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This journey all began with a snippet of a dream. Starting as a scene, now found in the prologue, this concept ‘blossomed’ into a trilogy, with even more books in the series on the way.

I want to offer a huge thanks to those who are helping make my dream as an indie author a reality. Thank you to those that have encouraged my creative side over the years and have supported me when I doubted. A giant thank you to the beta readers, critique partners, and editors that helped a clueless writer craft a story worth sharing. You saw the shameful lack of detail, the cringe-worthy and rampant use of comma splices, and all the mess in-between. You know who you are and I’m extremely grateful for your help!

Lastly, to you, the reader—thanks for giving the Seeders a chance to share their story. I hope you enjoy and follow their journey to completion!

Sign up for my newsletter to get news on upcoming publications, promotions, and bonus content! (Including a FREE download of “Son & Soldier: A Seeder Short Story” at JHouserWrites.com)

Book-related merch and more information can be found on my site!
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Pronunciation Guide
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Dahlia: DAH-lee-uh

Murial: MYUR-ee-ul

Nuren: NYUR-en

Saffrona: suh-FRONE-uh

(Saff: saff)

Thod: thawed
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The Green Lands
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Prologue
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BORDERED BY IMPASSABLE MOUNTAINS, a pocket realm tucked away on Earth was safely shrouded from human knowledge and interference. The hidden paradise was a land of beauty and lush plant growth, filled with an energy that coursed through the very veins of the people who lived there. The inhabitants could sense the cyclical energy shifts associated with the human world, though their own realm lacked any true change in season.

On the western front, people lived simple lives in quaint communities. As simple and quaint as they could be, in the midst of a never-ending war.
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Murial stared down at her clutch of seedlings, her children. She wore a faint smile, her joy tainted by the vicious aching in her heart. Today would be the hardest day of her life.

Thod walked up behind Murial, wrapping his arms around her. He moved her auburn hair to the side and placed a sweet kiss on her cheek. “Are you going to be okay?”

She swallowed hard, reminding herself that she’d signed up for this. She wanted kids. Murial turned to face her husband, giving him the best smile she could muster. “I’ll be great.”

She looked around at the new home they’d just moved into. Like others lining their lane, it was much bigger than the tiny cottage they’d moved out of. It was beautifully simplistic with raw, natural wood. Books and potted flowers covered the shelves in the corner. The extra space and larger garden out back would be just enough for this next phase of their lives.

Thod gazed into her eyes. “I couldn’t have picked a better woman to raise my boys.”

Murial drew a deep breath, her smile warming. “I’ll make you proud. And I know you’ll take good care of the girls.”

He nodded, then patted his pants pocket. “I’ve got the letter for your dad. Anything else?”

She pursed her lips, thinking of the human dad that had helped raise her. Letters were all they had now. Having reached maturity, which allowed her to have a clutch, she wasn’t capable of leaving the Green Lands anymore. She scanned Thod, then glanced back at their seedlings.

“I think we’re all set.” Murial pulled him in closer. “There’s just one last thing.”

They shared a smile and she leaned in, giving him a kiss. The kind of kiss only a Seeder woman could give. The kind that imbued him with a portion of her energy, both expressing her love, and bolstering him for the long and difficult journey ahead.
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It being the first day of spring, Murial and Thod gathered their seedling hopefuls and stepped outside. Walking a few feet from the door, they placed the glistening, round seeds on the dirt in the middle of the lane. A handful of neighbors were proudly doing the same with their own clutches for this year’s sprout reveal. Murial breathed deeply, tightly gripping Thod’s hand and forcing herself to soak in the wonder and beauty of the moment.

As the sun rose, it peeked over the wooden homes and bathed the eager parents waiting in anticipation. Shortly after the rays reached the seeds, they began to wiggle. Next door, a shout of glee rang out; someone’s first seedling had sprouted. Murial and Thod glanced over for just a moment to check it out, then returned to watching their own clutch.

Puff.

“There’s one!” Thod rejoiced, squeezing her hand.

Puff. Puff. Puff.

“Come on, girls, show yourselves,” Murial cheered in a whispered tone.

Twelve in total sprouted. The other twelve remained unchanged.

The breeze blew, and the palm-sized sprouted balls of fluff began to sway. Murial and Thod knew their time was short. They embraced, and then Thod stood next to the seedlings, like the other men in the street were starting to do. A gust rushed past—this was the one!

The wind swept up the balls of fluff—resembling dandelion seeds floating in the wind, but much more fluffy, like a bichon frise puppy. As soon as they lifted up, Thod sprang into the air, leaping forward into a somersault, transforming into his botanical form. His hair took on a purple hue, spiked like a thistle. A spiny leaf extended from each forearm between his wrist and elbow. His legs were now wrapped in taproots to his ankles.

Thod gathered their twelve sprouted seedlings in his arms and gave a reassuring, loving look to his wife down on the ground. The breeze blew them higher and higher, further from their village.

Murial watched on as he disappeared from sight past the lush hills in the distance. The knots in her stomach took over as she imagined the journey ahead of him and the time and space soon to be between them.

Years. In a completely different realm.

And there was no other choice.

