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  Chapter 1

December 6, 2007


The cold December wind whipped at Katey’s long, chestnut brown hair. Her chin rested atop her folded arms over her bent knees, clear green eyes staring into the expanse of forest ahead of her. From the steep, grassy slope behind the Crestucky library, she studied the way the morning light filtered through the swaying pine branches, attuned to every slight movement in the underbrush. Here, in the quiet and away from the rest of the world, she found a tiny sliver of relief. She hoped it would rekindle some part of her spirit that had begun to slowly fade over the last several months, but no such luck.  
She filled her lungs with the Florida winter air and sighed. Any girl might have been ecstatic for her eighteen birthday, but Katey felt nothing. For years, she waited for this day and now, it felt so anticlimactic. She had fantasized about when she would age out of the foster care system and finally be on her own. Social workers had prepared her for the reality of this milestone, and she researched her options. Though Katey had some time before making the leap, since her foster mother agreed to let her stay under her roof until the end of her senior year, the excitement couldn’t touch her now. It was as if she were in a bubble, her senses dulled to the world around her, unreachable and disconnected. Each day, she put on her mask, complete with a fake, cheery disposition, but inside, she was dying. 
Once more, the aching emptiness stole her breath and reminded her that something was missing. Ever since she was a child, she knew her life could never be normal. Jumping from foster home to foster home taught her that nothing in life was as good as it seemed, or nearly so permanent. Yet, more recently, the loneliness got to her. She used to pride herself on being so strong. The adults called it “resilience.” She considered it the refusal to cry when they told her to pack her clothes in a black trash bag for the fifth time. 
Katey’s fingers gripped the sleeves of her hoodie as she willed herself to stay grounded in the moment. If she allowed her thoughts to slip into that dark hole, she may not be able to crawl back out again. 
The rumble of a car engine in the parking lot behind her brought her back into the present. She pulled out her phone to check the time and cussed under her breath. The first period bell would ring in five minutes and there was no way she’d make it before the tardy bell. She jumped to her feet and bolted into a run for her jeep. 
A sprawling town centered on the crossroads between two highways, Crestucky had been Katey’s home all her life. She thought few foster kids could say that. She and her friends blew so much smoke, saying that as soon as they graduated, they’d leave this small town and find some place more exciting. Independence was just around the corner, and though Katey was more than ready to leave, she didn’t have a solid plan. Not yet. 
As predicted, the high school parking lots were full and Katey had to snitch an empty faculty parking stall, nearly all the way on the other side of the campus from her first period class. With her messenger bag banging against her hip, Katey sprinted her way toward the main building and down the vacant halls until she reached Mr. Dubose’s classroom. 
She paused, her hand on the door handle. It was so unlike her to be late and she dreaded the way everyone’s eyes would turn to her the minute she walked in. She didn’t really care what the other students thought of her, just what her teacher would say. 
“No point in delaying the inevitable,” Mr. Dubose called from inside the classroom. “You’re fifteen minutes late.” 
He must have spotted her through the narrow door window as she walked up. Katey braced herself and entered. Mr. Dubose’s classroom resembled a chemistry lab, with rows of eight-foot tables set up in two columns to serve as desks. Along the back wall were sinks and cabinets for storing supplies and equipment. Mr. Dubose taught environmental science during this period, but she wondered if he taught chemistry or biology throughout the day. 
At the head of the classroom sat Mr. Dubose’s desk, neatly organized with an open laptop. A projector screen hung behind his desk and concealed a blackboard that he never used. Her favorite teacher leaned against the front of his desk, arms folded over his broad chest as he watched her with wise brown eyes. His dark hair was cut short, and unlike his full beard, showcased the subtle hints of age with silver threaded around his temples. 
His button-down shirt, tucked into a pair of dark slacks, and sleeves pushed up to his elbows showcased a body better representative of an athlete than a middle-aged high school teacher. At the beginning of the year, she heard other students mutter about how ripped Mr. Dubose was, and how he must have worked out after school or played some sort of contact sport over the weekends. Katey, however, couldn’t imagine him in any other setting. His professional attire never suggested him to be the kind of guy that would exert himself like that, leaving his physique an ongoing mystery. 
Above all, Mr. Dubose conveyed an air of authority that may have intimidated some. To her, it was comforting. His classroom was a safe harbor, a place she felt she could run if she needed help, though the situation never arose. Here, even under his disapproving stare, Katey’s tight chest slowly decompressed, and she could breathe easier.
He jerked his chin toward desks in the very front row. “Take your seat, Miss Katey.”
Mr. Dubose’s accent sparked even more whispers amongst the class. His voice held a distinct, yet recognizable British accent. During their orientation, he answered the usual probing questions he received every year, telling his prospective students that he came from a place called Warminster in Britain, but would disclose no further details of his childhood or past life in the United Kingdom. Katey burned with curiosity, but refused to test his limits and ask, as so many did in the first couple of weeks of school. 
Beside her sat Beth, one of her oldest friends from junior high. Environmental Science was the first period they shared since freshmen year, and she hoped this would give them a chance to rekindle their friendship, though their lives seemed to divert in two very different directions. Beth had quickly fallen in with the goth crowd, and her daily choice of dress showed it plainly. Though they shared similar interests in music, Katey wasn’t bold enough to plunge into Beth’s kind of lifestyle. She doubted that she could pull off the thick, black eyeliner and studded jewelry in the same way that Beth could. Neither could she judge Beth for her choices. At least she found a place to fit in. Katey preferred to stay unnoticed, unimpressive, and slip between the rigid, defined lines of high school social groups. If she didn’t plug into a clique, then it’d be easier to disengage when the time came to leave. 
As Katey dropped in her chair, she let the mask settle into place. The soul-crushing darkness lurking beneath her calm expression couldn’t be brushed aside, but she could veil it for the day. Like tossing a blanket over clutter on the floor or draping a towel over a puddle of vomit, Katey could pretend that the mess in her soul didn’t exist, just for a little while, and no one else would know it either.  
