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Chapter One

 


Screams filled the
darkness. The kind of scream that resolves itself into a whistle. A
train whistle. A bright light. A train was headed this way. The
clatter and vibrations of metal tracks shook beneath my weight.
Panic settled in with a powerful grip, holding me paralyzed. All
hope of rational thought seemed lost. How did I get here in the
first place? More importantly, how was I going to get myself
out?

A cry has made its way to me from the
darkness. Anguish. Pleading.
I cannot place the voice. Did it come from me?

There is fog. A lot of grey fog. The
blinding light and the thunder from a fast-approaching train are
all I can see.

“Hello!” I screamed into the shadows. No sound
returned.

The pleading voice was gone. The train was not.

A pounding train. A pounding heart. Thump, thump, thump, thump.

Every inch of exposed skin has numbed from the chill. Exposed. Naked to the elements.
Am I even wearing clothes? I look down but my body has been encased
in darkness. It will be in the light soon. The screaming whistle
will not let me forget about its presence. Closing my eyes, I
begged to be let free of this nightmare.

The whistle blows again. Louder this time. As if it’s
funneled into my ear so it can rattle around my brain. My eyes
popped open in horror as the circular light—the Cyclops at the front of the train—barreled
onward. The tracks shake more wildly. Dust flew upward, fleeing
from the scene while it can. The dust has a better sense than
me.

“Run stupid, why don’t you run?”

But I have nowhere to run.

I sucked in air.
Wheeze. Cough. The dust has climbed its way into my nose. Every
sense has been assaulted by the grime. A layer of it has formed on
my tongue.

The harbinger of my doom must have picked up speed. It’s even more thunderous and
brilliant up close. One thought has formed, pushing out the sound—I
am going to die. My senses have begun recording my final
moment.

On the verge of laughing at the absurdity of it all, I lift
my head but recoil when I connect with something hard.
My eyes open a second time.
Instinctively, I raise my hands to cut off the glare from the
barreling metal Cyclops. As pink fingers filter the light,
realization hits. Sunlight.

No Cyclops. No train. No
sound.

My pulse and breathing slowed down. Much slower than I would have liked. But they
slowed. None of it was real. And yet I felt like I was
there.

The once hostile,
hateful, burning light has turned warm and welcoming. My eyes open
wider as the difference settled. There is a smudge on the Camaro’s
window where I banged my head. It had to be a nightmare. I hoped it
was a nightmare.

“You fell asleep,”
Carly commented.

I straightened my back against the leather seat. The AC in the car was tepid compared to
those rattling train tracks.

“I guess so,” I said,
clenching and unclenching my hands to make sure I could feel
them.

Glancing sideways at me, my stepmother looked much younger than her age. Onlookers
often mistook her for my older sibling even though we looked
nothing alike. Her black hair was knotted into a side braid that
shifted with the movement.

“Faye, it sounded like you were having a bad dream. Is
everything okay?” Carly asked, but her tone was
suspicious.

“Must have been a nightmare,” I informed my stepmom as we
entered Astoria,
Oregon.

I didn’t want to think about it anymore.

“You’re sure that’s all it was?” Carly pressed. Her blue eyes turned back to the road.
She didn’t really want to know the answer.

“What else could it be?” I carefully countered. She was
implying something more.

This subject was always a dance for
us.

Carly’s blue eyes
remained on the road for the duration of the drive. The voice on
the GPS provided directions to a destination we hadn’t been to in
years.

Carly married Dad
after my mom ran out on us years ago. Carly didn’t like kids. She
didn’t want kids. She had no idea how to act around her recently
turned sixteen-year-old freak of a stepdaughter, but she was
trying. We seemed to find a balance between polite and
awkward.

She was never mean, but I knew what she thought of me. I
had heard enough conversations between her and my father. She
thought I needed help. Lots
and lots of help. Maybe she was right.

Now that I was her
sole responsibility, she was chauffeuring me to live with Grams.
Carly thought staying with a relative of my father’s in a small
town would be a better fit.

As we pulled up to a petite house with a crooked porch and peeling blue paint, I
couldn’t decide if I was nervous or relieved. Would this be better
or worse than living with Carly?

The humidity hit fast
after sitting in the air-conditioned Camaro. Astoria, Oregon
usually had mild weather. But there was an ongoing heat wave these
past few days.

I brushed my blonde hair back. The blue strands in my bangs threatened to stick to my
forehead. Why couldn’t I just sit inside the black car and blast
the AC?

Carly opened the trunk.

Right. I was being forced to live in a new home.

I met Carly at the
rear of the car for my two suitcases. The only scraps I was
bringing into my new life.

“Well, Faye, look at
you all grown up,” a familiar voice said from the front of the
house.

I looked up and smiled, walking to the screen door with a suitcase in tow.

“Look at those beautiful hazel eyes hiding behind all that
makeup.” Grams tsked. Her curly
blonde hair was beginning to frizz from the weather.

I wasn’t wearing much makeup—eyeliner and mascara—but Grams didn’t like makeup
whatsoever.

“Hi, Grams.” We hugged
before struggling to move one of the suitcases up the front porch
stairs. They were old and painted a worn-out blue that was
splintering.

“Let me help you with that,” Grams said and tried to take
the suitcase from me, but I
refused. “A young girl shouldn’t be forced to carry such a heavy
bag.” Grams gave Carly a pointed look, but Carly was too busy
trying to bring my other suitcase to the door to notice.

