Dropping the phone and shouting. He kept looking over his shoulder like he was terrified someone might see. I didn’t realize until much later he was crying. And the shouting—I’d never heard anything like it.

He kept saying, “You climbed up there. You climbed up there all by yourself. You climbed up there. Remember? You CLIMBED up there.”

Of course, I had no idea what was happening. I was just happy I’d recovered the ball. A week later, a construction crew tore down that fountain. My dad said it was unrelated. I watched from my bedroom window.

I’d forgotten most of the incident for, like, a decade.

But it’s one of my first memories, my dad shouting like that.

It was just a small preview of things to come...

*  *  *
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“JAMES!”

My eyes opened slowly, then my heartbeat quickened and I shot up into a sitting position. One hand flew out to silence my alarm before I realized it was my dad yelling from downstairs and not the annoying blaring from my alarm.

“James, get your ass out of bed! You’re going to be late for school!”

I pressed a pillow over my face with a silent groan, cursing the sun and all its Southern California consistency. Cursing the addictive video game that had kept me awake until just a few hours before. My feet hit the floor, and I answered before he could call again.

“I’m coming! Gimme two minutes!”

The routine was simple. Brush the teeth. Wash the face. Give up on the hair. Lucinda, our housekeeper, had come by yesterday afternoon and had left a stack of clean clothes on top of my dresser. I threw on the first thing in the pile and made it downstairs with thirty seconds to spare.

My dad was pacing back and forth in the kitchen. It was only seven-thirty, but already a phone was glued to each hand. He lowered them slightly and gestured at a bowl of fruit. “Finally. Get yourself some breakfast—you need to eat something before we head out.”

I headed automatically to the cabinet and pulled out a mug. It was just as automatically snatched from my hand.

“Food, James. Not caffeine. You don’t need coffee. You’re a kid.”

The man barely ever looked at me, but he always seemed to know exactly where I was. I waited until his back was turned before filling up a thermos and slipping it into my bag.

“You ready?” he asked impatiently, clicking off both phones and slipping them into his briefcase. “I’m giving you a ride in today.” 

I paused where I stood, giving him a strange look.

Since when do you care?

He seemed to ask himself the same question, but herded me towards the garage with an impatient wave. “Just get in the car.”

When I say garage, it probably conjures a certain image. Two cars. Grease-stained floor. Cluttered shelves of personal memorabilia long ago surrendered to spiders.

Ours was different than that.

My father didn’t seem to have much passion in his life, but one thing he did care about was his cars. He cared fiercely. Our garage had been custom-built to house four freakin’ parking bays that were as long as the house. Shined like a showroom, and polished to the point where it was dangerous to walk on the floor.

There was the Porsche, the Benz, the Lamborghini, and something else so exclusively Italian that even I was unable to pronounce its name. 

For a teenage boy, it was like living adjacent to a small piece of heaven. But under no circumstances was I allowed to touch. These cars belonged to my father. They were not for me. Ever.

He considered his choices for a split-second, and then unlocked the door to the Benz. I slid into the passenger seat and tossed my bag into the back, careful not to scratch the leather upholstery. The garage door came up, the phones were magically back, and he argued his way through two separate conversations as he shot backwards into the sun—almost killing the girl who lived next door in the process. I shot an apologetic glance over my shoulder but we were already speeding down the road towards the school, breaking every speed limit along the way.

There was only one high school in Seranto, California. A private school so ridiculously overpriced only the residents of the exclusive seaside community could afford to send their kids there. There was another school for the children of the working class twenty miles down the road.

None of us ever went there. We didn’t even play them at sports.

The Benz pulled up beside several others as he dropped me in the student lot. Usually I’d be parking there myself, just a few spaces down. That meant walking home. No biggie, but he’d insisted on taking me in himself this morning. I was about to find out why.

“So I’m leaving tonight—catching the red-eye. Have to take a quick trip for work.”

I wasn’t sure if it was technically considered a ‘red-eye’ if it was on the company jet, but I admired his efforts to blend in with the common man. “How long will you be gone?”

The questions were routine by now. I’d asked them many times.

“Two weeks.”

I nodded robotically, and then it all suddenly clicked. The anemic display of guilt, the strange gesture of affection he was making by allowing me to ride in his precious car.

“I know you have that big game...” he preempted, distractedly running a hand through his hair. “We haven’t been able to spend much time together lately. Sorry about that.”

I didn’t say anything. I was no longer expected to. I just nodded again—staring out the window at the entrance of the school. Wishing he would unlock the doors so I could leave. The neighbor girl came rushing along the sidewalk and into the school.

“Maybe we can go somewhere over the holidays,” he offered, trying to sound friendly, infusing his voice with a false sense of cheer. “You’re almost eighteen—that opens some doors. We could go to Budapest or Guam...”

Those were some pretty random places to choose for vacation. I swung my head back to look at him. I wondered if he had work there to do and I was just his excuse. Or more like his cover.

“Yeah, maybe.” The bell rang and I reached for my bag and it over my shoulder, gripping the strap. “I have to go—don’t want to be late.”

“Right. Of course.” The locks came up. “I’ll see you soon, James.”

“See ya.”