Katey met her teacher’s stare and noticed a shift in the way he watched her. His dark brows pinched together ever so slightly, as if in concern for something he couldn’t understand. Katey stiffened, trapped under his gaze like a mouse caught between the paws of a cat, for what stretched like an hour.  What did he see? Was it about her being late or did she wait too long to don her mask? Something in his eyes demanded honesty, demanded a full explanation for whatever it was he thought he saw. Part of her was willing to give it. The other wanted to run back out the door.
Don’t say anything. Don't say anything, she mentally begged him. It was too early and her nerves too raw. If just one person, especially him, were to ask if she were okay, she was liable to break down in tears.
As soon as that strange look appeared, it was gone, and Mr. Dubose turned back to the class, allowing Katey to release the breath she had unconsciously held. No longer the subject of his intense interest, Katey had the time to smother her depression even further. She bolted her mask firmly in place and tucked away the edges of her sadness so it wouldn't show to anyone else who cared to look too closely.
Katey barely paid attention to Mr. Dubose’s review of the subject of population change until he turned on the projector hanging from the ceiling and a slideshow faded into focus on the dropdown screen behind his desk. About that time, he took up a yardstick that he often used as a pointing aid during his lectures and turned to regard another senior in the front row on the other side of the room. He slowly strode toward her, like a lion stalking its prey, and Katey noticed the way her head was bent low and the faint glow of a screen on her face. The student was furiously typing out some message on the phone hidden in her lap when Mr. Dubose smacked the flat end of the yardstick on the tabletop in front of her. She jumped and the class laughed at her expense. 
“Kindly pay attention when I’m talking,” Mr. Dubose said in a humorous tone. “It might be more important than your relationship drama.”
The girl gave him a sheepish look and snapped her phone shut before slipping it into her pocket.
Mr. Dubose returned to stand beside the projector screen. “As I was saying… In nature, groups or families of certain species live in tight-knit units, looking after each other as a whole and the individual. But when resources become short or environmental conditions grow intolerable, that bond can be broken easily.” 
He pointed his remote to the projector and clicked for the next slide. The image of a dueling pair of wolves appeared over the blue slideshow background. Some in the class made disapproving sounds at the bared fangs and bristling hackles. 
“For example,” he continued, “In a pack of wolves like we’ll see on the video, the alpha male will kill the omega wolf for food for the rest of the pack.” He paused and swept an expectant look across the class. 
Unsure of what possessed her to do it, Katey spoke up. “No, they wouldn’t. Even though the omega wolf is the lowest in the pack, they wouldn’t kill them.” All eyes were fixed on her and she could feel her stomach knot under their scrutiny. “The omega is an important part of the pack social order, isn’t it? That’s what the video said yesterday.”
They had watched part of a documentary about the importance of a wolf pack in Yellowstone National Park the day before, as part of their lesson on the importance of natural predators and prey and their impact on the environment of a region. Not usually one for documentaries, Katey was entranced by the dynamics of a wolf pack and how it was so much like a family, so much like the one thing she never really had. 
Mr. Dubose’s face split in a wide grin. “Very good, Miss Katey. I was hoping someone would catch that. Apparently, you were the only one paying attention.” He clicked the remote again and a giant red cross overlayed the fighting wolves. “No, wolves do not harm others within their pack unless it’s to reaffirm dominance amongst its members. In other situations in nature, the bigger, stronger animals will eat the younger, weaker ones to eliminate competition for space and mating.” 
A junior in the third row raised her hand. “Wouldn’t the stronger animal get weak if they eat a sicker animal?”
Mr. Dubose leaned against his supply closet door and crossed his ankles. “No, because most predators such as wolves will eat a sick, older caribou and their immune system blocks out that sickness.” Mr. Dubose clicked his remote and the slide changed to a picture of a crowded subway train. “And in just the opposite situation, when conditions are too good, the population may explode. With this overcrowding in the ecosystem, competition grows. And what happens when competition grows?”
Once more, he waited, but no one volunteered an answer. “Come on kids, it’s not that early in the morning. You’re not zombies...” He waited a moment longer, then said, “Stress levels go sky high!” 
A few students snickered when he tapped the tip of his yardstick against the drop ceiling panel above his head. “Competition for space, food, shelter, and other resources can bring out the worst in animals and humans. Fighting will, inevitably, break out. Immune systems within this high-stress environment tend to degrade, making the most insignificant of illnesses deadly. As a result, populations decline. What do we call it when the fittest do not survive?” 
It was so silent, Katey could hear a student in the back shift in his seat. 
“Natural selection,” Mr. Dubose answered, sounding out the words as if he were teaching them to a toddler. With a sigh, he continued his lecture, and Katey once more tuned out much of it, her attention drifting to the pictures above Mr. Dubose’s shoulder. 
They were part of a larger collage of photos pasted on his red supply closet door in front of her desk, the majority of which his body blocked from view at the moment. The photos seemed to have been taken in Europe and Asia, following Mr. Dubose’s past travels over several summers. Katey liked to zone out during the lectures and study the places she had never been, and would likely never visit. Snow-capped mountains, a glittering river snaking through a tranquil valley, ancient monuments and ruins, and architectural marvels from foreign countries captured her imagination. She had heard how some high school graduates went backpacking overseas the summer before college. Could she do something like that one day? 
Mr. Dubose cut off the projector and made his way toward the other side of the room to turn on the television set up in the corner. “Now that I have thoroughly bored you, we’ll finish the Yellowstone documentary from yesterday.” He had his back turned to the class when he said, “Miss Stephanie, if you can’t keep your hands off your phone, it’s mine until the end of the period.” 
Katey looked to the girl who had been caught texting earlier. Her head was up, and Katey only saw her hands buried between her thighs, which was the only hint that she might have had her phone in her hands. 
“But, Mr. Dubose—”
“No buts.” He turned and held out his hand, flicking his fingers in that universal sign that said he wanted what she had. “Give it.” 
Stephanie complied and forfeited her phone to the teacher. Katey wondered how he could have known that she was on her phone. Then again, Mr. Dubose proved from the first day of school that he had a sort of sixth sense about things like that. This wasn’t the first time he had busted someone for pulling out their phone or passing notes in class. Each time, it seemed as if there was no logical explanation for how he knew what was going on halfway across the room, but he did. Katey wanted to think it had something to do with how long he had been a teacher, but some days, she wasn’t entirely sure. 