I pitied Carly. She
really was trying.

“I’m sixteen, Grams. I’m becoming a big girl now,” I joked to lighten the
mood. Tension
between Grams and Carly always
existed. Grams was my father’s mother. And even though Grams never
spoke of my mom, no woman could compete with her. Everyone knew how
Grams felt, so our visits became shorter and less
frequent.

This would be a good change. We could
spend more time together.

A floorboard creaked
as I stepped inside the quaint house. The cool air was refreshing,
especially compared to the mugginess we thankfully left outside.
Even my feet were chilled by the floor temperature when I took off
my flip-flops.

“I’m not used to seeing the place without
Christmas decorations,” I
told her. The house was cramped but it was only me and Grams living
here. The walls were
painted a variety of pastel
colors and the antique furniture hadn’t moved since I’d last been
here.

Grams walked into the kitchen. A faint aroma of lasagna mixed with the typical woodsy
smell of the small house.

“That’s right. You haven’t been here in a few years,”
Grams commented.

“Yes. Last year Kevin wanted to go away for
Christmas,” Carly reminded us. The
room fell deftly silent. Grams had opened the fridge and was
staring into it but I could see her lips purse. My father’s death
fell heavy on all of us, especially on those who thought he
committed suicide. Carly was one of those people. I wasn’t so
sure.

My gut told me that
it wasn’t true. That there was something fishy about the way he had
died. There was absolutely no way my father would have committed
suicide. No way.

On the other hand,
maybe denial was my way of dealing with grief.

“Would you two like a glass of lemonade?” Grams asked and
pulled out a pitcher from the
fridge. Clearly an attempt to change the subject. “I made some
earlier.”

“Yes, thank you,” I
told her quickly. Carly also accepted her glass, but
didn’t drink any.

“So everything has been arranged for Faye’s
schooling?” my stepmom
asked.

Yes, the freak needed
an education.

“I called the principal myself. She will attend classes in the morning,”
Grams confirmed with a nod.

Great. School. At least people didn’t
know about my whacko talents, yet.

“Perfect,” Carly said and
put her untouched lemonade down. “Well, I’d stay and chat but I
have more errands to run so I should probably get
going.”

Of course dropping me
off was an errand. Who wants a tear-filled goodbye?

“Okay,” I told her
awkwardly.

“It was good seeing you again, Anne,” Carly told
Grams. “And good luck with
school, Faye.” She gave me a half-hearted hug before facing my
grandmother again. Grams gave her a tight-lipped smile as she
escorted her to the door. I let out my breath and drank some of the
tangy liquid when Carly left the room. My body was so warm that the
chill of it run down my throat and into my stomach.

“Isn’t she a handful,” Grams muttered when she came back.

I shrugged. Carly was
still grieving. Even though I was her burden, I didn’t think she
hated me. She just didn’t know what to do with me. I didn’t blame
her for that.

“We’ll get you set up
here,” Grams said.

I brought my suitcases upstairs despite Grams’s negative comments about ruining
my back. It was her
back I was worried about. She
converted the den on the main floor into a bedroom because she
didn’t like going up and down the stairs.

“I may have some years on you, but I am not a delicate flower. I moved my bedroom to the
main floor because it was convenient,” she said sternly. “I don’t
want you to worry about my health. That is my job.”

Grams also had this uncanny way of knowing exactly what you
were thinking.

“I know that you
aren’t delicate.” It was true. Grams was one of the strongest
people I knew. After all, she lost a son and was taking in his
daughter. “But I need to build some muscle if I’m going to make a
school team.”

That would never
happen. I was completely uncoordinated and terrible at all
sports.

Grams’s
expression did not change when we
reached the landing. There were two bedrooms and one bathroom on
the upper level.

“You don’t play sports,” Grams reminded me. “And I don’t
believe that you are suddenly interested in them.”

Dad used to call Grams’s mind-reading skills a Grandmother’s intuition.

I shrugged again,
refusing to acknowledge the truth in her statement. She heaved a
sigh, but let the subject go. There was nothing she could do about
it now that we were upstairs.

“We renovated the master bedroom for you.”

I shot her a surprised look. I could
only imagine her trying to move furniture around the room by
herself.

“Dad’s old bedroom would have been fine. You didn’t have to
do that.”

She ignored my words completely.

“Go on and open it!” she said excitedly. So I opened the
door … to a purple room, a
queen sized bed, a dresser and a
mahogany desk. The bed had a purple comforter spread over it and
the window was open, letting in some light. “Do you like it? I had
Burke get his boy to help with the painting and moving the
furniture. Purple is still your favorite color, right?”

Purple was nice. I had a habit of changing my favorite
color every year since I was seven, but the gesture was really touching. Especially
since she was letting me live with her.

I grinned.

Grams was one of the few family members that did not talk
about my issues. I wasn’t
sure if that was because she pretended they were nonexistent or if
she was being nice.

“Grams.” I was awestruck, so I hugged her tightly. “This is amazing! Thank
you.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart. Now get your things organized. I will drive you
to school in the morning.”

I couldn’t help but smile as I looked out the
window. There was an array of
colors below from Grams’s vegetable garden. Twilight was prevalent.
The receding orange glow was barely visible in the darkening sky.
The salty sea air floated with the breeze into my room. I closed my
eyes as the fresh air slipped over my skin and pushed my hair back.
The breeze was still warm with the sweltering sun’s
descent.