I was mentally gone before my feet even hit the curb, walking across the pavement in long, sweeping strides, my thoughts a million miles away. Already fantasizing about my coffee and scrolling through a mental list of music, I about had a heart attack when he called out my name.

“James!”

I froze and then slowly turned around, wondering if I’d forgotten something in the car. He was leaning over the passenger seat, studying me carefully with the window rolled down. After a second of silence, all the hair started prickling on the back of my neck. Then he flashed me an unexpected smile.

“After your game...do something fun.”

What the—? Something fun?

My lips parted as I stared at him in honest surprise. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d suggested such a thing. Nor could I recall the last time he’d instructed me to do something just for me without having some bigger agenda. As I stared back at him, a strange kind of nostalgia started stirring deep in my chest. I had actually managed a smile in return by the time the car went tearing out of the parking lot, leaving me standing alone on the curb.

That’s when the bell rang again, and I closed my eyes with a sigh.

...late again.

*  *  *
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SERANTO HIGH MIGHT have been as rich as they come, but it was still high school. At some level, all high schools are pretty much the same.

You had the nerds, the jocks, the stoners, the student council. The hemp-only-vegans who scared away anyone who ventured too close to their table at lunch. Cut it open and the cross-section of every student population is exactly the same. All of them simply trying to keep their heads above water. All of them counting down the seconds till they could walk across that stage.

I was a jock. Blond hair, a spray of light freckles across my nose that I hated, and piercing blue eyes. Tall and athletic. Playing multiple sports, earning varsity letters in each. I wore my letterman jacket on Fridays and had been voted homecoming royalty since I was fourteen years old.

Before you start, I know the stereotype. I’ve heard it all before.

Teenage god. What some would call a privileged boy king. Living it up in his high school glory years, before the nerds and scholars rise to power in the years to come. The corporations of tomorrow were run by the techies and geeks of today, whereas jocks like me graduated then became promptly irrelevant if we didn’t move on to the NFL, or NHL, or NBA, or some other professional league.

I didn’t care how I looked. Didn’t care that girls constantly messaged me. Didn’t care that I had a body other guys wished they had. The thing is, I had no desire to play sports in college. And I had no intention of going to college anywhere in the same time zone as this insufferable little town. My dream? Gap year after high school, then pack a duffle bag and study abroad.

To study what? It didn’t matter. Something with words, not numbers. I liked English and History. I was crap at math. The important thing wasn’t the academics though, it was the distance. The way I figured, my dad would say no freakin’ way to the gap year. But he’d embrace the idea of me going as far away as possible. I could only hope that the ‘embracing’ came with a financial assist.

“Dude—Jamie. How does this keep happening?”

I turned around and flashed a quick smile. Turns out I wasn’t the only one late to school.

Kevin McConnell didn’t exactly run in the upper echelons of high school society. He wasn’t particularly good-looking, didn’t have an exceptional amount of money or talent on the field. But what Kevin McConnell did have was access to his father’s prescription pad.

For that reason alone Kevin was forever guaranteed a seat at the popular table, along with an invite to whatever party was being thrown that week. He was also asked to bring snacks.

Ironically, he was one of the only people worth talking to at those unbearable parties.

“We’re a testament to the resilience of the human condition.” I slapped his outstretched hand with a grin. “The confines of this crap-hole can’t hold us.”

“Naw, but its teachers can still throw us in detention.”

The eyes were red and the words slightly slurred. Kevin’s tardiness was usually on account of yesterday’s booze and pill cocktail. I was surprised he’d made it in at all.

“Or should I say, they’ll throw me in detention.” He gave me a quick once-over. “Doesn’t matter how late you are, Hunt. I don’t see any of the faculty calling you on it.”

“That’s ridiculous.” The two of us wandered reluctantly towards our first-period history class. The door was already closed and Mr. Dixon was monologuing like a Bond villain in the third act. “We’re in this together. Sink or swim.”

With that, we pushed open the door. And froze in the sudden spotlight.

“McConnell—you’re late.” 

The word fired out like a bullet, leaving a trail of shrapnel in its wake. Dixon’s sharp eyes swept right over me, fastening onto the baggy jeans and bloodshot retinas.

“Yes, sir.” Kevin shifted uncomfortably, avoiding his probing gaze. “Jamie and I both missed the bell.”

At this point, I couldn’t begrudge him for trying. The favoritism was almost painful.

Sure enough, Dixon both acknowledged and dismissed me in the same instant.

“Hunt, take a seat. Don’t let it happen again.” He rounded with a vengeance on the other boy. “And you—you’re lucky I don’t give you a Breathalyzer right now. See me after class.”

In this together, huh? Sink or swim?

Kevin shot me a sarcastic grin, which I returned with an innocent shrug. Then we took our seats as our teacher started up again.

It was a Thursday morning and the class was in its usual stupor. They’d tuned in just long enough to watch Dixon dole out his partisan punishment, and then sank back into a glassy-eyed daze.

My desk was in the very back of the room. Far enough away to escape attention, while being centrally located so as to gaze upon the whole dreary scene. Dixon was pontificating on economic growth trends of the 1920s, my buddy Max was making two Adderall chase each other across his desk, and the girl in front of me was distractedly chewing on her hair and secretly texting on her phone.