Katey settled back into her chair and watched the remainder of the documentary with as much fasciation as the day before. A few stolen glances toward Mr. Dubose sitting behind his desk made her stomach twist. Either he happened to look at her at the exact same moment, or he watched her more closely than she watched him. Was he searching for some sign of what he noticed earlier when she sat in her seat? She steeled herself and tried in vain to not look his way again, hoping that her mask wouldn’t slip under his inspection.
The bell rang all too quickly and Mr. Dubose cut off the documentary as students rose to their feet to make their exit. 
“Don’t forget about the meteor shower tonight!” he called out as they funneled out of the classroom. “Get a good seat in the park around midnight. Be good and don’t miss me too much over the weekend.”
Katey couldn’t keep in the tiny smile at how he always ended a Friday lesson. However, he had mentioned the meteor shower nearly every day for the last couple of weeks. Katey thought it completely ironic that something so rare would choose to show up for her birthday. 
Once more, she caught a glimpse of Mr. Dubose’s eyes on her as she walked out, but turned to Beth instead. 
“How do you think you did on the test?” she asked, desperate to think of anything else but the way her teacher watched her walk out. 
She and Beth chatted until they had to part ways in the hall on their way to separate second period classes on opposite sides of the campus. Alone, but surrounded by throngs of teenagers, Katey made her way toward what was considered the “Senior Hallway.” The majority of the teachers on that hall solely taught senior students, and many of the senior lockers lined the walls between the classroom doors. The hall served as a separate building, connected to the main building by a breezeway, as if its construction were an afterthought or a later addition. 
Katey felt herself almost drowning in the mass of moving bodies. Laughs, shouts, the shuffle of feet, and clanging of locker doors rang in her ears like the chaos of a battlefield. Breaths came heavy through her nostrils as she forced down the panic that threatened to spill out. Once she was inside Mrs. Kimbrough’s English class, and she could feel empty space around her, she finally relaxed. But, when she looked to the empty desk beside hers, Katey’s heart sank. 
Besides Beth, Lily was one of Katey’s dearest friends and nearly her polar opposite. Lily was the epitome of the peppy, teenage girl. She was popular, well-liked by most of the student body, and for whatever reason, she chose to cling to Katey. Despite their differences, they became fast friends and there were times when Lily was able to pull Katey out of her shell. They met years ago at the inaugural meeting for the new ballroom dance club. Now, they both worked as part-time instructors at the local dance studio on the weekends, something Lily roped her into the previous spring. Despite herself, Katey was a natural in classical style of dancing, and she had Lily to thank for the job that steadily bulked up her savings in preparation for her inevitable move away from Crestucky. 
It took a moment for her to remember that Lily had some family engagement that morning, and would completely miss the test on the Shakespearian play, Romeo and Juliet that day. Katey had finished reading it the night before, and felt wholly unprepared for the quiz, but Mrs. Kimbrough granted them a little time at the beginning of class to study. Though she would have liked to have taken that time to study with Lily, she remembered that they would see each other after school. The meteor shower Mr. Dubose had mentioned, had given the senior class another reason to throw a party. She hadn’t planned on going, but Lily promised she would be there. With someone to talk to, Katey made plans to go. It wasn’t as if she had anything better to do. 
When the dismissal bell rang, Katey grabbed her things and didn’t have far to travel to her third period class, since it was conveniently right next door to Mrs. Kimbrough’s room. She stood by the oak panel door and waited for Mr. Keith, who was quite possibly the most infamous teacher of the senior class. 
The only reason she had to wait outside the locked classroom door was because the administration had arranged for his second period to be all the way across the bus ramp on the other side of the campus. He had five minutes to travel the distance between one classroom and the other, and he rarely made it on time. This gave stragglers an advantage and Mr. Keith hardly ever had to administer tardy slips. However, Katey wondered if he purposefully made himself late. She caught him walking once when he was in a hurry, and even at a brisk walk, the man was pretty fast. 
Mr. Keith was a close second favorite to Katey, though they were almost nothing alike. Mr. Keith was much younger than Mr. Dubose and had a more vibrant personality. There was nothing calm about him, and his attitude to learning was far less rigid. This was his first year teaching, and he approached it as if it were a fun game, rather than something to be taken too seriously. 
The tardy bell rang and Mr. Keith still hadn’t arrived as a pack of students formed around his door. 
“You’re all tardy!” Katey heard his booming voice call from down the hall. 
Everyone laughed and parted to let him through. Katey watched him struggle to unlock the door while adjusting the strap on his backpack that was thrown over one shoulder. He always talked about appealing to the administration to either fashion him a new key or install a new doorknob that didn’t give him such a hard time. 
“Mornin`, Katey Kat,” Mr. Keith greeted as he opened the stubborn door. 
“Good morning,” she replied with a feigned cheerfulness. Katey didn’t know why he liked to call her that. It was a cute name that stuck ever since they met at orientation, and she thought she heard a certain accented lilt to the greeting, but couldn’t place it. He had no distinct accent in his usual speech. 
If Katey was a few inches over five-foot, then Mr. Keith had to be at least a foot and a half taller than her. A thin layer of dark stubble covered the lower half of his face, offset by a pair of dark emerald eyes. His hair was a deep brown with refined black highlights, always gelled into a stylish tousled look. Like Mr. Dubose, he looked as if he could hold his own in a fight, though his body was only slightly leaner due to his height. 
The most significant thing about his appearance was that he dressed like one of the students. His wardrobe varied between baggy cargos, ripped jeans, hooded jackets, Hollister and Abercrombie shirts, and leather jackets. No matter what the situation, he always wore tennis shoes or boots, and never anything resembling the sort of business casual attire expected of other teachers. His rebellion against professionalism made him well liked among the students. This was his first year of teaching, but everyone already knew his name even if they didn’t have a class with him.