This was very different from
Washington.

“I think I’ll like it here,” I told Grams.
Confidence blooming in my
chest.

She smiled. The
crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes crinkled with
happiness.

“I hope so,
dear.”

****

Golden light pierced through my closed eyes
the next morning. I flipped over and
looked at my watch.

6:00AM. Unable to
fall back asleep, I got up. Now dressed in jean shorts and a white
t-shirt with brushed teeth and mascara eyelashes, I made my way
through the empty house. Grams wasn’t awake yet. I
didn’t want to sit around doing
nothing, so I left a note
saying that I was going for a walk.

I wanted to explore the neighborhood. The neighborhood I hadn’t seen in years. I
fastened my watch to my wrist before stepping outside. My new
school was less than a ten
minute drive but I didn’t
want to be late.

The sun was shining brightly, warming up everything in its
path but the early morning brought a chill. I hugged my
grey cardigan closer to my body and turned down the next street.
House after house, most of them looked the same. A few had peeling
paint or worn-out bricks. Obviously, this neighborhood had been
here a while.

Birds chirped
alongside lapping
water. I followed the sound and
eventually stumbled onto a park covered by big leafy trees. I was
drawn to it. It was something enchanted.

Astoria was right at the mouth of the Columbia
River. As I walked over to
the railing near the edge of the pavement, I found that it
overlooked the water. Boats lined the coast and I grasped the
railing so I could lean into the picture.

I closed my eyes as I had last night and breathed in the salty air. I could do this.
I could start fresh. No one here had to know about me or my
abilities.

No one ever believed
me about them anyways. My dad had been the only one and now he was
gone. With closed eyes, the memory of that awful day surfaced. I
got in from school and announced that I was home. My father was
always there since he worked from our house in Washington. When he
didn’t respond, I assumed he stepped out. I never thought… I didn’t
realize…

With my eyes still closed, tears
welled up behind my eyelids and I let them fall.

Blood. There was blood seeping from beneath his
office door. My stomach was in
knots, but I forced myself to twist the knob and let myself in.
Dead unseeing eyes. A giant red circle blossomed from his chest,
absorbing into his white dress shirt. Blond and grey hair
soaked into the rust-colored liquid. His body was unmoving.
Lifeless. He was gone.

I was completely alone.

I broke, collapsing on the ground next to him, I screamed
and screamed. I pressed my
hands uselessly against his bloody chest as if that could bring him
back. I yelled for him to wake. Wet tears rolled down my face like
a terrible caress. The metallic smell burned into my senses,
reminding me that too much blood was lost.

I hated my premonitions in that moment. How could I see all of those deaths and
not this? Not the most important death of them all? A silver
revolver sat in his open palm, but that wasn’t right. That didn’t
make sense. None of this made sense. My father loved his life. He
enjoyed his time with Carly and I. He never would have
shot himself.

He hated weapons. He hated guns. He didn’t see the point of them.

Why would he use one
to take his own life?

It didn’t matter now.
Not really. One truth remained. My father was no longer here. He
was forever lost to me, and I would be eternally haunted by him, by
that day, by never seeing his death before it happened. By never
being able to stop it.

Carly found me shortly after and called the police. No one listened to my
pleas that my father would never commit suicide. I was the crazy
girl. There was an inescapable stigma attached to my name no matter
where I went. And still, the evidence didn’t add up to me.
Unfortunately, it was more than enough for the police. They wrapped
up the case and moved on. Everyone was moving on. Everyone that
could.

Now I would always be
alone, keeping people at arm’s length so they wouldn’t know my
secret. The only person I had ever been close to was my dad. I
didn’t have friends at my old school, especially not when they
found out what I could do. Everyone thought I was insane,
especially Carly.

Opening my eyes, I wiped away the tears. I had to be stronger than this. I
missed my father and was still grieving, but I couldn’t be the
weepy girl on my first day at a new school. I took deep breaths to
stable myself before heading back to Grams.

Without warning the sky darkened, dulling bright colors from the boats and the
playground to grey. The air dropped
a million degrees and I could see my breath in the air.
Goose bumps exploded over my arms and down my legs.

I took a deep breath in anticipation for
what was to come. The vision
revealed itself quickly and I was rooted where I was standing.
Unable to move and unable to do anything, I was stuck in my own
personal nightmare with no control.

A teenage girl with
long brown hair and freckles ran by me screaming.

“Help! Someone
please help me!” She was wearing a
blue t-shirt and jeans caked with dirt and grass stains. Her
almond-shaped brown eyes were big and beautiful, making me think
that she may have a parent of Asian descent.

The moon was out.
Impossible. The day had just begun. It had to be a
premonition and I only had premonitions of people dying.

The hooded figure caught up to her. I wanted to help this girl.
Honestly I did, but my feet were glued to the ground below me.
I could never move during a vision.

“Help!” she screamed to whoever would
listen. But she couldn’t see
me. And I knew how this was going to end.

This wasn’t
happening. Not really. In reality, it was daytime and there was no
one else here. For all I knew, the girl had already been murdered
in this park. Premonitions never gave anything away except for the
murder weapon—the knife the hooded figure was holding—and the
victim. The murderer always remained anonymous, making my
visions oh-so
useful.

All I got were
glimpses of how someone would die. Nothing tangible. I never knew
where, when, or what year these events took place.