Wiping tears from her face, Murial followed the example of the other women, taking her remaining seedlings back inside. She carefully laid them in a basin filled with earth. Sitting down, she gazed lovingly at her little boys, her heart swirling with a mix of emotions. Delighted to see her family grow. Gutted by her mate’s departure. And indignant at the other occupants of the Green Lands, the Ivies...

The Ivies considered themselves superior and insisted they’d been cheated out of prime land centuries ago, which was far from the truth. They’d deserted their claim to those lands and devastated the new region they now resided in. Not that truth held much weight in old feuds littered with propaganda.

Murial’s eyes glowed green, as she no longer tried to hide the change. This was the only way their species could survive anymore—by tearing their families apart.

Over a century ago, the Ivies had poisoned Seeder territories. Ivy poison, produced by their females, was strong enough to kill a human, but not a Seeder. The Seeder males were barely even affected by the attack. Future generations of females exhibited less power. Most devastating was the effect it had on the young Seeder daughters. Not having their powers yet, they were essentially human, defenseless. Every last one of them perished within a week of the Great Poisoning. After girls in new clutches also failed to survive, the true and lasting effects were realized and drastic measures had to be taken to protect their young.

A knock at the door broke Murial from her trance. She wiped away more tears and centered her energy, her eyes changing back to a deep shade of brown. She opened the door with a smile. “Hey! Come in!”

Sandra, her new neighbor, a short woman with light brown hair who was also in her late twenties, entered, giving Murial a long hug. “Just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

Murial pulled back, gesturing for her to sit down. “I expect we’re feeling about the same.”

Sandra gave her an understanding frown. “They’ll be okay.”

Murial nodded. “I know.” She picked at her fingernails. “It’s just different when it’s your own.”

Sandra crossed her legs, resting her hands on her knees. “How old were you at the time of your bloom?”

“Sixteen.”

“Right. I forgot. I was seventeen.”

So many years of waiting. Of separation.

Murial glanced down at her remaining seedlings. The boys always took longer to sprout, but by nightfall, they would start to form roots. She vowed to enjoy every moment she had with them before their childhood would be replaced with training. Whether protecting their homeland borders against Ivy attacks, or crossing over into the human world, the boys all shared one thing: they would be soldiers. Looking up with a forced smile, Murial added, “I’ll feel so much better once the first one is old enough to go over for protection duty.”

Sandra sighed. “We’ve got this.” She gave Murial a calm smile, standing back up. “I just wanted to pop in real quick, but I better get back to my own boys. You know where to find me.”

Murial walked Sandra to the door, giving her another hug. “I’m glad we’re neighbors.”
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Murial spent the rest of the day preparing a vegetable stew and coconut-almond biscuits. She constantly looked over at her boys. Not that anything had changed about them yet—they were still little glistening seedlings, full of potential. It would be a couple of weeks before their roots developed enough to shed their seedling forms, rapidly growing to appear like any regular human.

Sitting down after sunset, Murial grabbed her journal from the shelf. Day One. She processed her thoughts and feelings before she began to write.

Human teenagers have it so easy. Then again, when she’d been a teenager, before her bloom, she’d thought she was an average human, too.

It wasn’t enough for the Ivies to attempt genocide and lay siege to Seeder borders. Fully-rooted female Seeders were twice as powerful as the males—their energy was used to charge the border walls that kept their lands relatively safe from further Ivy attacks. With these girls being the only thing that kept the Ivies from their goal of Seeder annihilation, their safety was paramount. When the Ivy Kingdom had discovered that Seeders were hiding their daughters away in the human world, it became their new hunting ground.

The Ivies knew their enemies well. They focused on finding the girls during the vulnerable bloom-to-root period when their powers came in. Ivy assassins lay in wait, always watching for a hint of a bloom.

Murial put her pen to paper.

I miss him already. And our girls. I look forward to seeing each one of their faces some day.

She grinned, thinking of her boys.

This is going to be quite the adventure. Things will work out. I know they will. I have to believe it.

Murial tried to imagine the faces of each of her girls—what interests and personalities they would have. Each day without them, without Thod, would be a battle. But she was confident in her husband; he had done so much work ahead of time, planning and preparing, to keep them safe for the coming years.

The fate of the Seeder girls relied on one thing—who was in the know. In the mix of it all were humans, oblivious to the hunt happening around them—the two enemies constantly trying to sniff and snuff each other out.

In their own realm, Seeders had no need to be on the offensive. In the human world, they watched over their daughters and sisters, always observing for signs of the Ivies. Once the girls were old enough, they would show signs of budding, and then bloom, gaining their full powers. Their family just needed to keep them safe and guide them home, without being discovered. And so the game went.

As if high school wasn’t already enough of a jungle.
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Chapter 1
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A CHIMING SOUND ANNOUNCED AN incoming text.

<You ready for this?> Zach asked, sending a silly selfie, a tradition of theirs on the first day of school every year. The selfie showed off his sharp new haircut and friendly hazel eyes.

Mel shook her head and couldn’t help but smile. She’d been bugging him all summer about looking like a caveman by letting his hair grow wild. He said it was his ‘new aesthetic,’ though she figured he just didn’t bother, seeing as he went camping every weekend.

