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      New York Times bestselling author Carrie Ann Ryan dives into a world with magic and sacrifice with the Elements of Five.

      It is said the Spirit Priestess will one day unite the two Kingdoms of the Maison Realm. She will one day fight alongside Wielders and unlock the five elements of power.

      It wasn’t until I nearly died that I realized they were talking about me. They tell me I have the power to save the world, and yet the war raging around me seems insurmountable. I must rely on those I thought shunned me long ago: a boy who isn’t who I thought, and a new realm of warriors who have come to protect me.

      The darkness is coming, and the Queen of Obscurité wants to ensure that the King of Lumière can’t get his hands on me. And to make that happen, the Queen will sacrifice anything—including me.
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      The dreams didn’t come often, but when they did, it usually took me far too long to realize I could find my way out of them. At least, most of the time, I could make my way out. Other times, no matter how hard I tried to shake myself awake or tear at the seams of what the dream could be, I was forced to live within them, in the nightmares that felt far too real.

      My heartbeat thudded in my ears as I tried to get my bearings once again. The dreams were never the same in what happened or even where I was when they occurred, but there was a thread that seemed familiar, as if it were calling to me in a way I could never understand.

      Sometimes, I was on the fringe, watching the court of royals dance and hide their daggers of both wit and steel. Then they’d bow and turn to smoke, the ashes of their lies and hidden admissions blowing away like dust in the wind.

      Other times, I was in the middle of the action, hurtling from side to side as towers fell, and water rushed by. Air blew through my hair, whipping it into my face, the earth below me trembling as fire rained down on all of us.

      Tonight, however, the visions weren’t either of those. Yes, I was in the present, the dream happening to me rather than me being a witness to an absolution I would never understand.

      But I stood in a clearing, winter on my back, summer facing me down with wicked heat. Spring danced along my right side with a cool warmth that didn’t make sense, while fall brushed my left, its warming coolness confusing me even further.

      There were two shadows in front of me, their arms outstretched, each calling my name in whispers. I could only hear their breaths, not their voices, so I had no idea who they were or what they represented in this dream that I knew would linger long after I woke.

      “Lyric,” they called in unison.

      “Lyric.”

      And though that was my name, it still didn’t sound as if they were truly calling to me. Instead, it was as if they called to the person they needed me to be. I wasn’t that person, though. Wasn’t what they needed, and I knew I may not ever be.

      And while I still had the same body shape as I did when I was awake—my slightly larger-than-average curves filling out my dress, and my height just below average so the bottom of my hem slid along the mud—I wasn’t truly me in the dream.

      My blond hair blew in the wind, catching the light and making it look white at times, gold at others. The shade was always changing depending on how much sun I took in during the season, but in this dream, it changed with the direction I turned.

      It isn’t truly me, I told myself again. This wasn’t my dress, this wasn’t my life.

      Those shadows couldn’t actually call to me because I wasn’t me.

      “Lyric,” the shadows called again.

      “Wake up,” the one nearest the spring side demanded.

      “It’s time,” the one closest to fall whispered.

      And though they were both whispers, they sounded like screams in my ear.

      I jolted awake, my sweat-slick skin clammy as I tried to catch my breath. My tank was soaked, sticking to my body, and my shorts had ridden up as if I’d thrashed in my sleep. Considering my comforter was on the floor, and my sheet was currently a knot at the end of my bed, I would say that was probably exactly what had happened.

      I swallowed hard, narrowing my eyes at the clock, trying to see what time it was. The sun was already up, even though it wasn’t quite seven in the morning, but it was summer in Denver, Colorado, and that meant blue skies, bright sun, and the occasional rain that came out of nowhere.

      I had my white curtains drawn, but they didn’t really block out the light, so I’d learned to sleep through the rays on my face long ago. I had to if I ever wanted to sleep in. And since I was also a teenager, sleeping in was part of life—especially during the summer.

      I might be eighteen, out of high school and ready to start college in the fall, but I still felt like the teenager who wanted to sleep in and not have to wake up early for classes. It didn’t help that my walls were still a light lilac from when I’d been in my purple phase, and there was still lace on my curtains and the skirt of my bed.

      My family made a decent income, but we were firmly in the middle of middle class, and these days, that meant there wasn’t money to update my bedroom to something a little less tween girl and a little more college-bound woman. I didn’t care too much, however. I wasn’t staying here long. Soon, I’d be in a dorm at the local university, an offshoot of the University of Colorado since there was no way I could afford Boulder’s campus. Plus, this way, I could still be close to home.

      Because as much as I might think I was ready to start my new life and be an adult, the nightmares that had plagued me for as long as I could remember told me that I wasn’t as grown-up as I thought.