The freckled girl wore a terrorized expression. Black Hood—the attacker—jumped on
her and pressed the knife closer to her neck. She fought back.
Kicking, punching and even clawing at her attacker, but she was
still losing. As the vision faded, something was rustling by the
tree line. A shadowed figure appeared but just as quickly the sun
was shining again and I was thrown back into reality.

Unaware of my true
surroundings, I felt my nails digging into the dirt. When my eyes
adjusted I realized that I was on my hands and knees. Tears
splattered the ground below me and my fingers were scratched from
the rocks mixed in with the dirt. A few nails were broken
too.

Visions stole energy
from me and this one was worse than most. I was weak and nauseous
from the sudden intrusion. I gripped my stomach to hold back the
overwhelming need to vomit. After a few minutes the
feeling subsided.

I looked up in recognition. This was where it was going to
happen. That girl would be
killed right here. I pulled myself up using the railing for support
when I realized what this meant.

Never before had a premonition happened on the site of a murder. Until
now.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. Footsteps were approaching. My heart beat in time with
every step. Terrified that someone saw one of my more tragic
episodes, I brushed dirt off my hands and
stood straighter to see the perpetrator. I couldn’t
cower like I had at my old school. Maybe people would leave me
alone if I showed confidence. Maybe they would believe whatever
story I fed them.

It was time to find out.

The boy was about my age. With my luck, he probably went to Astoria High, my new high
school. I took a deep breath and hoped that tears hadn’t stained my
cheeks.

“You think that starting in a new town would be easier, but my first day here I turn into
such a klutz,” I told the boy with brown hair and hazel eyes,
hoping to convince him that I had tripped. “Ever feel like luck’s
just not on your side?”

He watched me with a confused expression,
taking a step
backwards like he had seen a ghost. He must have seen me have a
vision. Crap!

“At least I didn’t cut myself too badly,” I continued
nervously, brushing off the dirt on my knees. The boy looked around one more time as if he was
uncertain about the situation. I turned to wipe any
lingering tear stains
on my cheeks without him
seeing.

After another moment,
he spoke.

“You should be more
careful.”

I nodded and looked away, hoping my eyes weren’t red from the tears.

“I’m Faye,” I introduced
myself.

“Ethan,” he said after
a moment.

“You go to Astoria High?”
I asked.

His gaze dropped to
the ground before scanning the area one more time. It was weird.
Was everyone around here like this?

“No, I’m finished with
school,” he mumbled.

At least I didn’t have to worry about people from school finding out about this.
If this guy was a dropout or a graduate or whatever, then his
friends probably didn’t go to Astoria High.

“Well, I have class so
I should get going. It was nice to meet you,” I said abruptly,
deciding to leave this train-wreck of a conversation. Turning on my
heel, I walked away as fast as my feet would take me without
running.

I hardly acknowledged
my surroundings as I speed-walked to Grams’s house. I was still
amazed by how strong that last vision had been. Was it because the
vision occurred in the location of the murder? Maybe it was a
stronger connection because it already happened? I had to do some
research on this.

Grams was waiting in the kitchen when I came through the front door.

“How was your exploration?” she asked while handing me an
apple.

“Great. I found the waterfront and this
great little park,” I explained before taking a bite. “It’s really
pretty,” I told her after I’d swallowed, leaving out the vision
segment.

She paused as if mulling something over.

“I wouldn’t have pegged you as an early riser.”

“Usually, I’m not. I
guess I’m nervous about starting a new school. I can’t say I’m sick
on the first day, can I?”

Grams gave me a
sympathetic look.

“No, Faye. You’re
already entering the school year late, you need to start
today.”

It was May and the
school year was almost over. Carly always thought I needed to be
away from the big city to get healthy. As if my premonitions were a
disease that could be eradicated from my body with the right
setting.

I saw shrinks,
doctors, guidance counselors, but no one had a cure because there
wasn’t one. The drugs they prescribed made me drowsy and dimmed my
ability, but it still managed to pull me from my zombie-like state
to the horror world I was avoiding. Premonitions were a curse. My
father was the only person who made me feel normal because he
didn’t believe I was the freak the rest of the world saw. He told
me that my premonitions made me special. I was relieved I didn’t
have to witness his death after the countless others I’d seen
through the years.

Sometimes the murder happened over twenty years ago. Other times it would take
place in a few days. I tried to track down victims, but couldn’t
find them until their picture appeared on the news. A tragedy. A
murder. I never physically found the victims in time to stop the
premonition from coming true. My visions started when I was a kid,
whether I wanted them or not.

It was during my phase of tracking down victims that my ability became public
knowledge. When students heard that I randomly screamed or cried in
class, everyone knew I’d seen something awful. Some of them thought
I was faking it. Either way, my peers steered clear of me
altogether.

Grams drove, making sure I made it to class on time.
It didn’t take long before we were
idling by the curb in front of Astoria High School. Besides the
typical brown bricks and plain sign, Astoria High felt completely
different from my old school. Their fisherman mascot was staring
down at me from where I sat, making me uncomfortable. His plastic
eyes did not look kind. He was downright creepy.

“You’ll need to stop in the office for your class
schedule.”

“Thanks.” I grabbed my black backpack nervously. This was my
first time entering a school
after it had already started. I didn’t want her to worry about me
more than she had to, even though I was mentally freaking out. “I’m
sure it’ll be fine.”

This day would go one
of two ways.

One: A premonition
hits mid class and I’m a freak before I’ve made friends.

Two: I get through
the day like a normal person and nobody discovers the real me for a
few weeks.