She drew a deep breath and texted back.

<You know it! The real question is, are they going to be ready for our level of awesomeness? ;) lol>

She took her own selfie, having just finished curling her strawberry blonde hair. Her fuchsia polo shirt made her blue eyes stand out, and she finished her look with a touch of mascara before heading out for the first day of their junior year.

She half-expected another chime to sound, a third picture. But it didn’t. The trio was now only a duo. She leaned back against the bathroom counter and frowned while pulling up a picture of the three of them. Mel was in the middle, a shorter Tabatha to her left, a taller Zach to the right. There were so many great memories there. Tabatha hadn’t made them a trio until the fifth grade, but after that, they had been inseparable. Now, all Mel was left with was a twinge of abandonment. She knew she wouldn’t get another text. Pulling up Tabatha’s last known number, she read the final message.

<I know it’s crazy, but my mom got a new job and we moved. So sorry I wasn’t able to give you more of a heads-up! Love ya!>

No follow-up text ever arrived. She completely ghosted Mel and Zach. Mel wasn’t sure if Tabatha had blocked them, or took a permanent social media break, but they lost touch completely. That actually happened a lot in their high school. Not the ghosting necessarily, but the constant shuffling of kids. People were always moving in and out; it was a revolving door of new characters.

Luckily, Mel still had Zach; they’d been friends since the fourth grade when another boy was chasing her relentlessly on the playground and Zach punched him. Not that she needed saving—she could handle herself. But he was a true friend she could always count on. He even offered to stay home and hang out with her, instead of camping with his family, after Tabatha deserted them both. But Mel hadn’t taken him up on the offer; it wouldn’t have been fair to him. It wasn’t right for him to miss out on one of his favorite activities, just to bum around with Mel, playing prisoner to her parents’ strict rules.

Mel finished getting ready and headed downstairs. Her mom was already up for the day, in the kitchen, baking.

Mel smiled, the aroma of chocolate cake wafting past her. “If only that had been ready an hour ago, we could call it a muffin and have it for breakfast.”

Her mom chuckled as she cleaned the kitchen island. “Sorry. It’s only a muffin until it’s frosted. Such poor timing on my part, and it’ll be frosted before you get home.” She rounded the island and gave Mel a hug. “Thought it would be nice to come home to something sweet on the first day of school.”

Mel gave her an extra squeeze. “You speak my language. Love you.”

Heading down the hall, she snagged her already-packed backpack and closed the front door behind her. Mel surveyed the quiet suburban neighborhood and breathed in the fresh air. Passing that one oddball turquoise house with the half-dead lawn and a thriving patch of dandelions, she turned and made her way to Franklin High, just a few blocks away. Its most notable feature being how old it was, past due for renovation or replacement, it was otherwise a rather unremarkable American high school.

The closer she walked to the aging brick building, the tighter the knots in her stomach twisted. The roar of excited teenage chatter became deafening. Approaching the front door, her first-day jitters melted away once she got a warm hug from Zach.

“You look great. Even better without the cross-eyes in your selfie.” He pulled back, smiling.

Mel reached up, rubbing his silky-smooth face. “Oooh. I almost forgot what you looked like under your fur.”

Zach rolled his eyes. “Beards are manly.”

She cleared her throat and grinned. “Yeah. Sure. I’m just glad you finally took my advice. The ladies won’t be able to resist you now.” She poked him in the arm.

He tugged on his backpack straps, his cheeks a smidge pink. “Right. So, um ... classes?”

Mel pulled out her phone, double-checking the time. “I suppose if I don’t have anything else on my to-do list, I could manage some classes today.”

He shook his head with a smile.

They approached the busy front door, prepared to tackle the day head-on, happy to have a couple of classes and their lunch break together. As expected, there were some fresh faces Mel didn’t recognize, including several new guys—which she was not mad about in the slightest.

Mr. Colburn, the principal, and his vice principal, Mr. Simons, were there as usual, monitoring the halls as students poured in. Mel wasn’t sure if it was a tactic to instill fear or show dominance, but it was a tradition on the first day to be stared down like they were interrogating you with their piercing eyes. At least for most students. Mel got a welcoming wink from Mr. Colburn, which would have been absolutely creepy for the average student, but the principal was a close family friend; an unofficial uncle.

She smiled in response to his wink, but her smile faded a tad when she remembered how she’d hurt his feelings once, when she’d told him over a Sunday dinner that she would rather they pretend to not know each other when she entered high school. She didn’t want to get teased for knowing the principal. He’d tried to hide his disappointment, but she’d seen an inkling of it in his expression. Despite being hurt by her request, he did a good job of treating her like any other student and keeping his distance at school.
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Between second and third periods, Mel dropped by her locker to swap out textbooks. Before heading off to American History, she took a moment to touch-up her lipstick in a small mirror. She was lost in thought, planning out her approach for the onslaught of homework, when the slam of a locker behind her made her jump.

“Sorry about that. It kind of jams,” a male voice said.

Mel turned around, pleasantly surprised with the owner of the voice. His sandy blond hair was brushed with a wave to the side, very smooth. He wore an open button-up shirt over a plain t-shirt and flashed a confident smile. His dark brown eyes focused on hers.