Riveting stuff. Really worth the forty grand it took to enroll here.

My mind blanked as I sank down further in my chair. Twirling a pencil between my fingers. Plotting how best to ask my father about a semester, or two, abroad.

Like most of the kids who lived in Seranto, I’d never had a job. Even if I’d expressed an interest, my father would never have allowed it. On the contrary, he would have thought it ‘unseemly’ for someone of our position. That was my dad. Fervently pretending to be American aristocracy, when the rest of the people who lived outside our zip code couldn’t give a shit.

The pencil twirled faster and faster. It was taking on a life of its own.

It would help if I had something to contribute myself. Some sort of lousy pittance that would shine only in principle and help to coax his hand along.

Faster and faster the pencil twirled. The colors were just a blur of yellow now.

Maybe I could start tutoring after school. It’s not like he could object to something like that, and at any rate it wasn’t like he was ever going to find out—

“Mr. Hunt!”

My head snapped up as Dixon came to a stop right in front of my desk. His entire body was rigid, but in hindsight he was surprisingly calm considering the circumstances.

“Yes, sir?”

His eye twitched as the students behind him turned around to stare.

“Your pencil is on fire.”

For a second, I just blinked. Then I glanced at the flaming embers in my hand.

“Shit!”

I dropped it with a yelp, shoving my chair away from the desk. Someone, I don’t know who, threw their backpack on top of the flaming stick of wood on my desk, and within seconds it was nothing more than ash. There were just a few wisps of smoke to commemorate one of the strangest moments of my life.

What the hell?!

A terrifying hush fell over the classroom. No one moved. No one spoke. For a suspended moment, we all just sat there. Staring at the scorch mark in the center of my desk. Then, one by one, the rest of the class did what adolescents do best in moments of unexplained crisis.

They started laughing.

My head turned on a swivel, staring at nothing in particular, always coming back to the inexplicable mark. Someone clapped me on the shoulder. The laughter turned to applause. I wished I could strangle whoever started it. I wished I could get just one second to figure out—

“Hunt.” I jumped out of my skin as Dixon’s shadow loomed over me. “Care to tell me what’s going on?”

That’s a good question.

Was it a prank? Maybe it was a trick of the light? My eyes flickered about the room, searching for a guilty expression to clue me in. Nothing but blank faces. My heart picked up its hammering pace. My hands automatically curled into fists as they pressed against my jeans.

Then a throat cleared softly beside me.

“It’s just a dumb lighter. Put it away, Jamie—stop wasting our time.”

There was another chorus of laughter as Dixon stormed back to the front. No sooner had he gotten there than Kevin McConnell chimed in with an ill-timed, “I’m late two minutes and we’re having a post-class therapy session. But James Hunt lights a pencil on fire...”

The entire class leapt on board, like lions zeroing in on a gazelle. A gazelle who at that very moment was probably asking himself why he’d spent an additional two years in a masters program just for the ‘privilege’ of teaching us deplorable kids.

I waited for them to get into it. Waited for enough eyes to swivel back to the front. Then I cast a side glance at the brown-haired girl sitting beside me.

She alone wasn’t participating in the recreational crucifixion. She was staring at a deep gouge in her desk, tracing the edges of it with the tip of her nail. I watched, transfixed for a moment, and then leaned over as discreetly as I could.

“Thanks for saying that.”

The finger came to a pause, though her eyes stayed glued to the desk.

“What do you mean?”

I hazarded a quick look towards Dixon, then leaned farther over. Lowering my voice.

“About the lighter. Thanks for covering for me.”

Those eyes came up, and all of a sudden I found myself caught in their piercing glare.

“Covering for you?” She cocked her head to the side, looking at me with the strangest expression I had ever seen. “You used a lighter, didn’t you? How else would you start the fire?”

My heart quickened, my face froze, and every possible excuse I could think of went flying out the window. I cast a final look at the burn on my desk before retracting my fingers.

“Yeah...I used a lighter.”
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By second period, the entire school had heard how James Hunt lit a pencil on fire in the back of his history class. By fourth period, he was dripping gasoline on the desk and challenging Dixon to a duel. But then, at lunchtime, Ashley Hudston got caught with a joint in the girls’ locker room and the entire pencil incident was forgotten.

“Yo, Jamie!” a varsity linebacker called from across the hall. “You think I should take Clayton’s quiz in bio, or just set the whole thing on fire?”

Okay...it was almost forgotten.

I flashed him a weak smile, taking advantage of the flurry caused by the bell to duck into the bathroom unnoticed. It was the first moment I’d had to myself since walking into school, and after carefully checking to make sure the stalls were empty I let out a deep breath and stared down at my hands.

What the hell happened back there?

I put both hands on of the sink, leaning towards the mirror. There was nothing unusual about my reflection. Nothing that screamed ‘boy who magically incinerates writing implements with his bare hands’. I was nothing but a high school senior who was, again, late to class.

This couldn’t have been me, right? There had to be some other explanation.

“Planning your next pyrotechnic display?”

I jumped back with a start as the door opened and a leggy blonde slipped inside. She locked it behind her, flashing a perfectly practiced grin as the florescent lights played with the highlights in her hair.