He talked like one of the students too, using slang and translating complicated sentences from the textbook into a paraphrase everyone could understand. Human Geography became much more interesting than Katey ever thought it would be. She admired him for his self-assured attitude, just as she valued the safety of Mr. Dubose’s presence. Like with Mr. Dubose, she knew Mr. Keith, regardless of his carefree attitude, could be trusted when all hell broke loose, and would likely crack jokes through the whole ordeal. 
He finally managed to twist the knob in just the right way and the locking mechanism yielded to his efforts. The classroom was a little smaller than Mr. Dubose’s, with a carpeted floor instead of tile. Unlike Mr. Dubose, he used his dry-erase board on a regular basis, and only pulled down the projector screen for the infrequent slideshow or to show off a neat video he had found on the internet. The windows across from the door overlooked the front parking lot of the school. His desk, much more cluttered and disorganized than Mr. Dubose’s, sat in the far corner of the room. A counter and set of cabinets lined the opposite wall from the windows and tucked out of sight from most of the students was a mini-fridge. Katey only knew about it because she was Mr. Keith’s student aid for her fifth period and she sat at a space on the counter near the fridge to grade papers. 
Once everyone was in the classroom, Mr. Keith threw down his backpack, clapped his hands, and rubbed them together. “All right, who remembers where we left off yesterday in our religion lecture?” 
The class was silent before one boy in the back offered, “Buddhism?” 
Mr. Keith snapped and pointed at him. “Buddhism! Right. There’s a fun group of people. All about the Nirvana and burning incense and stuff.” He made his way toward his laptop to start up the slideshow and projector. “Who can tell me the origins of Buddhism?” 
Katey folded her arms over her stomach after she set out her notepad and pen for taking notes. For the first quarter of an hour, she jotted down some points she thought would be useful for the upcoming semester exam, but her thoughts soon strayed from the classroom. Her mind came back to the idea of Nirvana in the lesson. To Buddhists, it was the ultimate goal of enlightenment, a release from the constant cycle of suffering through reincarnation. It was a state of blissful peace and joy that apparently few obtained in their own lifetime.
Nirvana sounded pretty damn good right about then to Katey. She let out a muted sigh that ended in a fit of anxious, imperceptible rattling. Her chest constricted in that all-too-familiar grip of panic that visited her weekly at the worst times. The pen in her hand froze, her body fixed in place as it tried to ride the wave instead of fighting it. She closed her eyes against the intrusive thought that maybe she’d never be free of this darkness that plagued her. Maybe turning eighteen, graduating, and leaving Crestucky would give her no reprieve from the loneliness. No amount of traveling, as she had fantasized about in first period, would produce the answer to true contentment.  
There, staring her in the face, was the reminder of the possibility of absolutely no future, no hope, no life for her after aging out. 
“You staying awake, Katey?” 
Mr. Keith’s voice interrupted her downward spiral just long enough so she could claw her way back to the surface. A heavy, but gentle hand settled on her shoulder. The warmth from Mr. Keith's palm seeped into her skin beneath her hoodie and spread down her chest and arm. With the warmth came a radiating calmness, like cold water added to a pot to soothe out a dangerous, rolling boil. 
The panic subsided and Katey scrambled to put her emotional mask back in place before she met Mr. Keith's curious stare. It was that same look Mr. Dubose had given her, only swirling in shades of green instead of brown. 
Half dazed as the last of the numbness dropped from her, Katey nodded. Mr. Keith's mouth pulled into a tight-lipped smile and he removed his hand to tap on the notebook on the desk. 
"Keep taking notes. This'll be on the exam."
Without another word or look, Mr. Keith moved back toward the front of the classroom. Katey braced herself, half expecting his absence to summon back the panic, but the effect of his grounding touch lasted for the rest of the period. 
It wasn't sexual or sensual. Katey felt no weird arousal at his attention, but something totally unfamiliar. It was something she only saw in movies and TV shows when family members offered comfort to one another during times of crisis. Did Mr. Keith sense her distress just like Mr. Dubose glimpsed what lay beneath her mask? How could she be so transparent all of the sudden? 
How was Katey supposed to feel about that? Creeped out? Scared? Grateful? Mr. Keith seemed to keep a wary watch over her for the rest of the class, and when the bell rang, Katey wasn't sure whether to be relieved or disappointed. The moment she stepped out of his classroom, a measure of her anxiety returned but she had enough clarity of mind to fight it more effectively than before. 
Fourth period calculus was in the main building. Her teacher, Mr. Myers, was unlike either of her other male teachers. Of average height, with hair the color of coffee grounds that curled at the ends and whiskey-colored eyes, the man had an edge to him. He hardly smiled, made little to no attempt to befriend the students, and like Mr. Keith, this was his first year teaching. That point was obvious in the first couple of months of school and Katey wondered how long he'd last through his stumbling lessons. A few times, she was almost sure that Mr. Myers barely had a grasp on the subject. But now, he carried himself with greater confidence, like a newborn colt learning to walk on gangly legs for the first time. Still, he was quiet and reserved. She never saw him chat with the other teachers, or saw him anywhere outside of his own classroom. He was a lone wolf, and seemed to prefer it that way. 
Mr. Myers was a born and bred country boy. It was plain in his thick Southern accent and his occasional use of jargon straight out of a Gone With The Wind knockoff script. When Halloween came, and students and teachers alike were allowed to dress up, Mr. Myers dressed in a long duster, cowboy hat, and a bandana around his neck like a western outlaw. With his strong build and stoicism, she could easily picture him as a brooding gunslinger. 
When she entered the classroom, Mr. Myers sat at his desk, wearing his usual khakis and dark polo shirt and peering at his laptop, deep in concentration. She slipped across the room to her desk by the wide window that overlooked a part of the faculty parking lot. Beyond the cars and blacktop was a buffer of trees that separated the school campus from a hidden shopping center. 
A strong wind made the pine boughs sway and Katey stared as she slowly lowered into the chair. Transfixed, she caught herself imagining what it'd be like to stand among the trees, soft soil beneath her feet and doused in the heady scent of bark and leaves. For a fleeting moment, like that morning before school, she searched for some reprieve. 