“I’m Devin. I’m new here. It’s Melody, right?”

“Yeah, that’s me.” She capped her lipstick and tucked it into her pocket. “Well, I go by Mel.” She squinted and tilted her head to the side. “How did you know my name?”

“We just had Trigonometry together.” He raised an eyebrow. “The teacher called your full name going over the roll.”

“Oh, gotcha.”

His brow furrowed as he looked past her.

Someone jabbed her in both sides and Mel jumped, letting out a sharp squeal.

“Never fails!” Zach laughed. “Have I told you yet today, how much I love that you’re so ticklish?”

“That’s not funny!” she protested through clenched teeth.

“That’s a matter of perspective.” Zach shrugged playfully. “Don’t be late for class. I’m not holding a seat for you if a hot new girl wants to sit next to...” He gestured with an open palm along his body like a car salesman showing off his finest exhibit. “All of this.”

“Then it’s your loss. I’m not arm wrestling over you.” She stuck out her tongue and chuckled as he walked away.

Zach and Mel always knew how to push each other’s buttons. She loved their playful banter and how drama-free their friendship was. Honestly, he would make an ideal boyfriend for some girl if he would actually try. He just spent most of his time hanging out with Mel (and Tabatha, back in the day...) or enjoying the great outdoors. Dating didn’t seem to be at the top of his list.

“You guys together?” Devin asked with quizzical eyebrows.

First day of school and a cute guy wants to know my relationship status? Not bad...

“No. Zach and I are just friends.”

“Gotcha.” He smiled. “I look forward to seeing you around.” He took off in the opposite direction of her next class.

“Hey!” she called after him. “Do you need any help finding your classes?”

He turned around and grinned. “Wouldn’t want to make you late. But thanks.”

She slowly closed her locker door and smiled. Cute? Check. Confident? Check.

Maybe, just maybe, she could get her parents to relax on their dating rules this year.

***
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Zach and Mel sat across from each other at a long table in the cafeteria.

“So, who’s the looker?” Zach asked as Mel eyed Devin from across the room while he paid for his lunch.

“What?” She blinked and met Zach’s eyes. “Just a nice guy.” Her cheeks warmed as she took a sip of water. “He’s my new locker neighbor.”

She and Zach never talked about each other’s crushes or dating, at least not seriously. Granted, she hadn’t ever had a real boyfriend, and Zach’s previous two relationships were both short-lived. In the past, if Mel had wanted to talk about a guy, she had Tabatha. It felt weird to put Zach in that position now.

Devin caught her watching him. He waved and made his way across the crowded room.

“This seat taken?” He gestured with his chin at the spot next to Mel.

Mel smiled. “It is now.”

Devin sat down and peeled a mandarin orange.

Mel glanced at Zach, who was eyeing Devin. “Oh, yeah. Devin, meet Zach. Zach, meet Devin.”

The two guys gave each other a ‘Hi’ and a polite nod.

Zach stabbed at his salad, looking down. “You and me—still on for later, right, Mel?”

She dipped her pizza in a small cup of ranch. “Yeah, of course.”

***
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Mel arrived home after a long day filled with rules and introductions. She grabbed the mail before walking inside. Her mom was watering the houseplants in the living room bay window.

Mel sorted through the mail. “Hmm. Two for Pam Walters. Two for George Walters.” She pulled out a postcard with coupons for an oil change. “And one for Resident. Are you and Dad going to fight over it? Who gets to be the lucky resident?”

Her mom chuckled. “I’d like to say we could make a civil decision over that one. But today, maybe we’ll generously donate it to the recycle bin.”

Mel handed the rest of the envelopes to her mom before heading down the hall to the kitchen. While tossing the postcard in the recycle bin, she spotted the frosted cake her mom had been baking that morning. She sliced a large piece, bringing it and two forks back to the living room on a white saucer. Mel plopped down next to her mom on the settee and dug in while her mom finished looking over the bills.

Her mom shifted her focus after putting the papers on a side table, and picked up the spare fork. “Tell me about today.”

Leaning against her mom, Mel pursed her lips in thought about the entire day. “Oh, ya know... No eating in class. Don’t be tardy. Plenty of homework to be had.” She took a bite of the cake.

“Any new friends?”

Mel fought a frown. How much better would the day have been if Tabatha had been there? “Um... I don’t know.” She smiled, remembering her new locker neighbor. “I met a new guy.”

Her mom nodded, finishing a bite of cake. “Guy friends are nice. Sounds like a new candidate for movie nights.”

Taking a deep breath, Mel set the cake down on the closest side table. “Guy friends are nice. So are boyfriends. There’s this novel concept; it’s called dating. It’s like movie night. But you leave the house. Just two people who share a mutual interest in each other.”

Her mom pressed her lips together, narrowing her eyes. “I think I’ve heard of this concept. I also heard it’s not a requirement for high school or a satisfactory youth.” She raised an eyebrow. “Believe it or not, your dad and I were young once.”

Mel frowned dramatically. “I know. But things change. We have electricity now, and the dinosaurs are gone and everything.”