“Did you miss the sign?” I joked with a tight smile, knowing full well she hadn’t. Alicia Cartwright had been trying to get me alone since the beginning of term. I’d avoided her thus far. Up till now.

She ignored the question, sliding in between me and the sink.

“You’ve been avoiding me.”

Not a question.

“I haven’t,” I said quickly, suddenly feeling too warm.

She leaned back onto her elbows, staring up at me with a smile. “You’re also a terrible liar.”

Also not a question. She had a way of doing that. She also had a point about the lying.

Like most of the people in this town, Alicia and I had basically grown up together. Sat in the same classroom since we were in kindergarten. Attended the same school dances, oftentimes together. Snuck away on our fourth-grade field trip to smoke cigarettes until we both got sick.

The quarterback and the cheerleader was a nauseating cliché, but it didn’t matter when your graduating class had fewer than a hundred people. We made out the first time in fifth grade. Went farther than that in junior high. Got caught naked in the hot tub by my dad our freshman year. Nothing was ever serious enough to stick, but now, apparently, she wanted to try again.

I raked my hair back with a sigh, giving up before I’d even started. “I’m not avoiding you, Alicia, I swear. I’m just...”

“...just not interested in carrying on a high school fling when we’re both off to college next year? Yeah, I get that.” She peeled herself away from the sink, closing the distance I’d discreetly placed between us. “But if you think we’re not hooking up this year, you’re out of your mind.”

The shameless audacity produced a genuine grin.

“You know it’s not just up to you, right?”

She leaned up onto her toes and kissed me squarely on the mouth, her tongue slipping in to brush mine. She leaned back slightly. “You know the final bell rang, like, five minutes ago, right?”

The grin faded as my eyes flew to the door. “It did...?”

Thirsty seconds later I was sliding into my English class, wincing an apologetic grimace to my teacher, Ms. Braun, before I took my seat in the back. Thankfully, she spared me a censure and continued explaining a handout she’d given to the class. I stole an extra one off the desk of the person sitting across from me and pulled out a pencil.

Then I carefully put the same pencil back in my bag.

Better safe than sorry.

“—not due for another two weeks, but do not procrastinate on this one,” Braun was wrapping up. “I promise, I’m not going to take ‘but it was homecoming’ as an excuse.”

There was an obligatory groan from the students but, generally speaking, everyone was in fine spirits. The second she stopped talking they erupted into a cheerful sort of chaos, dragging their desks across the linoleum and chattering about tomorrow’s game.

I froze uncertainly, wishing very much I hadn’t missed the first five minutes of class.

“Playing catch-up, Mr. Hunt?” Ms. Braun wove her way back to my desk with a chiding frown. “I wonder why that is.”

A few years ago, the school board took a vote and declared that teachers were no longer allowed to call us by our first names. It was meant to be a sign of respect. A ‘treat them as adults, and they’ll act as adults’ sort of thing. Little did they know how much condescension the faculty at Seranto High was able to infuse in those few respectful syllables.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized immediately. “I’ve been having an off—weird day.”

That was one way of putting it.

“So I’ve heard.” She flashed me a knowing smile, probably grateful I’d kept the lighter in my pocket, then gestured to the petite girl beside her. “You have a project on Gatsby due in two weeks. Miss Tanner here will be your partner. She can fill you in on everything you missed.”

Gabrielle Tanner. Guess I was being punished after all.

The sentiment must have shown on my face because Braun smiled, and I could have sworn I heard her mutter ‘you snooze, you lose’ before walking away.

Great. Just great.

Gabrielle Tanner didn’t fit into your average high school chronicles.

She was near the top of our class, but wasn’t in the honor’s society. She had just as much money as the rest of us, but never attended the same parties. And even though she was damn beautiful, she sat by herself at lunch. No sports teams. Definitely not the cheerleader type either. Kinda on the weird side, but not really weird. If that made any sense.

An adolescent enigma, but it wasn’t entirely unwarranted. We kept our distance from her just as much as she kept her distance from us.

“Cool,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster, gesturing to an open chair. I could only imagine how quickly everyone else had paired up, leaving her all alone. “So what’s this big project?”

“Dual perspective essay,” she said without inflection, sinking into the chair. “The unwritten letters between Daisy and Gatsby. First draft is due on Monday.”

Monday? This coming Monday... really?

“Shit,” I cursed under my breath, casting a fleeting glare at the teacher. “Only Braun would assign us something the weekend after a big game.”

Gabrielle stared at me for a second, then dropped her eyes to the desk with something close to disgust. “How original,” she muttered. “A self-involved jock.”

My eyes flashed up and I bristled at the stereotype. “How predictable: a judgmental loner.”

As soon as I said the words, I felt guilty. It wasn’t in my nature to lash out like that. If anything, growing up with my dad had taught me to avoid confrontation at all costs. In truth, I didn’t have anything against Gabrielle. The avoidance was a pack mentality—nothing personal.

I’d actually had a crush on her in the fifth grade. But it only lasted a few weeks before I’d fallen in love with our science teacher, Miss Calvenetti.

“Sorry,” I muttered. “I don’t know why I said that.”