      Honestly, what kind of teenager still needed a nightlight because she was scared of the shadows?

      Me, apparently. Lyric Camaron, the walking embodiment of indecision and someone not quite ready for anything.

      I ran a hand over my face, holding back a gag at how sweaty I was, and let out a sigh. The dreams hadn’t happened so often before, but now they came almost every other night, and I had no idea what they meant. I’d always had a vivid imagination, but my dreams took that to a whole new level.

      I wasn’t a little girl anymore, and yet I still dreamed of princes and princesses, of magic and might. I dreamed of courts and pretty dresses, and flowers and rain. Still, I thought that was probably all just a front for what the dreams actually carried. A veil across the hate and lies and mystery of everything that came with them.

      I’d always secretly wanted to write them down, to make them into a book or just a few stories, but for some reason, I’d held myself back. There was no use documenting what never made sense. The dreams scared me even when they shouldn’t, and writing them down would only make them more real.

      And it wasn’t like writing would help me in my real life outside of the dreams. I needed to grow up, stop thinking about fairy tales that weren’t bright and shiny, and figure out what I wanted to be when I grew up. Because I wasn’t a little kid anymore and, sadly, the time to make those choices had already started to pass me by, and I was struggling to keep up.

      “Shut up, Lyric,” I mumbled to myself. It was far too early, and I still wasn’t awake enough for my mind to be going down that path. I’d likely be getting a very similar lecture from my parents over breakfast—and perhaps lunch and dinner—as it was.

      They loved me, and I loved them.

      And that meant I needed to be a better daughter.

      The first step to doing that was getting out of bed and washing off the sweat that coated my skin. Then, I’d wash my sheets, air out my comforter, and maybe even go for a run so I could get the cobwebs out of my mind. I wasn’t a coffee fan since I tended to need far too much sugar to even like it, so I couldn’t have a cup of that to help. So, that meant chores and fresh air so I could get out of my funk, let the dreams lie where they needed to be—far from my reality—and get on with my day.

      I could do that. Totally. If only I could get the images from the dream out of my mind.

      Those two shadows had been in more than one of my nightmares, and I couldn’t help but think that they meant something. Who or what did they represent? Why were they important? I didn’t know if they were male or female or if they were truly people at all. If they were supposed to be love interests, then having them be either a man or a woman would only mean that my dream-self represented my real-self since I was attracted to both and had dated both in real life. But I still didn’t know what the dreams or the shadows in them really meant.

      In a few, the apparitions had moved, and I could almost imagine them wanting to be even closer. They always held out their hands, as if I had to make a decision between them, to go to one or the other.

      The seasons coming at me all at once seemed like another symbol for choice and change, as well. The same with the instances where I was covered in earth or water, air or flame. All of it indicated choice.

      So maybe the dreams didn’t mean anything beyond what I already knew.

      It was time for me to make a choice.

      A choice regarding who I could be—who Lyric Camaron would be as an adult.

      That choice seemed the hardest of all, and yet I knew it was important. All teenagers went through this, they all had to make decisions, no matter what course outside forces wanted them to take.

      I knew there was a path laid out before me, one that would lead to a life not unlike the one I held now, one made of decisions that made practical sense. That was the one I knew I should take, the one that would be easier and yet far more thought-out.

      And yet part of me wanted something different. I wanted to be a Lyric who wasn’t so middle-of-the-road as I currently was as a bisexual teenager living in Denver, Colorado.

      There were choices I had to make. Clear-cut ones that had nothing to do with royals and elements, nothing to do with seasons and change.

      I would make the right choice.

      I had to.

      And I would ignore the dreams and the idea that there could be something more for me. There hadn’t been before, and I wasn’t going to lie in wait for answers that scared me, translations of dreams that challenged me.

      I would make my own way, make my own choices.

      And they would be the right ones because they would be mine.

      The dreams would go away eventually.

      They would fade just like the young girl I used to be. In its place would be the future I needed, the one I craved.

      I told myself I wouldn’t dream again. I couldn’t.

      Because I didn’t want to know what those shadows meant. I didn’t want to know why they knew my name.

      I didn’t want to know why it all felt so real. And, above all else, I didn’t want to know why I saw those same shadows when I was awake. Because those were the ones that scared me. The ones that were far too real.

      I was Lyric, the girl with everything to look forward to. I wasn’t the girl who saw shadows, who had dreams.