Her mom busted out laughing while Mel picked up the saucer with a good portion of cake still on it. “Can I bribe you?”

“Are you trying to bribe me with my own cake?”

Mel bit her lip. “I can bake you a different one?”

Sighing, her mom stood. “We love you. You know that, sweetheart.”

Mel looked down. “Yeah. I love you, too. Anyway, Zach’s coming over soon to study.”

“Okay. Remember, your dad started his new office hours this week, so dinner will be an hour later.”

Mel nodded as her mom left the room. Annoyed, she considered getting changed and going for a jog. Instead, she looked at the remaining cake in her hands and shoved half of it in her mouth.
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An hour later, Mel and Zach sat in the family room, poring over trees that had been killed in the name of teenage torture and learning. Family pictures covered the walls. There were no windows to allow in natural light, but the lamps lit the area well enough.

“Chemistry is going to kill me.” Mel’s head slumped to the side, her eyes wide open, lips pouting.

Zach scoffed. “Says the girl that always has one of the highest grades in class.”

“Yeah, you know me.” She widened her eyes. “Why have lots of friends and go hang out, when you can stay home and do homework all the time?”

He cringed. “Eww, gross. Make more friends? And do things that don’t consist of hanging out at your house? So overrated.”

“You dare mock me in my plight?” She chucked a throw pillow at him.

He ducked and the pillow knocked his water bottle to the floor; luckily the lid had been closed. “Never!” He smiled. “I have sat on many a couch in my lifetime, and yours is by far my favorite.” He winked, then said more sincerely, “I’ve never minded coming over here and having it be just us.”

She sighed; he was always so sweet. “So, now I see why you come over all the time. And here I thought people our age valued hygiene, good looks, and a sense of humor. I’ll make sure my parents never get rid of this couch, so I don’t lose you!”

They both chuckled. “You know...” His face got more serious. “I—”

Mel’s mom peeked her head into the room. “Dinner in ten.”

“Okay, Mom.”

“Mrs. Walters?” Zach called, causing her head to pop back in. “We’re having a back-to-school party at my house.” He quickly added, “My parents will be there the entire time.”

Mrs. Walters wasn’t that intimidating physically, reaching a mere five-foot-three with a few extra pounds, but she knew how to wield a mother’s stern look and tone. “Sorry, Zach. You know our rules.”

Mel had known her mom would say no. She was well aware of the rules, and there were a lot of them. Mel was an only child and her parents were overprotective. Well, kind of an only child. They’d fostered a few kids over the years, but half of them were before Mel was born or old enough to even remember. They ended up having Mel when they were older. She always wondered if she was an ‘oops’ baby, though her parents denied it.

“Please, Mom. Just this once?” Mel pleaded. “Seriously, don’t you think I’m old enough?” Their rules were so convoluted. With Tabatha out of the equation, they had become even more strict. Somehow, Mel and Zach being left alone without her parents as chaperones was some great sin.

“No,” her mom repeated while walking back to the kitchen.

Mel hollered down the hallway, “You know, this is why some kids sneak out of the house at night.”

Her parents wouldn’t budge. And she wouldn’t sneak out. That’s just the way things worked.

Zach always had to go over to Mel’s house to hang out. She was never allowed to go to a boy’s house. She couldn’t date. Couldn’t babysit. It was like they thought she was a fragile porcelain doll. The only time they ever gave in on anything big was this last summer when Mr. Colburn spoke up at a Sunday dinner, saying he thought she could handle a part-time job for the summer, since she wanted it so badly. Her parents respected Mr. Colburn, being a principal and all—his advice carried some weight. Even then, she still wasn’t allowed to apply to the jobs her peers could; she went to work as a receptionist at her dad’s chiropractic office.

A lot of kids probably would have rebelled a long time ago, being that cooped up. But Mel generally had a good relationship with her parents. She wasn’t exactly a homebody, but she was fairly content with her hobbies and small group of friends. Though, lately, the more she saw her peers enjoying activities she couldn’t, the more a sliver of resentment began to fester.
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Chapter 2
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AFTER HER THIRD DAY IN the new school year, Mel was helping set the dinner table. The mouthwatering smell of steak on the grill wafted through the open kitchen window. Her parents, in their old-fashioned style, always insisted on family dinner at the table—and no electronics.

“Set an extra place setting,” her mom instructed. “Tom’s coming for dinner tonight.”

Tom was Mr. Colburn’s first name. When not at school, he was fine with everyone addressing him less formally.

Mel stopped and looked at her mom in confusion. “What’s so special about today?”

“Does there need to be something special happening, to have friends come over?” Her mom casually brushed away the question.

Not much later, Tom arrived with a smile and side-hug for Mel.

Despite being a weekday night with no special occasion to warrant Tom’s presence, the dinner and conversation started out normal.

“So, how are you doing with all the new student interviews?” Mel’s dad asked, adjusting his glasses.

Tom let out a long sigh. “We’ve got a lot of them this year.”

After swallowing a mouthful of garlic mashed potatoes, Mel asked, “Why do you guys always drill the newbies so much? I swear they come out of your offices terrified and wanting to transfer.”