She stared at me for a second, and then apparently decided to let it go. “Let’s just get this over with.” She opened her book, dreading the assignment just as much as me. “The more we get done now, the less likely we’ll have to meet outside of class.”

My eyebrows lifted ever so slightly, and I fought the sudden urge to smile. The most popular girl in school jumped me in the bathroom not ten minutes ago, and this lovely pariah was cursing her luck at being forced to be my English partner.

Women.

“Wouldn’t want that,” I answered sweetly, opening my book as well.

While the rest of the class goofed around for the majority of the period—pretending to concentrate only when Ms. Braun made her occasional rotation through the aisles—Gabrielle and I worked in steady silence until the bell.

She was smart. Picking out stylistic quirks and themes with ease before paring them down into an efficient outline. She seemed surprised that I had brains as well—which I couldn’t help resenting. Each time I’d contribute an idea of my own, she’d look up with a start before reluctantly adding it to the page. When it became clear I’d already finished reading the book she’d looked at me with downright suspicion, like she was convinced I was pulling some sort of prank.

The hour dragged by at a glacial pace, and when the bell rang for us to start packing up our supplies I actually leaned back with a sigh of relief. “Well, that was excruciating.”

She shot me a quick glance, surprised by my unexpected honestly, and her face melted into a disturbingly sweet smile. “Sorry, I was in a much better mood this morning, before your dad almost ran me over with his car.”

My eyes flashed up, then darkened with sincere remorse. I remembered the look on her face as we’d shot out of the driveway. The surprise, anger then, finally, the sullen resentment.

“Yeah, I...sorry about that. My dad can be a little—”

“I know exactly who your dad is,” she snapped.

Of course she did. The whole country knew who my dad was.

“Yeah, sorry,” I said again, feeling like I’d spent the entire morning apologizing for things that weren’t entirely my fault. “At any rate, it feels like we got most of it done today. Maybe just one outside session and we’ll have it finished.”

She nodded, looking pleased. “Want to meet on Saturday? My parents are gone, so we’d have the house to ourselves.”

I started nodding automatically, then stopped myself with a guilty flush. “Actually...a bunch of us were heading to the beach on Saturday.” There was an awkward pause. “You should come,” I added half-heartedly.

Her lips twisted up into a hard smile. “Thanks, but I’ll leave you to it.”

Which elicited an even more awkward pause.

“How’s tomorrow?” I suggested quickly.

“Sure.” The second bell rang and she slung the strap of her bag across her shoulder. “I’ll be home after school. Come by whenever.”

“Cool.” I grabbed my bag as well. “I’ll see you—”

But she was already gone.

“—then.”

My forehead creased with a frown as I gazed after her, wondering what might possibly be going on behind those defensive eyes. I was still staring at the empty doorway when a heavy hand clamped down on my shoulder, startling me out of my trance.

“Dude, you got stuck with Tanner? That sucks.”

Matt Harris, one of my teammates and regular partners in crime, joined me in the back of the room. Jack Walsh and Dave Lipinski were at his side.

“Honestly, I’d complain to Braun,” he continued. “Ask if you can just do it alone.”

Jack grinned, tossing his copy of the book into the air. “Or you could just set it on fire...”

I gave him a playful shove as Dave plopped down on my desk, staring at the door where Gabrielle had just disappeared. “Nah, man, you’re lucky. Setting up little study dates at Gabrielle Tanner’s house...” He grunted like he’d just tasted something incredibly delicious. “I don’t care how psycho she is—the girl is fine.”

“You should definitely hit that before graduation,” Matt agreed, reneging on his former position. “Just for the life experience.”

“Dude!” Jack was scandalized. “She’d probably set him on fire!”

An image of her face flashed in my mind. Dark hair, wide hazel eyes staring up at me with the barest hint of a smile playing around her lips.

“Leave it alone,” I said briskly, herding them out the door. “Let’s just get to practice.”

Truth be told, I’d always felt the slightest bit protective of Gabrielle Tanner. Not because she was quiet, or antisocial, or unnaturally pretty for someone so shy. It was for a simple reason.

She was my neighbor.

*   *   *
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“YOU THINK THAT’S GOING TO CUT IT? SERIOUSLY! IF YOU KIDS LOSE THIS GAME, YOU’RE GOING TO REGRET IT FOR THE REST OF YOUR LIVES!”

Football coaches had a way of keeping things in perspective.

“AGAIN, YOU CRETINS! AGAIN!”

I waited for the receivers to get back into place, distractedly tossing the ball back and forth in my hands. We might have been less than twenty-four hours before the semi-finals, a game I’d been waiting my entire varsity career to play, but my head was a thousand miles away.

Strangely enough, even though my day had been a series of unfortunate events, it wasn’t any of those things that had my attention. Not the flaming pencil, or the bathroom kiss, or the Gatsby project, or even the fact that my dad had given me a random ride to school. It was a children’s nursery tale. One my mother used to read to me before I went to sleep.

The story of a kid who woke up every night and found himself in the middle of the woods. Night after night this happened, until one day he realized that his world was upside-down. That he’d only dreamt he’d fallen asleep. That he’d lived in the woods the whole time.

In hindsight, that’s a creepy thing to read to a kid...