      I couldn’t be.
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      After I’d put my sheets into the washer, I set the load, took a quick shower to rinse off, and headed out for my jog. I’d decided to go with long, black leggings, a hot pink sports bra under two black tanks, and a black jacket that had air holes all through it and thumb holes in the sleeves. It was my favorite jacket of all time, and I was seriously disappointed when I went to buy another one and found out that they were no longer making them. There were already frayed edges on the cuffs and, sometimes, the metal on my purse got caught in the mesh of the body, making me wince.

      The fact that I had such an emotional attachment to my running gear told me I needed to get out of the house more—and not just for jogging around the neighborhood. I huffed a breath as I slowly ran up the steep hill at one of the entrances to the sub-division, cursing the fact that I lived in a mountainous city. Sure, once you got outside city lines to the east, it was all flat planes and easy walking, but within the city limits and west toward the Rockies? Hills galore that did nothing but make my side ache as I ran.

      I’d always been a runner, but never in an organized way when it came to school. I hadn’t played sports or joined the cross-country team. While I played soccer and T-ball as a kid, I hadn’t been particularly good at it, not enough to focus so much of my time on it. I’d even tried gymnastics and ballet as a little girl like most kids did, but it wasn’t my thing. And while I enjoyed running—still do—doing it to compete took the fun out of it for me. I was always a little jealous of people who could put in that effort and still have fun, but for me, sports wasn’t where it was at. I did well in school, knowing I’d need any academic scholarship I could get so I could go to college, but I’d had to work at anything not English-related. Writing I could do. Writing, I loved to do.

      Differentials? Not so much.

      I held back a shiver at that thought and pushed myself into my second mile. I wasn’t going to do any more than that today since I wanted breakfast, and I figured that most of the strain from my dreams was now gone. But I thought I might go out again later in the day after the hottest part of the afternoon for another run. Increments worked best for me and my attention span.

      I thought I caught a shadow out of the corner of my eye, but as I whipped my head to look at it, nearly tripping over my own feet as I did, I figured it was just my hair and a trick of the light. I wasn’t seeing shadows outside of dreams. I wasn’t.

      I just needed to get those weird thoughts and remnants out of my head and start my day off better.

      My parents hadn’t been awake when I left for my jog, but thanks to the note I placed by the coffee machine, they’d know I was out of the house. I might be an adult, but I was still their child and living under their roof. There were rules to be followed, a curfew to be kept, and manners to be upheld. I didn’t know how I was going to handle living outside of their rules when I went to the dorms, but I also didn’t think I’d be the type to go crazy like so many of the stories I’d heard growing up. I didn’t want to flunk out of college when I hadn’t even chosen my major yet. And I sure as heck didn’t want to end up drinking the whole time and wind up with a minor in possession misdemeanor or something that would forever stain my record.

      No, thank you, evil temptation and all.

      By the time I got home, my parents were off to work, but I knew I’d see them for dinner. My best friend Braelynn, and my ex-girlfriend/friend Emory were coming over to eat with us, and I knew my parents were excited to see what the other two ladies planned for college. In Mom’s and Dad’s way of thinking, if I knew what others were doing, it would push me to make a decision. The problem was, the more they pressured me, the more I wanted to hide in my shell like a turtle and not make a choice at all.

      The dream came back to me, and I tried not to frown as I poured myself some juice and put two slices of bread into the toaster. Just because I was once again having weird dreams that I tried to make sense of, didn’t mean they actually meant anything.

      I had more to do today than think about nightmares that didn’t mean anything more than I needed to watch what I ate before bed. Sure, it was summer, and I was between jobs since the coffee shop I had been working at shut down unexpectedly, but I had other things in my life. Like that whole deciding what I wanted to do with my life thing.

      But first, I would focus on my friends and the certain impending doom from the conversation that would surely happen over mashed potatoes and roasted chicken tonight.

      

      Oddly enough, I wasn’t lulled into a sense of security once my parents came home and didn’t once mention school or my future. I knew the talk was coming, but they were giving me time to drop my defenses so they could pounce.

      I didn’t know why I kept floundering whenever it came to making a decision about majors and life choices, but the enormity of it just seemed overwhelming. I was eighteen, an adult who could fight and die in wars, but I couldn’t drink. I could buy cigarettes and vote, but I was still technically a teenager.

      Having to make a huge life choice when all I really wanted to do was explore and learn and find out what suited me felt so far out of my depth, it wasn’t funny. I knew thousands upon thousands of people did it every year, and many of them even went in not knowing exactly what they wanted to do—but they still had an idea.

      Me? I knew what I loved, but I also knew that love wouldn’t pay the bills. At least that’s what I’d been told. And, frankly, I sort of believed it.