Tom chuckled. Even sitting down, his broad shoulders helped with the intimidation factor as a high school principal, but unless you were in trouble, his kind face softened his presence. “Gotta keep out the riffraff.” He cut into his steak. “We just feel it’s important to know who we have in our school, that’s all.”

Mel’s dad cleared his throat. “Speaking of new arrivals, there will be another young man at your school next week.”

Mel scrunched her face, perplexed. That was an odd announcement, coming from him of all people.

Her dad continued, “And here.” He looked down, focusing on his plate.

Mel glanced over to her mom for more of an explanation.

“It’s been a while, but we felt like it was right.” The cryptic explanation didn’t help. “We’re going to be fostering a nice boy.” Her mom paused. “He’s a senior.”

Mel’s jaw dropped. “Wait, what?” she shrieked. “Are you crazy? Did you just use ‘boy’ and ‘senior’ in the same sentence? Living here?” Her eyes darted between her parents while Tom awkwardly stabbed at the mashed potatoes on his plate. “I don’t get a say in this?”

Her dad scolded her with his eyes. His voice was firm but calm. “Don’t be selfish. He needs a place to stay. You could stand to think of others more, kids in need of a good home.”

Mel dropped her utensils and pushed her plate forward, excusing herself from the table and heading up to her room. It just didn’t make any sense. If they wanted to foster again, couldn’t they pick a younger kid, or wait a couple of years until she was in college?

***
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“Isn’t that ... kind of weird?” Zach said over lunch the next day, cringing. “I’m surprised it’s even allowed.”

“I don’t know. But it’s stupid,” Mel said while murdering her fries with a fork. She resented her dad calling her selfish. It wasn’t like she was some stereotypical only child demanding attention. But bringing a teenage boy into the house just felt ... weird. He could be a creepy perv, for all she knew.

“Maybe it’s not such a bad thing?” suggested Devin, who was now eating lunch with them daily.

Mel fought to hide a smirk. Since meeting him, she hadn’t heard him say anything negative about another person, or thing, really.

“But, what if he ... hits on you?” Zach asked.

Her eyes shot up from her lunch tray. “Then I’ll kick him in the balls.”

Both guys flinched at the idea.

***
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Saturday rolled around and Mel was forced to wait in the living room with her mom, ready to meet the foster boy when her dad brought him home. They sat on the settee as light flooded the room.

It was painfully quiet. Mel had been warned the night before to be friendly and welcoming. The life of a foster kid was hard enough, and moving in right after the school year started was just another hurdle.

The familiar hum of her dad’s car pulling into the driveway announced their arrival, and Mel let out a long sigh, mustering the best smile she could, which wasn’t all that convincing.

When the door opened, she was surprised to see a tall, buff, clean-cut guy following her dad. He carried himself with confidence and didn’t appear menacing or troubled—no tats, piercings, wild hair, or death metal t-shirts.

“Melody, this is Ben.” Her dad took the lead. “Ben, this is our daughter, Melody.”

Ben smiled and extended his hand for a handshake. “Nice to meet you, Melody.”

She took a deep breath, the scent of a lavender candle in the room calming her. She accepted his outstretched hand. “Call me Mel.”

After introducing his wife, Mel’s dad offered to show Ben to his new room upstairs.

Shortly after the meet and greet, Mel sat down at the kitchen table with her watercolors. Painting was therapeutic for her. She’d watched every online tutorial she could find, though she favored nature scenes.

“Wow. That’s really good.” Ben’s voice came from behind her.

She glanced over her shoulder, startled to see him towering above her, watching.

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Thanks... All settled in up there?”

“Yeah. I didn’t bring much with me.”

Mel frowned, humbled by his situation. He sat down at the other end of the table.

She went back to painting, distracted by his awkward gaze, not sure what kind of conversation to start.

He tapped his fingers on the table. “Sorry if this is weird.”

She didn’t look up right away, considering her response while adding a few more brush-strokes to her tropical scene. At least his room was at the end of the hallway upstairs. Between their rooms was her parents’ room and her bathroom. She felt better having a barrier between them, even if he was a nice guy.

Swishing the brush in a cup of water, she met his gaze. “I just want to have a normal school year, that’s all.”

A hint of a grin grew on his face. “You know, they say normal is overrated. But I’ll try not to get in your way.”

After a little more conversation about school and what there was to do around town, Mel decided Ben wasn’t such a bad guy. He wasn’t coming across as creepy, or pervy, or weird. He was actually really nice and well-adjusted for a teenager in the foster care system. But maybe that wasn’t a fair generalization for foster kids; it wasn’t like all of them were troublemakers. Mel figured it would be impolite to ask about his family, and his silence on the topic confirmed she’d made the right choice by not bringing it up. As long as he stayed out of her way, Mel expected they wouldn’t have any problems.

Regardless of her truce with the foster boy, Mel couldn’t help but wonder why her parents felt like now was a good time to rock the boat.
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It had been five days since Ben moved in. And the last four of those nights involved him leaving the house in the early evening and not coming back for hours. Mel stood at her bedroom window, peering through the blinds at the street below, as if he would materialize and his reappearance would somehow mean something.