“YOU CALL THAT A THROW, HUNT? MY GRANDMOTHER COULD THROW BETTER THAN THAT, AND SHE’S BEEN DEAD FOR THIRTY YEARS!”

I startled back to attention just in time to see the ball I’d robotically thrown sail right over the hands of the receiver. He was tackled with a sickening crunch, and the defense cheered.

“Sorry, Nate!”

Nate Jessup flipped me off with a good-natured grin, and then limped back into position. Fortunately the coach called for a break, and he was able to shake off the concussion in peace.

“Dude, everything okay?” Matt yanked off his helmet and trotted over to me, sweaty curls plastered to the sides of his face. “What’s up with you?”

I shook back to the present quickly, burying the bedtime story deep in the recesses of my mind. “Haven’t you heard?” I gestured to where our coach was having a mild coronary by the water cooler. “I’ve dishonored my family name.”

Matt chuckled. “Yeah, he’s worse than usual. Before we came out here, I saw him hyperventilating into a paper bag in his car.”

“He does that every Thursday,” I said dismissively. “Most of it is court-ordered, but I think he came up with the meditation tapes on his own.”

He laughed again then snatched the ball from my hands, holding it tauntingly out of reach. “Seriously though, man, you better get it together. I’ve got a lot riding on this game.”

“Oh yeah?” I made a swipe for the ball and missed, relieved to be talking about something normal. “Do tell.”

“Lauren,” he said simply, tossing it back and forth with a grin. “If we win tomorrow night, she promised to be in a...celebratory mood.”

I laughed, leaping high into the air and snatching the ball back for good. “In that case, I’ll do my best. The world knows your hand could use a break.”

He jumped on top of me with a shout, trying to tear it out of my hands. The three guys standing closest to us were quick to join in, and before long we were locked in an impromptu battle. Laughing, cursing, and pummeling each other without remorse, until—

A white van pulled around the corner and everyone froze.

I guess it shouldn’t have bothered me. I guess after all this time I should have gotten used to the sight of them. After all, most of those vans belonged to my father.

The story was simple enough. 

It was a genetic anomaly. An evolutionary glitch that, if left unchecked, would fester and spread. I remembered seeing it on the news. There was a girl only a few years older than me getting dragged out of her school by unsmiling men with guns. I was too young to understand what was happening; too young to know what the newscaster meant when he used words like ‘quarantine’ and ‘purge’.

In my mind, the idea of ‘supernatural abilities’ was straight out of a movie. Like the kind of thing that the hero would use to save the planet and blow the bad guys away. I’d been terribly excited about the revelation that these things were actually real. I remembered drawing pictures of myself in crayon with superpowers of my own. Those drawings were quickly destroyed.

It wasn’t until a few years later that I came to understand the ramifications of those fateful headlines. That I came to realize our nation had decided it was under attack. People instinctively feared what they couldn’t understand, and they instinctively hated what they feared.

A special task force was commissioned. The kind with limited governmental oversight and virtually limitless funding. That’s when the purge began. Ten years ago those people with special abilities were rounded up, vanished into a black hole. Five years later, the gene was supposedly isolated and their mothers were rounded up as well.

Since then, hardly a week would go by without hearing another story on the news. The systematic genocide of the supernatural race became our nation’s favorite pastime and people would sit in front of their television screens for hours every night, waiting for the next person to get outed. Waiting for some teenager to get dragged out of their house, never to be seen again.

We were supposed to be grateful. We were supposed to feel safe.

In my case, I was supposed to be proud. Because those white vans, the ones that rolled silently down the streets looking for prey, the ones that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end...those white vans answered to my father.

Lucky me.

The ball went limp in my hands as the group of us straightened up, staring silently until the van disappeared at the end of the street. We stared long after it had left. Quiet and still.

“How about that,” Matt murmured, shivering in spite of himself. “Looks like your dad is hard at work.”

I swallowed back bile, shuddering at what might be on the news that night. “Yeah, looks like he is...”

Dave coughed, and a laugh that sounded forced followed. “He’s probably picking up half the team we’re playing. Wants his son to win no matter the cost.”

“Yeah, no matter the cost,” I said, staring at the football in my hands.
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School the next day was a wash. A Thursday just like it always was before every big game. Like trying to make kids sit still the day before Christmas break. Football was a way of life for these people.

Football and money.

I got through my classes quickly and without incident. Without incident meaning nothing spontaneously turned to ash or caught on fire. Whatever had happened was clearly a figment of my imagination. I must’ve done something or someone had done something to my pencil and just hadn’t told me yet. It didn’t matter, since no one cared anymore anyway. We were all focused on the game. The teachers had no expectations of us and assigned no homework. So it was with a clear schedule that I swept outside five minutes ahead of the bell and sped all the way home, looking forward to an empty house and pizza delivery.

There was just one thing I had to do first.

Well, this should be interesting...

At four-thirty on the dot I stepped onto my front porch, staring with trepidation at the house next door. It was almost exactly like mine: two-stories with an attic. Painted cream with a gabled roof, and the same ostentatious framework as the rest of the mini-mansions on the block.