“Have a good day,” Grams said brightly as I
stepped out of the car.

One can only hope.

The blue entrance doors loomed towards me with every step. Ba-boom, ba-boom. My heart was pounding in my ears. I tried to smile and
summon my courage but it didn’t feel right. I let it fall. Would
another premonition hit me while I was sitting among students?
Would it happen in the bathroom? Or while I was picking up my new
schedule?

I mentally shook myself. I couldn’t think about those possibilities right
now.

I had to blend in. I
had to try
and make a different impression this
time.

The office was easy
to find. An elderly blonde woman spoke with a student. He wore a
black knitted hat and dark jeans. She sat behind an oak desk with
her hands neatly folded in front of her. She looked
frustrated.

“Mrs. Flinter, I don’t
have anything else. If I go home to change, I won’t make it to
class on time,” he explained casually.

The secretary shook
her head in disappointment.

“Then it looks like you’ll
be speaking to the vice principal about this. Maybe you should have
thought to look at your outfit choice before you arrived at school,
Mr. Kabowski,” she told him.

He snorted with what seemed like annoyance.

“I think it looks good.”

“It’s not appropriate,
Alec.”

Alec looked down at his shirt. He had turned slightly, so I
could see what was written on it: Who needs math when you’re already a 10?

Someone was a little
conceited.

I turned away from
them and looked at the walls instead. Motivational posters hung in
a line around the room. “Just Hang In There!” The caption of a
photo with a kitten hanging on to a tree branch. I smiled at the
cute orange tabby, adoring its soft fur and big eyes. I never had a
cat but I always loved them. My smile remained as I scanned the
rest until I came across a calendar. May was printed boldly in
black. As if it was mocking me for enrolling so late in the school
year.

I let my gaze drop to my shoes instead.

“Why not? It’s not
down to my knees and it definitely doesn’t cut above my belly
button. It follows the dress code.” I listened as Alec continued to
argue with the Mrs. Flinter.

“It mocks the school’s reputation. You know better,” the secretary insisted. “Maybe a
friend could you lend you something to wear?”

I bit the inside of my lip to keep from smiling. Maybe my white t-shirt would
fit him. I peeked over at his arms. Veins rolled up the inside of
his forearms. His biceps were twice the size of mine. If he ever
tried to wear my shirt, he’d probably shred it to pieces like the
Hulk.

Was that more appropriate?

“Faye Lithyer?” she
asked.

Startled, I only
nodded as Alec turned around. He casually leaned against the
secretary’s desk as he eyed me up and down. I shifted uncomfortably
under his gaze. His brown eyes lingered for too long.

He had high cheekbones, which suited him well, and his
black t-shirt somehow emphasized his tanned skin.
Pale blond hair peeked from beneath
his knitted hat.

So he was pretty good looking after all. Go figure.

I glanced down, avoiding his lingering eyes and noticed
black and blue splotches along the top of his hand. He quickly
placed his other one over the
top like he didn’t want me to see. My eyes met his again, but Alec
maintained his cocky attitude.

I looked away.

“Yes, that’s me,” I
replied, hoping to keep the nervous tone out of my
voice.

Mrs. Flinter cast one last
disappointing gaze at Alec.

“I’m sending you to the vice principal to sort out this matter, Mr. Kabowski,” she
announced before picking up the phone. After a few
exchanges, she hung up and gestured for Alec to continue to the
vice principal’s office.

As if amused by my presence, Alec smirked while he walked by, keeping his black and blue
hand away from my prying eyes, before disappearing into one of the
open offices,

Would they really send him home to change?
His shirt wasn’t terrible. It could
have said something worse like Take Drugs!
Or School Sucks!

“Miss Lithyer?” the
secretary called me over for a second time. I walked closer to her
desk as she ruffled through her file cabinet and pulled out a green
folder with my name on it. I took a deep breath expecting my old
transcripts with previous notes discussing my abilities.

Instead, Mrs. Flinter pulled out one
paper.

My schedule.

“Here are your
arranged classes,” she explained while handing me the paper. She
licked her thumb before flipping through a few more pages, finally
coming across my transcript.

“Your grandmother had the school fax over your transcripts, so we were able to
squeeze you into English, history, and drama. Unfortunately, we
don’t offer media studies as your previous school did, however, we
do provide a course in photography. Your grandmother agreed to the
replacement, so you have been enrolled in that class as your
elective here at Astoria High.”

“Thank you,” I told her, looking over the schedule.

She directed me to my
first class and off I went.

You made it through your father’s funeral, you can make it
through one day at a new school, I reminded myself as I weaved my way through backpacks,
art projects, and other students. I tried to memorize my schedule
as I walked, but it felt like I was going through a maze. There
were objects to avoid everywhere.

A crowd was growing
larger in the foyer as students piled inside to escape the heat. I
avoided the ones who weren’t paying attention to where they were
walking, nearly bumping my shoulder or hitting me with their bag,
before risking a glimpse of my schedule again.

Photography first, English second, History third and Drama fourth.

I could do this. I
could blend in and make one friend.

Someone stopped in front of me, crumpling my only
guide. I tried to straighten
the edges,
but felt foolish for not paying
attention to where I was walking.

Good way to make a
first impression, Faye.

A girl with long
brown hair and freckles turned around. I dropped the paper when I
recognized her. Okay, I didn’t want this friend.