Great. Now I’m the creepy stalker. She huffed. But she knew the truth about why he was always gone—her parents were giving him more freedom than they had ever given Mel—and it wasn’t fair. She left her room and headed down the hall to her parents’ bedroom. Their door was slightly ajar.

“She’ll get over the disappointment,” her dad said.

Mel stopped and listened. They had to be talking about her.

“I know,” her mom replied.

“It’s not like they have to murder them, to obtain their goal.”

Or maybe not about me.

He continued. “Kidnapping or manipulating them into staying for some other reason is just as good.”

Mel realized it was senseless to eavesdrop on her parents talking about what was probably some true-crime documentary series they’d been watching. She knocked on their door.

Her dad opened it, his brown hair a tousled mess. “Um, hi. What, uh... Come on in, sweetheart.”

Mel stepped forward, crossing her arms and leaning against the doorframe. “Is Ben taking driver’s ed?”

“No,” her mom replied, closing a dresser drawer. “He already has his license.”

Mel nodded. “Is he getting tutoring? Or maybe he has a job?”

Her mom cocked her head to the side. “No. What’s this about?”

“I’m just curious why he’s never around. I guess we didn’t talk about all the rules. Does he get to go to parties? Or date? Or maybe there’s a more reasonable explanation, like he’s in a gang.”

Her mom scoffed. “A gang? Really? He’s a good kid.”

Mel stood up straight, placing her hands on her hips. “How do you even know what kind of person he is, if he’s hardly here? You didn’t answer me. Does he get to go to parties and date? And have, you know, a social life?”

Her dad raised his eyebrows, unamused. “You have absolutely no social life? You can invite over anyone you want. Zach’s over often enough.”

Mel clenched her jaw. “Does Ben get to do things I don’t? Yes or no?”

Her mom sighed. “It’s not the same.”

Mel was astounded at the double standard. “Because I’m a girl? I took those self-defense classes you wanted me to a couple years ago. I have mace.”

Her mom clarified, “It’s not the same because he’s in the foster care system, and almost eighteen, sweetheart.”

“Right. He’s a foster kid. I get that it might be hard for him. But I’m your own flesh and blood! And you say he’s a good kid.” She looked between them, pointing to herself. “I follow the rules. I get good grades. When other kids get in trouble, they have privileges taken from them. I don’t even get them to begin with!”

Her dad let out a heavy sigh. “Maybe we should...”

“George.” Mel’s mom flashed a look of disagreement. “I think,” she turned her focus to Mel, “you need to calm down, and we’ll discuss this another time.”

George pursed his lips and nodded.

Mel scowled and left the room, heading back to her own. Just minutes later, the front door squeaked open. She went downstairs, meeting Ben. “What have you been up to?”

Ben raised his eyebrows. “Didn’t realize I answered to you.”

She read his face, trying to remain civil. “Are my parents allowing you to date?”

His eyes focused on hers, his lip curling slightly in disgust. “You’re not really my type.”

Her eyes narrowed with revulsion. “Seriously? Don’t flatter yourself.” She bounded up the stairs back to her room. 
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Chapter 3
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THE SATURDAY AFTER BEN AND Mel’s misunderstanding, her parents hosted a backyard barbeque with neighbors and friends. Like her mom had suggested, Mel had calmed down. Dating wasn’t the end-all, be-all. Not that she didn’t still want to.

Adding to the annoyance, however, Ben had taken a liking to Stacy, a cheerleader Mel had been friends with in elementary school. As childhood friendships often go, they grew apart and ended up in different crowds. Mel didn’t much care for Stacy’s constant need for attention. Honestly, she was probably the main influence that had led to Mel mostly hanging out with guys. Too much gossip, drama, and Stacy’s chase after popularity, forced a wedge between the two.

Mel’s parents were over at the barbeque, flipping burgers and chatting with Tom and a couple of their neighbors—including Mr. Rasmussen, a biology teacher at her school.

“You’re wasting your time with that one,” Mel warned Ben about Stacy. “She’s really stuck up. It’s cliché, but she goes for the jocks, the troublemakers, the models. Pretty much every type but yours.” She crunched into a carrot stick, her eyebrows lifted in mockery. It wasn’t completely true. Ben wasn’t ugly, and he definitely worked out. He was just too uptight to be the popular type.

She’d never admit as much, but it drove Mel beyond crazy that he was interested in Stacy. She remembered well how Stacy had teased her, had turned on her, during a particular sleepover a few years back. And it had all happened to Mel at her own house.

Ben gave her a death glare. “I’m not trying to date her. I just want to get to know her better.”

“Right, you and every other guy.” Mel sang with flippant sarcasm, “Fri-ends. That’s how it wo-orks.”

Zach plopped down on the empty patio chair between Mel and Ben. “What’s this I hear? Girls and guys can’t be friends?” He wiggled his eyebrows at Mel as he placed the top of the sesame bun on his burger.

She grinned in response. “You and I don’t count. We’re outliers.”

Zach feigned being hurt, putting a hand to his chest, and turned to Ben. “I’d either say she shot me down with vocabulary from math class, or she’s questioning my integrity. You know, out-LIAR?”