The slam of the classroom door threw her out of her head. 
Mr. Myer’s deep voice drew her eyes to the front of the class. "Y’all settle down and put your books away. It’s Friday, so you know what’s comin’.”
He gave a test every Friday on the week’s lessons, and Katey appreciated the predictability of that curriculum. She knew what was coming and could study accordingly, if she chose to at all. Mr. Myers passed out the tests and the class fell into a hushed silence for the next hour. 
About halfway through the test, Katey ventured a glance upward. Mr. Myers, likely bored, had wandered to the window and leaned his shoulder against the space where the wall met the window jam. Unsure what compelled her, she watched her teacher as he stared out over the parking lot and forest beyond. 
Seconds ticked by and Katey thought she spotted something odd. It may have been a trick of the sunlight, but Mr. Myer’s eyes appeared to lighten from their usual brown to a richer, deeper amber color. She squinted and tilted her head by the smallest degree, but there was no change. Even when he blinked, that dark golden hue remained. 
It was only when she leaned forward to get a better look that her desk groaned under her shifting weight and betrayed her movements. Mr. Myers snapped his gaze in her direction and eyes were brown once more. Katey froze as she had in Mr. Dubose’s class earlier and waited for a tense moment. Unlike with Mr. Dubose, a shot of cold ran down her spine and she didn’t feel safe at all. He didn’t glare or frown, or do anything to express displeasure with her. The foreboding came from some unseen energy that passed in the space between them. 
However, just like all those other bizarre occurrences, the intensity dropped and Katey sank back into her desk, willing herself to appear smaller. Mr. Myers lifted one dark eyebrow, as if amused by her behavior and then turned away to casually stroll back to his desk. He might have been willing to forget it happened, but Katey couldn’t. Why did all of her teachers decide to be so weird on the same day? 






  
  Chapter 2


The rest of the school day passed by uneventfully. After fourth period, she ate her lunch alone since Lily was still inconveniently absent, and Beth had skipped out to have lunch with her boyfriend off-campus. Fifth period as student aid for Mr. Keith was also smooth. She kept her head down and helped to grade papers for his freshmen classes and he didn’t ask her about her panic attack from earlier that day.  
Her sixth period study hall was just as lonely as second period had been without Lily. She didn't expect her to be absent this long. It wasn't until after school was over and Katey was on her way to her locker that she heard from Lily for the first time all day. She pulled out her phone and answered it quickly as she knelt down to spin out her combination. 
"I thought you’d be back by now," Katey said as she shoved the books into her locker.
"I know!" Lily groaned. "But this thing is taking a long time. Sorry if you missed me."
Katey didn't want to admit it, but she did miss her friend. "Are we still going to meet up before going to the party tonight?" 
A long pause on the other end of the line made Katey sit back on her heels and grimace. "Lily!"
"I'm sorry! I can't get out of this. I would if I could. But, hey, I'll send you the directions. You should go anyway. It'll be fun."
Katey rolled her eyes to the ceiling. She hated parties. They weren't fun. Not without a friend to cling to. She already knew Beth wouldn't be there, and without Lily, she didn't see the point. All she would do is lurk around the edge of the party, talk to no one,  maybe take a few sips of some sour beer from a keg that someone’s older sibling brought, and leave after half an hour. Some of her classmates may have been eager to dance and drink, but Katey just didn't care for it, especially now when her heart still felt dead in her chest. 
"Promise me you'll go and try to have a good time? I want you to tell me all about it tomorrow at the studio anyway."
After a moment of debate, Katey gave in. "Fine, I'll go. But under protest." 
The party wasn't until nightfall, a few hours away. Katey decided to kill some time at the school library and get ahead on some reading for English class. Not a reader by choice, Katey preferred it over the idea of going home. She knew who would be there and that was another reason to give the party a try. Ambling through a mass of drunken teenagers was better than the ticking time bomb at home. 
When the library shut its doors to students, Katey made her way to the faculty parking lot where she hastily pulled in that morning. A scene just a few stalls down from her red jeep slowed her progress, like she was suddenly wading through water. Crouched next to the front tire of a silver sedan, was Mr. Myers. She recognized his broad shoulders and the back of his head, a view she became familiar with over the months spent watching him write out formulas on the whiteboard. 
As she came closer, she saw the tire he examined nearly rested on its rim on the asphalt. Mr. Myers let out a restrained curse and ran his fingers through his hair. 
Before she realized it, her feet had steered her in his direction and stopped a couple of yards from him. 
"Hey, Katey." Mr. Myers didn't even turn to look her way. "Surprised you're still here."
She started. How did he know it was her? 
"I stayed behind to study." She cautioned a step closer. "Flat tire?"
"Flat as a tick." Mr. Myers stood and a heaviness settled in her stomach. She had forgotten how tough her teacher looked and felt the unwarranted urge to check if anyone else was around. 
In a way to make up for her momentary skittishness, she offered, "Do you need any help?" 
Mr. Myers' hand was buried in his pocket, presumably to pull out his phone. The mix of emotions that passed over his face looked so alien on him. Confusion, hesitance, these were not typical of her stoic math teacher. 
"My foster mom has tires of about the same size. She has me keep a spare in my jeep for emergencies. I've got tools and a jack too."
Mr. Myers glanced between her and her jeep not too far off, indecision still warring behind those eyes that seemed to change color earlier that day. Perhaps the memory of that moment was what made Katey a little more reticent, but she knew she couldn't walk away without at least trying to help him. It seemed the right thing to do. 
"Ya want extra credit or somethin'?" 
Katey shook her head. "No. You can just give me a new tire when you can." 
Her teacher took a deep breath and finally nodded. "All right. Suppose that'd be easier than waitin’ for a tow truck."
They went to Katey’s jeep and opened the hatch. Before she could reach for the tire, Mr. Myers seized it and hoisted it onto his shoulder. Katey's eyes went wide. She was no light weight and the tire was a heavy load for her. Mr. Myers heaved it about as if it were a feather pillow. 