“Sorry,” the girl blurted and I noticed that she wasn’t
alone. A tall boy was with her. “Colton decided it would be funny to stop hallway
traffic.”

“It was a joke, Rach,” he responded with a
chuckle.

She picked up my paper and uncrumpled it. I thought she was
going to hand it back, but she started reading it. Her
almond-shaped brown eyes met mine
again.

“You’re new?” she
asked.

“Isn’t it a bit late in the year for a transfer?” Colton
added with a raised eyebrow. He had black hair and pale blue eyes that definitely seemed
mischievous.

“Yeah.” I finally found my voice. “Guess I have impeccable
timing.”

Colton chuckled and put his arms
around Rach’s waist before kissing her cheek.

“Well then, you’re in luck
because this one is an awesome tour guide,” Colton claimed
admiringly.

She elbowed him lightly so he would move back, but wore a
huge grin as she did it. They
must have been dating.

“I have photography first
block too. I can show you where it is,” she offered.

“See?” he insisted. “Told
ya you were in luck.”

But I couldn’t be that lucky because
this was impossible.

This had never happened before.

“Uh,” I tried to think
of an excuse to bail on my first class, but my conscience wouldn’t
let me because of Grams. She had already done so much. I didn’t
want to disappoint her by skipping a class before it even began.
“Yeah, awesome.”

“I’m Rachel,” she introduced herself. “And this is Colton.”

“I’m Faye.”

“Cool name,” Colton
commented before turning back to Rachel. He kissed her on the
forehead. “I gotta go, but I’ll see you at lunch.”

Then he headed off in the opposite
direction.

I was still struggling for words when Rachel faced me again. I didn’t know
what to do.

She was the girl from my premonition in the park. And she wasn’t dead.


Chapter Two

 


Rachel was giving me
tips on our way to class. Pointers any new student should probably
be listening to, except I was consumed by my internal freak-out. I
never met a victim before, no matter how hard I looked for
them. Eventually,
I gave up my search.

This girl beside me was going to die. I had no idea when. I
had no idea who was going to
put that knife to her neck. It wasn’t like I could tell her without
me coming off murder-ish. Ugh.

I guess starting fresh was never
really an option for me.

My own father believed telling people their fates wouldn’t
end well. People didn’t want
to believe they were going to die. But what was I going to do now
that I had the victim and the location? This was more information
than I had ever been given before. I was only missing the time
frame and the murderer. Stealthily examining Rachel, she didn’t
look much older in the premonition. Would it happen
soon?

She wasn’t rude or conceited or arrogant. She seemed
confident in herself. If I
wasn’t so freaked out by seeing her die in a vision, I probably
would have been thrilled over making a new friend so
quickly.

Rachel and I turned
the next corner and she waved to a group of jocks. She seemed to
know everyone in school, saying hi to
people the entire way to class. Students eyed me carefully as if I
was an intruder, which I guess I was. I was beginning to feel like
one anyway.

Now outside our
class, she placed a hand on my shoulder. I fought the urge to
shudder and prayed a new vision wouldn’t come anytime
soon.

“Relax. I know it’s your first day, but it’s really not that
bad.” If she knew what I had
seen, she wouldn’t be so calm either. “I have your back, by the end
of the day
it’ll feel like you’ve been going to
Astoria High forever. I’ll make sure you’re not alone.”

Rachel smiled. This
nice, relaxed, welcoming, beautiful individual was willing to help
me, the new kid, for no reason at all. She did not deserve to
die.

Could I stop it? I
had already seen the murder. I may not have all the details but I
was her best chance at undoing whatever was going to happen. But
then, should I bother being friends with someone I knew would die?
Especially when I just lost my father?

I tried to muster a
grin to match Rachel’s but I wasn’t sure it was convincing. I
hadn’t made my decision yet.

“I think that’s the first time anyone’s said that to me since my dad died,” I replied in
a small voice. I didn’t want her to die, but there was no telling
when the attack would actually take place. It could happen tomorrow
or in a few years. I wasn’t sure how much time I had to solve this
thing.

Rachel’s face fell at
my social awkwardness.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized quickly. My inapt social skills
were definitely working. “That was too personal, wasn’t
it?”

“Don’t apologize. I’m sorry for your loss,” she told me with what seemed like
sincerity. “I know we just met and starting at a new school can be
scary. I can’t pretend to know how you’re feeling because I’ve
lived here my whole life, but if you feel like you need to talk to
someone, you can talk to me. I can keep a secret.”

A weight lifted from my shoulders but my unease didn’t
fade, especially since I was growing to like Rachel. I wanted to save her but I couldn’t
get my hopes up.

Photography class wasn’t going to be hard to catch up. I needed thirty-five
photographs taken tonight for editing tomorrow. Everyone else had a
week to prepare those photos. I turned to Rachel, seated at the
computer next to me.

“Are we ever given more
instructions?” I whispered when Mrs. Nermon turned away.

Rachel rolled her brown
eyes.

“Are you kidding? We’re lucky she let us know that we will
be doing something more with these
pictures. Her assignments aren’t difficult, but they can be
sporadic.”

“What kind of photos am I supposed to be taking?” I
whispered.

Rachel giggled. “Whatever you want. Go with your gut and you’ll be fine. We’re
marked on creativity, not following
guidelines.”

I nodded and turned back to my screen. I was
searching images online to strum a
creative chord, but I was lacking inspiration. There were many
talented people in the world, but everything was too complicated or
too extravagant. I needed something simple.