The only difference was the trees. While every other house in the neighborhood boasted manicured gardens and meticulously trimmed lawns, the Tanners’ house was half-hidden by an enormous grove of trees. I’d heard my dad rant about it once, threatening to lodge a complaint with the homeowners’ association. But I liked the trees. I’d often imagined how it must feel from the inside. Safely concealed from prying eyes.

Why I was being so punctual, I didn’t know. Gabrielle had said she’d be home all day; it wasn’t like we’d scheduled a proper time. But something about those hazel eyes of hers had put me on notice. Made me feel unnervingly formal, like I should arrive with a gift.

Dude, she can probably see you right now. Just go over there already.

In times of crisis, the voice in my head tended to alienate me. Call it self-preservation. He preferred to watch from a distance and judge.

Feeling like a bit of an idiot, I pulled in a deep breath and then jogged across my front lawn to the sidewalk. Rather than cut through the small forest her parents called a garden, I slowed my pace and stayed carefully on the walkway, shooting curious glances to the side the whole time.

I’d swear the temperature dropped ten degrees. Must be all that glorious shade.

My backpack hung low on a shoulder as I cleared my throat then rang the bell. Again, I had no idea why I was so nervous. While things might have been awkward at school, Gabrielle and I had lived next door to each other since we were about two years old. It wasn’t the first time I’d been over to her house. Her mom used to babysit me until my dad got home from work.

It was the first time I’d been here since learning to speak in complete sentences, however. Between that and learning to use the toaster, my dad figured I could pretty much be left on my own.

There was movement on the other side of the door. I heard a cabinet closing. Feet were pounding on the stairs. Somewhere in the house, the music that had been playing turned off. The Arctic Monkeys or Radiohead. Something that was too far away to hear. Something I was sure I’d listened to myself.

“Oh—hey.” She pulled open the door and greeted me all in one breath. “Perfect timing, I just got back from a run.”

She was obviously not feeling the same sense of formality as me. Her school clothes had been replaced with yoga pants and a fitted tank. Her hair was damp from a shower and hung in loose waves down her back. Little spirals of coconut-scented steam were still rising from her skin, and her bare feet were tapping impatiently on the carpet.

I took the hint and stepped inside.

“You run?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Obviously. Idiot.

She gave me a blank stare. “No, I was just texting really fast.”

Our eyes met as a flush of embarrassment froze me in my tracks. Time stalled a moment, then she seemed to take pity on me and gestured towards the living room with a little grin.

“Actually, I was about to order pizza. You want some?”

I dropped my bag onto the sofa and glanced back with pleasant surprise. There was only one place in town close enough to deliver, and considering how many nights my dad was away on business I’d come to know every employee by name.

“Yeah, that sounds great.”

Her fingers dialed the number by memory. “Hawaiian—”

“—is terrible. I hope that’s a joke.”

She stared at me while the phone rang, then very ostentatiously ordered half-Hawaiian and half-whatever football players like to eat. I listened with a little smile, pretending not to be paying attention as I made a quick study of the room. It was messy. But it was a teenage kind of messy. I suddenly wondered how long her parents had been away.

“Done.” She hung up the phone and plopped down onto the sofa, pulling out her notes at the same time. “Should be here in fifteen minutes.”

I nodded, then gestured to a family portrait on the wall. “How long have your parents been gone?”

The Tanners were both consultants for some big tech firm that was based in London. The company had offices on six continents, and they were often away for weeks at a time.

Her eyes followed mine, and she hesitated for just a split second before pulling out a pencil with a teasing smile. “Is this going to be safe around you? Or should I get a crayon?”

I chuckled in spite of myself, settling down on the cushion beside her. “I think we can risk it. Better your house than mine.”

We shared a genuine smile, then dropped our eyes quickly and pulled out our books. This was not a social visit. There were things to get done. After which, I’d be leaving immediately.

For the next fifteen minutes, we worked in silence. It wasn’t as awkward as it could have been, partially because she got up halfway through and turned on the music that had been playing before. I was right, it was Radiohead. I had the poster for the album taped to my wall.

Our heads bobbed up and down to the music as our pencils flew across the page. It was a little daunting, trying to keep up with her, but in the end I was proud of what I’d done.

It wasn’t until we exchanged papers that we realized we had a problem.

“You’re writing as Gatsby?” I asked in surprise, looking up from her draft. We had never expressly assigned the roles of Daisy versus Gatsby. I’d just assumed...

“Wait—you are, too?” She snatched up my paper, and then her face fell with a sigh. “Shit.”

I froze in complete bewilderment. “Of course I’m writing as him, why the hell are you?”

“Gatsby’s the more interesting character,” she said without hesitation.

“He’s also the guy.” I set her paper down, torn between amusement and exasperation. “If we’re supposed to be writing letters as this couple, I just assumed that—”

“That, what?” she challenged. “That I’d have to write the boring female perspective?”

“Well...yeah.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, but she didn’t back down. Quite the contrary, she fixed me with another dangerously saccharine smile. The kind I’d already learned to fear.

“Tell you what...why don’t we just read through the drafts, and whoever did a better job can keep the character. Agreed?”

Game changer.

Growing up with my dad had taught me the value of a bluff, but I was a flat-out terrible liar. Instead of trying I kept my face free of emotion, handing back her paper with a shrug.

“You can keep Gatsby,” I said graciously. “I don’t have a problem writing the girl.”