With a mental shake, Katey snatched up the tool box and car jack, then hurried after her teacher. He wouldn't let her give any further assistance beyond that. He did everything from lifting the car with the jack to tightening the lug nuts once the new tire was set in place with the tire iron. It seemed to take him much longer than what may have been considered normal to tighten the nuts to their max. Either there was something wrong with the lug nuts, or he was much stronger than he looked. 
“Much obliged for the help,” Mr. Myers muttered as he gathered up the tools. 
Katey forced her lips into a thin line to keep herself from grinning at his choice of words. “No problem.” 
Her teacher deposited the tools into the back of her jeep and slid into the driver’s seat of his car. Just as Katey’s feet had carried her to Mr. Myers in the first place, they refused to retreat. Most of the trepidation that held onto her moments ago had melted away. She stood there, perhaps expecting something else from him, but she didn’t know what. 
Mr. Myers looked up to her with his cool brown eyes, and he seemed to wrestle with the same problem. They were both willing to linger, but the moment was far too awkward to stay. Something in her finally affirmed that Mr. Myers, like Mr. Keith and Mr. Dubose was safe. Regardless of how standoffish and grim he seemed, he could be trusted. A tiny part of her hoped that he felt the same way about her. 
“You take care,” Mr. Myers finally said with a nod and then closed the car door. 
As if the spell released her, Katey scuttled back a few steps as the sedan rumbled to life and Mr. Myers drove out of the parking lot. Making her way to her own jeep, she watched his car until it was out of sight, and that comforted feeling of security left with him. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The party was everything Katey thought it would be. Several dozen students from the high school gathered in a clearing a quarter of a mile off the main highway. Headlights from jacked up trucks and cars blazed trails through the thick darkness, illuminating the teenagers that loitered around tailgates and danced to thumping music blaring from a pair of massive speakers. Katey stood just on the edge of the light and could smell spilled beer and cigarette smoke heavy in the air. 
She stayed for maybe ten minutes, and merely looked around for faces she recognized so she could tell something of the truth to Lily the next day. If she at least gossiped about who was making out with who, that would likely satisfy her. 
Back in her jeep, Katey let out a long breath. She still didn’t want to go home. It was just past dinnertime, and she suspected that if Mary was home, she’d already be halfway hammered. Katey would rather wait until her foster mother was completely blacked out before sneaking in. That was hours away. 
She started the jeep and made her way back to the main road, another destination in mind. Where she would go, no one would dare bother her. Katey made her way back into town and turned off onto a sparsely populated road. It wound for miles until pavement became dirt and trees closed in on either side, only her headlights cutting a path through the night. 
A few miles more and she found herself at a dead end and a cemetery. It was a place she had been to a few times before, but not for the reason most visited there. This seemed the most logical place to find peace, among the departed. Her spirit felt as dead as the corpses that had been laid to rest in the ground. 
The sky was clear and the moon gave enough light that allowed Katey to distinguish the outlines of the headstones in disorderly rows across the fenced-in acres. When she slipped out of her jeep, she took a deep breath of the cool, crisp night air. The earthy smell of the woods that surrounded the cemetery reminded her of how her imagination had run away with her during calculus class. This is what she had pictured and experienced in her mind, what she thought she needed. This graveyard wasn’t monitored or gated, allowing anyone to visit at any time of the day or night. She wouldn’t be bothered by a single soul. 
As she passed through the brick pillars that marked the entrance to the cemetery, her steps slowed along the well-worn footpath that snaked around the graves. She could just barely make out the inscriptions on some of the stones.  One burial plot was for a couple who had died early in their marriage, another for an infant who was born and died on the same day. Another was for a child who apparently died of cancer at the youthful age of five. 
Such tragedy, such loss. Sometimes Katey wondered if she’d become insensible to it all. There might have been a time when she felt her heart ache for the deaths of these people. But now, she felt nothing and it was that nothingness that scared her the most. When had she become so numb to anything but her own suffering? 
She crossed her arms over her middle as the air grew colder and a persistent breeze played in her hair. Mechanically, she found her way toward a corner of the cemetery under a shading elm. A stone bench sat in front of a particular grave of a boy who died during his eighteenth year. The engraving captured her curiosity the first time she read it. “Good night, I love you. See you in the morning.”
The identity of the boy, as well as the quote, were equally mysterious, but she thought it somehow fitting that she’d sit here with him on her eighteenth birthday. A piece of her wished she’d end up beneath the sod by the end of the night.
Katey let herself sink to the bench and the darkness that stood at her doorstep. Maybe now was a good time to give in, to submit and allow herself to feel the raw emotions that she’d been trying to repress for months. Months spent fighting, resisting, cutting her thighs to relieve the ache in her soul, giving a little ground only to struggle to take back what sanity she could before it drowned her. Maybe, just maybe, if she let it out here, she could fully face it and find a way to truly cope. It had to happen eventually, so why not here and now? 
Her eyes drifted shut and she tilted her chin back to feel the icy wind on her face. The voices in her head came screeching through her consciousness. 
You’re not enough. You’ll never be enough. 
No one even cares about you. 
You’re nothing but a burden to the families that took you in. 
No one loves you and no one ever will. Why would they? You’re a mess. 
You’ll never have a real family now. You’re alone. Completely alone. 
The brutal emotions clenched in her chest and her eyes stung with impending tears. She let herself believe the voices, let herself relive the moments when people told her such things, perhaps not in words but in actions and decisions. Her whole life had been dictated by those who were willing to say, “We’ll take her,” only to be turned over or yanked away to someone else. There were no constants, no security, nothing but her and a broken existence that felt so worthless. 
Strangely, as soon as the voices rang through her mind, they began to die away. Their insults and accusations melted into whispers, and then silence. The darkness receded like the ocean tide, but did not lash back with vengeance as it had sometimes. Instead, Katey felt airy, like the chains of her sadness had been lifted somehow and she could move freely. 
A tiny spark of light flickered to life inside of her and the night didn’t feel so hollow and cold anymore. A smile touched her lips, the first genuine smile in what seemed like an eternity. This feeling of total peace plumed and tingled through her limbs, a refreshing sensation after being bound for so long. 