“Faye, may I speak with
you for a moment?” Mrs. Nermon asked softly.

Surprised, I found
her standing right behind me.

“Y-yes, of course.” Mrs. Nermon had dark hair that Rachel
informed me was always tied back into a low ponytail. She was known
to wear flared shirts and long plaid skirts that stopped at her
ankles. I followed her into the hallway where she closed the door
behind us. “Mrs. Nermon, am I in trouble? Because I don’t know many
of the rules here and—”

“No, dear. You haven’t done anything. There are only two months remaining in this school
year. You’ll need to keep up with the workload. And since you don’t
have credits that will transfer to this class, we will require
something additional from you to pass.”

Right, I never took
this class before. More work. Yay.

“I really appreciate that. I’m sorry I’ve missed so much already.”

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Nermon told me in a kind voice. Her pink
lipstick matched her shirt. “But I was thinking along the lines of extra credit, Miss
Lithyer.”

Unfortunately, there
was no denying that.

“Absolutely. Thank you for offering.” It was the only way I could earn a passing grade
with two months left.

Mrs. Nermon smiled. She wasn’t worried about my abilities, if she
even knew about them. She was only concerned about me passing her
class. Maybe I really could have a normal life here.

Then I sat beside
Rachel, the girl who was going to die if I couldn’t prevent it, and
my unease came flooding back. Students whispered while stealing
glances in my direction. The outsider. The freak.

Would things actually
be different? I was no longer convinced.

I already read the
book we were covering in English class. Lord of the Flies. The story hadn’t been my favorite, and the concept of
losing humanity really registered with someone who constantly
witnessed murders. I worried that seeing so many would make me numb
to it, but it hasn’t happened yet. I wasn’t sure if that was a
blessing or a curse.

Rachel wasn’t in my English class, but she offered to find
me at lunch. I stumbled
across the cafeteria and sat at one of the tables alone with a
notebook and a pen. My nails still had dirt under them from my
earlier vision. Sometimes weird things like that came back with me.
I picked at them as everyone piled into the cafeteria and I waited
for Rachel.

Strangely enough, my premonition only provided a glimpse of what was going to
happen. The colors were dulled, which happened when I was pulled
into these dark places, but I distinctly remembered Rachel wearing
a blue shirt and dark jeans. Unlike my previous premonitions, this
one did not play out in its entirety. How odd.

I jotted down the
details I could remember. Like the fact that it didn’t look like a
robbery. She didn’t have a purse or jewelry, so the attacker had
been after her specifically.

I was biting the end
of my pen and staring at my notes when someone placed a hand on my
shoulder. Without thinking, I slapped the notebook shut and turned
around. Rachel stood behind me, hesitantly bringing her hand
back.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said. “We’re going to the quad since the sun is out.
Wanna come?”

I nodded, slipping my
belongings into my backpack before following. A countless sea of
students lounged across the outside tables. Backpacks and leather
football jackets were abandoned on the grass next to a group of
boys. Jocks.

“Hey, Rach!” one of the
guys with dirty blond hair called over.

Rachel smiled and waved before
whispering, “That’s Dave. He’s all muscle, not so brainy if you
know what I mean.”

I suppressed a giggle. It was nice to feel included for once.

Dave’s wide grin
slipped when his eyes landed on me, but he quickly regained his
boyish charm. I moved some blonde strands from my face, remembering
the blue dye in it. Did that make me weird? No one else seemed to
have colored hair around here.

We walked passed a
group of cheerleaders. To my surprise, none of the girls
acknowledged Rachel. She didn’t say hi to them either. So Rachel
wasn’t friends with everyone.

Finally, we arrived
at a far table on the quad, near the school’s back entrance. Rachel
sat beside Colton and began introductions.

“Faye, you already know Colton.” She pointed to her
black-haired boyfriend who nestled his arm around her shoulders. I
continued to stand awkwardly at the end since no one invited me to
sit.

“Hey,” I said to
him.

“How’s the first day so
far?” he asked. His blue eyes were pale in the sunlight.

“Mrs. Nermon is already
preparing extra credit work for me,” I replied all in one
breath.

He laughed and Rachel shook her
head.

“Of course she is. Hopefully whatever she assigns will be easy,” Rachel told
me.

“Trying to get on the
teacher’s good side?” Colton teased.

I was about to answer, but Rachel spoke up for me. “She transferred late in
the year. She needs the extra credit to pass this semester.
Duh.”

Colton shrugged and
tossed a fry in his mouth, losing interest in the conversation.
Rachel took that as her queue to introduce me to the
others.

“That’s Jacob.” Jacob didn’t look up from his laptop as his
fingers swept across the keyboard. His dark hair was cut short and the screen covered most of
his face, but I thought I detected brown eyes and broad shoulders.
The sunlight reflected his dark skin.

“Sorry, Jacob’s a little out of it. He’s been working
on an essay due in fifteen
minutes. I’m Hannah,” the other girl filled in for me. Her long
blonde hair was pulled into a waterfall braid. She had a small
nose, big blue eyes and large lips I could only dream of having.
Mine were thin, so I refrained from wearing any colored lip gloss
that would bring attention to them.

“Faye,” I offered and sat
beside her when she gestured to the seat. “What’s the essay on?” I
asked Jacob, but he was clearly in the zone.

“Political images in the
media,” he muttered while typing.

“Oh cool, do you like the class?” I asked
to make friendly
conversation.