Ben stared at Zach, unamused. Despite Zach’s attempts to win Ben over, they didn’t exactly mesh. And not for a lack of Zach trying—he’d made a valiant attempt earlier in the week when doing homework, and a couple of times already at the barbeque.

Mel’s initial assessment of Ben had definitely changed. Chasing a girl in the wrong crowd? Stiff and surly? He might not have been a creeper trying to hit on Mel, but he definitely wasn’t normal.

Mr. Rasmussen wandered over to where the teens were sitting. Mel couldn’t help but wonder if the balding man ever dressed casually—he was wearing the same attire at a backyard barbeque as she’d seen him in at school.

“Mel.” He nodded. “And this is Ben?”

“Yes, sir.” Ben offered a hand to shake.

Mr. Rasmussen shook Ben’s hand then turned again to Mel. “I hope you’re making your brother feel welcome.”

Mel scowled. “He’s not my brother.”

“Sorry,” he corrected himself, “your foster brother.”

She rolled her eyes. Ben might not have been a complete nightmare, but she was far from being sold on the idea of having him around.

Ben shook his head and went inside, clearly annoyed.

“Right...” Mr. Rasmussen pursed his lips awkwardly and walked back to the grill.

“Don’t worry about it,” Zach said. “You only have to put up with Ben for a year, right?”

A year felt like it was going to be forever. She had to share a bathroom with the guy, and he didn’t even clean up his toothpaste in the sink.
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The next Monday before class, Devin came up to his locker just as Mel was opening hers.

“Hey, favorite locker neighbor,” he said.

She chuckled. His locker was on the end—she was his only locker neighbor. “How was your weekend?”

Mel found herself dropping by her locker more often than she’d normally have done, just to catch him swinging by to have a quick chat. She hadn’t invited him to her house yet, but she’d been considering it, wanting to make him a more official member of the posse. He would add a fun dynamic, and ... she was beginning to see him less and less as just a friend.

He didn’t even try to hide his interest—the boy knew how to flirt. After their initial meeting, she’d caught him glancing her way in class. The first time, he’d blushed and looked away. After that, he’d gotten bolder, acknowledging her with a smile. That smile, complete with dimples... She was starting to look forward to seeing it each school day. She didn’t specifically save him a seat, but when possible, she picked a desk with an empty one next to her, and he always took that opening.

As they were finishing up their chat to head to class, Devin rummaged through his locker, looking for one last thing. An arm wrapped around Mel’s shoulders.

“Hey, Walters, how was your summer? We haven’t talked in forever!” Blake was the last person she expected to approach her. They’d been lab partners in science last year and she admired his good looks, as did every girl, but they were hardly friends.

“Hey, yeah. Good. You?” She stumbled to make casual conversation, even blushing at having his arm around her.

“It was great! Got to hang out with the guys a lot. Worked as a camp counselor. But now I’m all geared up for the best year yet.” He still had his arm around her shoulder.

Devin closed his locker and stood there in silence as the first bell rang.

Blake aimed his attention at Devin. “Can’t build up the tardies this early in the year, right?” He turned back to Mel. “You coming to watch the game on Friday?” He was, of course, a jock—but not a mindless meathead. He was pretty funny in class. And it was sweet, imagining him leading younger kids as a camp counselor over the summer.

“We’ll see.” Mel smiled as he walked away, knowing it wasn’t likely she’d make it to the game.

“What do you see in a guy like that?” Devin scowled.

Mel lifted her eyebrows. “Is that jealousy?”

“What do I have to be jealous of? Jocks have stereotypes for a reason. His muscles try to make up for the air between his ears,” Devin mocked.

She furrowed her brow. “That’s harsh. How would you like to be treated based on a stereotype?”

“What kind of stereotype is that?” he asked. “Dashing looks, yet still humble?” he kidded with a seductive grin.

His attempt at levity fell flat.

“Would you want people making assumptions about you coming to live here?” She thought of a prior conversation they’d had at one of their locker rendezvous. “Who transfers in the middle of high school to go live with their uncle? That sort of thing could start a rumor. About someone that caused trouble, that maybe got expelled and sent away.”

She cocked her head to the side, lips pursed, waiting for a response. He’d deflected most questions about his family and previous high school, which she’d respected, and in some ways almost even liked; it gave him an air of mystery.

It surprised her to see his demeanor change; she’d hit a nerve.

Devin was now looking down at his fidgeting hands, as if choosing his words carefully. “It’s not like that.” He shook his head. “I’ll see you later.”
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Mel’s stomach was in knots after watching Devin walk away, guilt weighing her down for bringing up what was clearly a sensitive subject. She thoroughly apologized at lunch and he forgave her, but was still acting a bit put out.

They were at their lockers, sorting out their backpacks at the end of the day, when she decided it was a good time to take the plunge and invite him over.

“Are you doing anything this weekend?”

He perked up, eyebrows raised.

“Zach and I are going to have a movie night. Ben will probably be there, too, I’m not sure if you’ve met him. And my parents... It’s not exactly the hippest joint, but if you’re not doing anything?”

“I’ll pencil you in,” he said coolly.

“Oh, just a pencil?” she challenged playfully.

He narrowed his eyes while zipping his backpack. “I’ll be there.”

***
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A couple of days
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