What happened? What changed? Did she just need to release for a mere moment to break the curse? What revived her dying soul so effectively without her conscious effort? 
“Someone you knew?” 
Katey gasped and spun to see the figure of a man standing not too far from the bench. She hadn’t heard him walk up, nor any sound of a car pull into the parking lot. Had he been here the whole time and she didn’t notice? Her heart rabbited in her chest and her body tingled with shock. The moonlight overhead shadowed out his features, leaving him little more than a silhouette in the dark. 
“What?” she asked once she recovered. 
The stranger gave a soft chuckle and motioned to the headstone. “Was he someone you knew?” 
Katey glanced at the grave and then shook her head. Fear wanted to wrap its talons around her heart, but some force resisted it. She should have been scared. She was alone in a cemetery, her phone in her jeep, and facing a stranger that may or may not have meant her ill. 
“Then, why are you just sitting here?” The stranger’s voice was deep, but smooth. 
“Why are you here asking me why I’m staring at his grave?” Katey felt a rush of boldness take over. “Was he someone you knew?” 
The man shrugged. “No, he wasn’t. I was just curious if you did.”
“How long have you been standing there? I didn’t even hear you walk up.” 
He gave another soft laugh and her body quivered at the sound, so masculine and yet calming. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” 
As if watching in slow motion, Katey saw him come toward the bench and try to sit down beside her. Reflexively, she jumped from her seat and darted toward the tree, well out of reach from the stranger. 
From this perspective, she could see him much more clearly and she studied his face, just in case she would need to identify him to some police sketch artist later. 
His hair was black as the night sky above with thin highlights of blonde weaved through the black, as if they were completely natural. Yet, the color combination was so peculiar that it couldn’t have been natural. 
In the moonlight, his almond shaped eyes appeared light blue, almost gray, a striking contrast to his dark hair and tanned skin. A slender tapering strip of dark facial hair traced along his bold jaw. He was hot, and Katey’s belly tightened at that realization. To have him looking straight at her like that gave her unimaginable thrills. He looked like someone off of a rock band poster, dangerous and yet undeniably attractive.
The man’s smile was tainted with a hint of embarrassment. “Wow, I’m sorry. I’m being a bit forward, aren’t I?” 
Katey snorted. “Try creepy and forward.” 
As if to fix his mistake, he stood and offered out his hand. “My name’s Logan. And yours?” 
Pairing the outline of his silhouette to his more defined figure now, she knew he must have been well-built, like a football player. That much couldn’t be concealed underneath his dark leather jacket, black shirt, and faded jeans with tears at the knees. He wore a black and blue paisley bandana around his neck, the colors matching his eyes and hair almost perfectly. No one wore stuff like that anymore unless they were trying too hard to be edgy. 
“Why should I tell you?” Katey challenged. 
“Because I was kind enough to tell you mine and it’d be rude to not give me your name as well.”
There was an old-world character about him that she couldn’t quite place and it didn’t make sense with his modern style. It was in the way he smiled, the way he looked at her, his mannerisms, and vibes. There was a genuineness to his words and actions, no matter how off-putting, that made Katey feel valued for the first time in a long time. 
She took a steeling breath and replied, “My name’s Katey.”
Logan retracted his rejected hand and she thought she caught a glimmer of recognition in his expression. “I’m assuming that’s short for Katherine?” 
“What would it matter?” 
Logan grinned. “Boy, are you the edgy one.”
Katey bristled at the accusation. “I kind of have a right to be. You just showed up out of nowhere and I’m all alone out here. For all I know, you could be a murdering rapist or something.”
Logan’s smile faded and she thought she saw something like disappointment. “But, I’m not.” 
“How can I know that?”
“If I was, I would have done something already.”
He had a point. There were no witnesses, no one to put on a show for. If he wanted to do something to her, he could have snuck up on her so easily and did what he wanted. Instead, he decided to be polite and friendly. 
Katey stepped forward and extended her hand to him to absolve her previous rudeness. He gave her a friendly grin and shook it firmly.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Katey,” he said. 
“Yeah, you too, I guess,” she replied, trying to hold in the smile that was threatening to show on her lips. Her palm tingled with an inexplicable energy long after their hands released. “So, what are you doing out here? Visiting someone?”
Logan shook his head. “No, not really. I just come here sometimes to relax and get away from things. A graveyard is the perfect place to be alone, don’t you think?”
That’s exactly how she felt, but she wasn’t about to admit it. “Except right now. Neither of us are alone.”
Logan huffed a laugh. “I suppose so. Why are you out here then?”
Katey paused, wondering what she should reveal and what she shouldn’t. “I just left a party and I came here instead of going home.” 
“Why didn’t you stay at the party?”
She shrugged. “It was boring and I didn’t know anyone there. They were all just dancing and drinking. Not my kind of scene.”
Logan gave another deep, throaty laugh that made her insides melt. “But graveyards are?”
Katey felt flustered, somehow wanting to save her image in front of this guy she just met. “Well, no... Not really... I don’t know.” 
“Sorry, it was just a question. Didn’t mean to rile you.” 
Katey scrunched her shoulders together to fight off a cold gust of wind and looked away. “I guess I came here for the same reasons you did... I spend all day being around people and sometimes I just need to get away and be with myself for a change.” 
He nodded thoughtfully. “Well, then let’s be alone together. Follow me.”
Logan then turned and walked off toward the center of the cemetery. He had a peculiar walk; smooth and graceful, yet masculine and commanding. He stopped and looked back at Katey with an encouraging smile. “It’s okay.” 
Katey gave in, despite her better judgment, and followed him, keeping several feet of distance between them. Logan may have seemed like a nice enough guy, but she couldn’t ignore the blaring alarms in the back of her mind just yet. She didn’t know him, and each reckless moment may have been bringing her closer to some tragic end. Still, something in her spirit told her that Logan would not hurt her. What exactly gave her that impression, she wasn’t sure. Maybe that’s why she decided to follow him. She had to know why. 