Just being a gentleman. It had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that your paper is better than mine.

“You sure?” she pressed, taunting me. “I’d be happy to read over what you wrote.”

I snatched the copy out of her hands and stuffed it into my bag. If she’d tried to retrieve it, I honestly think I might have swallowed the thing. Neither of us said a word as we returned to our work. But when she glanced up at me a minute later, I could have sworn I saw a smile. 

That’s when the doorbell rang.

Thank the Maker.

I set down my book with a sigh of relief, reaching automatically for my wallet to help with the bill. “Here, let me get this.”

“No, it’s cool.” She was already halfway to the door, pulling a folded stack of bills from a wooden chest in the entryway. “If we do this again, you can get the next one.”

If we do this again.

My head snapped up and I found myself staring after her without really knowing why. A moment later she reappeared, balancing a giant cardboard box in her hands.

“As promised.” She set it on the sofa between us, pulling out a greasy slice. “Enjoy.”

I followed her motions carefully, glancing down at the leather cushions. “Won’t your parents mind? You want me to grab some plates?”

My dad would straight-up murder me if I ate pizza on the couch. Under no circumstances was food allowed to leave the kitchen. Our house was a pristine testament to that rule.

Again, there was an almost imperceptible pause before Gabrielle answered the question.

“It’s fine, they’re pretty laid-back.” But she tossed me a napkin before gesturing to the box. “At any rate, they’re on the other side of the Atlantic. We’re safe.”

I nodded, and reached for the box, trying to shake the feeling that, at any moment, a SWAT team would drop down from the sky. “Half-Hawaiian and half-football, huh?”

She swallowed loudly and flashed me a grin.

“The guy interpreted that as meat-lover’s. Go figure.”

I let out a laugh and then suddenly fell quiet, feeling rather off-balance.

This wasn’t what I expected when I came over here. Laughing over pizza. Joking around while listening to Radiohead. This wasn’t what I expected at all. 

My eyes flickered up and I found myself watching her—curious, in spite of my better judgment. Picking up on all those things I’d missed. Little details I’d never noticed before.

To be honest, it was hard to get past the face. The face was almost too pretty. It demanded attention. Then there was the body. She could hide it beneath as many t-shirts as she wanted, but I was a teenage guy. Our brains were highly adept at this sort of thing. Her body was perfection. She was slender, at times almost delicate, but with just enough curves to catch my eye.

Yes, it was hard to get past those things. But once I did, I found myself unable to look away. Drawn in by the fascinating quirks and tells that she didn’t seem aware of herself.

The way she played out the melody to whatever song we were listening to on her right leg. The way she immediately grabbed a second slice of pizza after she’d finished scarfing down her first. The way she’d answered the door with no makeup, fresh from a shower.

That alone was enough to blow me away. The last time I’d seen a girl without makeup had been when me and some of the guys crashed Melanie Horton’s birthday party in the eighth grade, and even then all the girls had run screaming from the room.

There was something genuine about her that caught me by surprise. It was a complete lack of pretension that was something of an anomaly in the adolescent world.

“Hey creep, I asked you a question.”

She’s also staring right at me.

My gaze dropped to the sofa, and I blushed guiltily before hesitantly looking at her face again. Sure enough, she was staring like I’d had a fit or something. I was quick to clear my face. “Sorry—what?”

“I asked if you wanted some ranch.” She fought back a smile. “Unless you’d like to continue thinking of all the ways you could kill me.”

I ignored this last part, silently cursing myself for staring so long. “Ranch?” I repeated with a frown, sure I’d heard wrong. “On the pizza?”

“Yeah, on the pizza.” She pushed to her feet and ducked into the kitchen to grab a bottle from the fridge. “How is it possible that you’ve never had that?”

I watched in morbid fascination as she squirted a dollop onto her slice, licking the drops on her fingers. “...because it’s gross?”

“Try some.”

By now, I should have expected it. But that didn’t mean I had to play along.

“Absolutely not.” I lifted my own slice to my mouth, taking a huge bite as she wielded the bottle like a weapon. “Put that down.”

Her lips twitched up into a mocking grin. “Come on...Seranto High’s star quarterback is too scared to try a bite of ranch?”

Why am I smiling? This isn’t...why the heck am I smiling?

“While the parallels you draw between football and salad dressing are fascinating, I’m going to pass. Seriously, just looking at it is enough to make me—”

A splash hit me right in the face.

“—sick.”

To be fair, it wasn’t exactly her fault. She’d aimed for the pizza at the precise moment I’d lowered the slice to my napkin. But those technicalities didn’t make much of a difference when streams of thick white dressing were dripping down my neck.

“Oh crap!” Her hands clapped over her mouth as her eyes widened to perfect saucers. “I can’t believe...Jamie, I’m so sorry! I can’t believe I just did that!”

I was frozen perfectly still. Stunned into silence.

“Please, say something!” She was starting to panic now, dabbing frantically with a napkin at my nose and neck. “I-I know that looked intentional, but I swear I really didn’t do it on—”

My pizza smashed into her face.

“—purpose.”

I was grinning again. In fact, I couldn’t seem to stop. The longer she sat there, smeared with bacon and
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