Jacob paused mid-type to meet my eyes. He tilted his laptop
screen down, so I could see his full face. He had a strong jaw and a beautiful brown
complexion. A smirk lit up his features that set me a little on
edge.

“Look, I get it. You’re new. You want to make friends and
play nice, but I have some advice,” Jacob began
brusquely.

“Jacob,” Rachel
warned.

He ignored
her.

“Relax, don’t ask too many questions, and eat some of
Colton’s fries,” he continued in a lower voice. It was almost a
growl. Not knowing what else to do, I found myself reaching over to
pick up one of Colton’s fries.

Rachel and Hannah
glared at Jacob’s bluntness.

Colton smiled to let me know it was okay. I sagged with
relief, feeling more comfortable around everyone, except Jacob who went back to
typing.

Hannah leaned towards me and tsked. “Jacob gets
cranky because he has a terrible work ethic. He waits until the
last minute so he can speed right through his
assignments.”

“And always ends up with the best mark in the class,” Rachel added.

Colton groaned and ate another fry. Jacob stopped writing
and stared at him.

“Don’t hate because you can’t do it,” he told Colton
before focusing back on his
essay.

“Not all of us are academic nerds,” Colton
replied with slight annoyance and
threw a fry in Jacob’s direction. He missed.

Jacob didn’t flinch. Colton aimed another fry at his friend.

“Don’t,” a lower version of Jacob’s voice came out, pausing Colton’s movement.
It was deeper and more commanding than the growl he used on me
earlier. Eventually
Colton just ate his salty ammunition
instead of throwing it.

“Anyway,” Rachel intervened. “Faye is new here, so if
you guys share her classes and can
guide her through the day I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”

I would.

I stared at Rachel in
surprise. No one had ever been so nice to me before. Well, no one
that wasn’t family or offering sympathy. She took a sip of water
and gestured to my bag.

“Why don’t you see if
anyone else has a class with you?” Rachel asked.

Hannah took the
schedule from my hand as I pulled it from a pocket.

“Oh! You have drama
class with Ms. Mare,” Hannah said excitedly and pointed to the
paper. “I had her last semester. Being in that class practically
guarantees you an A.”

Colton put up his
hand for a high-five. “Smart thinking! I’m in that class too. I
need to do well this semester.”

Unsure of what else to do, I high-fived him.

“You have history with me and
Jacob,” Hannah said when she handed back my schedule and continued to pick at her Caesar salad.

Rachel leaned into
Colton.

Jacob typed away on his
laptop.

Would one of Rachel’s friends want her dead? I glanced around the table again, but it
didn’t seem like these kids were out to kill. I decided not to
think about it for the time being.

History wasn’t terrible. Mr. Teek’s glasses slid to the bridge of his nose
and he pushed them up after Jacob handed in his paper. Unlike the
rest of the class, Jacob received a small extension on his paper
during our lunch break.

Mr. Teek set Jacob’s
paper on top of the pile on his desk. The seats were assigned, but
Hannah urged me to take the one in front of her. Jacob sat next to
her.

“It’s totally fine,
Mr. Teek isn’t strict and if it’s a problem then Jacob can talk to
him. Jacob’s his favorite student,”
Hannah whispered and Jacob smirked at her comment. “People switch
seats all the time, Jessica is supposed to sit there but now she
sits beside Lucy. See?” Hannah gestured to a girl with chestnut
waves sitting next to another brown-haired girl with the same
haircut. They were with the cheerleaders at lunch but only one of
the girls wore the outfit. “They’re stepsisters, best friends, and
have total separation issues.”

Neither of them looked my way. I swiveled in my new seat so I could see
Hannah.

“Don’t worry. Like Rachel said, we’ll guide you through your first day,” she
assured me. Jacob sat in silence but gave me a reassuring thumbs
up.

Mr. Teek didn’t even
notice as he began his lesson.

War. War. War. More death and strategies used against different sides. I saw enough
of these mental images when I closed my eyes. I didn’t need to read
about the deceased.

I practically sagged in relief when drama rolled
around. Colton waved me over
when I walked in. The room was covered in black. Black floors,
black boxes, black curtains on a makeshift black stage. I sat on
the floor beside him.

“No desks?”

He looked at me as if I’d said I was
an alien.

“This is drama class, kid.
Why on earth would we need desks?”

True.

I studied the rest of the room. It was near one of the back
stairwells and had no windows
to look outside. No distractions. The door window had been covered
with black construction paper. When the lights went down and the
spotlight was on, the actors could remain focused.

“So what are we working on?” I asked Colton
as the room filled. Students
scattered themselves on the floor and along the black boxes in
groups of twos and threes.

Colton shrugged. “We just finished our
last assignment, so you got lucky. None of us have any idea what
Ms. Mare has planned.”

I nodded and looked
away. One of the girls from History, Jessica or Lucy, was talking
to Colton now. That’s when I saw Alec. Wearing the same shirt, he
was standing next to one of the black stage boxes. Watching
me.

Who needs math when you’re
already a 10?

His knitted black hat
helped camouflage him, hiding the pale blond hair I’d caught a
glimpse of earlier. The buzzing of chatter in the room faded as I
met his stare, wondering why he was so focused on me.

“All right, settle
down,” Ms. Mare said. The volume in the room turned back up. Ms.
Mare wore her dark hair down in waves and wasn’t dressed like the
other teachers. She had on light blue jeans and a plain pink
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