She followed him to an unoccupied plot that she had passed by earlier. The space, reserved by a bed of pebbles held in by a perimeter of concrete, was just big enough for two to lay down beside one another. Logan stepped over the little concrete wall and onto the pebbles, his heavy boots crunching against the rocks with each step. Katey watched and waited as he laid himself down on the bed of stones.  
He let out a contented sigh, folded his hands over his stomach, and looked at Katey with dazzling eyes. She could see that he was extremely physically fit. His waist was trim and from the way the light hit his tight, black shirt, she could see the ridges of his rock-hard abs underneath. His broad chest steadily rose and fell with each breath in a fascinating rhythm. 
Katey raised an eyebrow.
“Okay, I know it looks weird and I know what you’re thinking, but I’m really not the kind of guy to hurt someone. At least not on purpose...” A shadow passed over his expression, a fleeting haunted look that came and went within the same second. “But this is pretty relaxing and it’s a perfect view of the sky.”
It was reckless. It may have been dangerous. She shouldn’t do it, and yet, Katey was drawn to Logan so enigmatically. It was a strange shift from just a few minutes before, and she didn’t have the clarity of thought to refuse the urge to lay down beside him like he asked. 
She joined him on the pebbles, keeping at least a foot of distance between them. The tiny rocks bit into her flesh as she gazed up at the night sky, letting it fill her vision. She’d never realized how the stars shined so much brighter out here, away from the lights of the city. 
With each second that became the past, Katey’s tense muscles released and she felt she could breathe easier. Katey felt, for the first time perhaps in years, at home. Combined with her earlier breakthrough of peace, she marveled at the difference between this moment and just an hour ago. 
“Do you feel it yet?” Logan said softly.
“Feel what?” she asked, her voice sounding loud even in her own ears. 
“That weird sensation of peace like the world is all right.” 
“Yeah,” she replied with a grin. “How’d you know?”
“Because I feel it too.”
Katey grinned at the absurdity of it. Just moments ago, she wondered if the darkness would drag her into an abyss so deep and consuming that she could never claw her way out. Now, each breath felt new, fresh, and invigorating. This stranger did what she could never do. His presence, the depths of his blue eyes, and the timbre of his voice brought her back to life somehow. 
She turned her head and stared at how the moon shone bright in his eyes. “How is that even possible?” she whispered. “We don’t know each other. How could we both be feeling that way?”
A gentle, disarming smile touched his lips. “I know. It’s crazy, but… maybe it’s best not to question it. Just enjoy it while it lasts?” 
Maybe he was right. Katey let go of that mental ledge and fell willingly into the ridiculousness of the moment. "But… who are you?" 
"I told you."
"No, I mean... I've never seen you around school before. Or do you go to the community college?"
His lips parted, but the answer came slowly and gracelessly. "I've been homeschooled, but I'll be attending public school next semester." 
Katey gave an amused huff. "You look so much older than most of the seniors I know." 
Logan gestured toward his unique pattern of facial hair. "Must be the beard." 
She smirked. "Maybe." Her gaze lingered and Katey hoped that he assumed she was only searching for another explanation for his mature looks. 
"You go to the high school?" he asked.
"I do. I'm a senior."
"Almost free then, huh?"
Katey looked back to the night sky, the voices echoing at the reminder. Now harmless, their words didn't have the same impact as before. "Maybe." The reply came out so softly, but Katey didn't mean to be so candid.
"What's that supposed to mean?" 
Katey crossed her ankles and shifted as if she were uncomfortable in this conversation. "I guess it depends on your definition of freedom." 
Silence stretched between them. She hadn't expected him to answer so she flinched a little when he did. 
"Freedom is the chance to go where you want, do what you want without having to answer to anyone. No one watching and waiting for you to slip up. No one telling you what you can or can't do."
There was a sharpness I'm his speech, as if he knew all too well how terrible an utter lack of freedom could be. A quick glance revealed a bitterness flashing in his eyes. 
"I don't know if anyone is that free."
Logan met her thoughtful gaze with one of his own, waiting for an explanation. 
"Everyone is accountable to someone,” she said. “If nothing else, we're accountable to ourselves... but in the end, I think there's always going to be someone or something keeping us from doing everything we want... My whole life, people have made decisions for me. I thought today, of all days, I'd feel the kind of freedom you're talking about... Instead, I don't feel free at all." 
Logan peered at her. "Why today?"
Katey hoped she wouldn't have to divulge so much, but it came pouring out anyway. "I turned eighteen today and I'm... I'm a foster kid, so it's supposed to be a big deal. A bigger deal than for any other eighteen-year-old."
"Why?"
She was a little surprised at the absence of pity on his part. Whenever she told people she was a foster kid, their immediate reaction was often one of sympathy and sayings like, "Oh, that must be so hard" or "I'm so sorry to hear that." It was refreshing not to hear it from Logan. 
"Once a foster kid turns eighteen, they age out of the system. My foster mom won't get any benefits for taking care of me and I won't be eligible for any either. I'm totally on my own. Most foster kids get to wait until they graduate before they're kicked out. Some are on the streets or at the mercy of a friend's family a lot sooner than that. There are organizations and programs to help with the transition, but most don't take the help. Too jaded by the system to even ask for help."
"Will you get help?"
Katey looked away to the twinkling stars above. "I don't know... I do know that it'll be hard once my foster mom kicks me out. That may be next spring or it may be next week, knowing her. I won't have her or some social worker telling me what to do. It'll be just me against the world, I guess, but... that much freedom is a little overwhelming to think about right now." 
Only the sound of wind rattling pine forest followed her confession. She hadn't told anyone how she really felt about aging out. Not even to herself. The calm that Logan gave her went beyond her spirit and permeated her mind. Everything seemed a little clearer with him lying next to her. 
"I hope that whatever you decide, you make the best choice for you and what you want your life to look like." 
Katey allowed herself a small smile. "Oh, I can guarantee that much." She turned her head and the concentrated look in Logan’s eyes made her breath catch in her throat. It took her a second too long to recover. "So, have you heard about that meteor shower that's supposed to show up tonight?"
Logan stammered, as if he, too, had to recover from some trance. "Yeah, my... my friend told me about it. He said it would show up close
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