      My mind had always been full of dreams and layers upon layers of vivid imagery my imagination would tumble over and over. I loved putting those visions into work, at least in my mind. Picking a major that worked with that, wasn’t something my parents were going to go for. The idea of doing it all on my own, or choosing a major and finding out that I wasn’t really good at it or didn’t like it anymore was just too much.

      It was all too much.

      I saw another shadow out of the corner of my eye, and I turned, trying to catch it, only to see my father staring at me instead. His eyes were wide since I’d moved so fast, clearly startled.

      “Whoa there, Lyric. Didn’t mean to scare you.” I looked like a perfect mix of my parents, something that I’d never truly noticed until I got older. I had my mom’s blond hair and height, but my dad’s light brown eyes. Everything else was a complete mix of the two, and I’d always loved that I knew where I came from, despite not knowing where I was going.

      Dad continued. “I was just wondering when Braelynn and Emory would be here.” Dad didn’t particularly like Emory. Not because she was gay, and I was bisexual—that part he was totally on board with, and I knew I had the best parents for that part of my life—no, he didn’t like her because she was my ex. He didn’t get how we could still be friends after she’d dumped me. Frankly, I didn’t understand it either. Sometimes, I felt like our friendship was fraying on the edges, but I didn’t think that had to do with our breakup. We were just finding out we were two different people, and everyone was moving on to college anyway. It sucked, and I didn’t know how I felt about it. I never did, really, when it came to Emory.

      That explanation hadn’t been good enough for Dad. I still didn’t know how my mother felt about it since she was so good at hiding it, but she at least put on a better face.

      “They’ll be here soon.” The doorbell rang, and I grinned. “And there they are.”

      Dad nodded and moved out of the way so I could make it to the door before Mom did. My parents were great, but they were parents and liked to know exactly what my friends were doing at all times, even if it wasn’t their business. I was pretty sure all parents were wired that way, and I’d learned to deal with it.

      Braelynn smiled widely at me, her shoulder-length black hair up in a ponytail so I could see the honey highlights she’d put in on the lower layers. Her moms hated it, and Emory called her a skunk, but I loved them.

      “Yay for dinner. I brought rolls.” Braelynn held up a basket, and I moved back to let her in, knowing that Emory was right behind my friend.

      “Yay rolls! I know Mom will be happy since you and your moms make like the best bread ever.”

      “Totally true. I do have the best moms.” Braelynn winked and handed over the basket as Emory sauntered in. Why she had to saunter, I didn’t know, but whatever worked for her.

      “I’m starving,” Emory said in way of greeting before leaning down to buss a kiss on my cheek. She’d done that before we began dating and hadn’t stopped. Since I didn’t care either way, I didn’t push her off. Once I started to care and put up those boundaries, she’d stop. That was who she was.

      “I’m hungry, too,” I said. “Hi, Emory.”

      Emory studied my face and frowned. “You didn’t sleep.”

      I tried to school my features, but I knew I wasn’t good at it. “I’m fine. Let’s go finish setting the table.”

      “Hmm.” That was all she said as she made her way into the dining room, saying hello to my parents as if she hadn’t broken part of my heart and left me wondering what I’d done.

      And…I had no idea where that thought had come from. Maybe I really needed more sleep and fewer dreams about random shadows, seasons, and elements messing with my head.

      By the time we were all seated at the table, Braelynn’s rolls like manna to us all, I was on edge since Emory kept studying me. I didn’t know why, and it bugged me because I knew this dinner would only get worse when my parents brought up the dreaded subject of majors.

      They always did, and I knew there was nothing I could do about it other than choose a freaking major. But I didn’t want to make the wrong choice.

      I couldn’t make the wrong choice.

      “So, Emory, what did you decide to study again?” Mom asked, not even trying to be subtle.

      Here we go.

      Emory shrugged. “Photography with a minor in history. I want to work for the AP or something, going around the world, taking photos of the people left behind in war and strife.”

      My parents nodded as if they totally understood and not just because they were happy Emory had chosen a direction for her life. It didn’t matter that it was dangerous and could end up being a career that didn’t keep her financially set, Emory wasn’t their daughter.

      “And, Braelynn?”

      My best friend smiled sweetly. She was always so sweet, so gentle. I loved her to the end of the world and back and knew I’d chosen well on that first day of preschool when we shared our blocks.

      “Vet school, eventually. I know it’s going to be hard, but it’s my passion.”

      I winced at that word. Passion.

      I didn’t have that, not that I could tell anyway. How was I supposed to know what to do when I still had so much to learn? I tried not to let any of those thoughts cross my face, however, because my parents turned to me, expectant looks on their faces.

      They loved me. They truly did.

      But they didn’t understand me.

      And the thing was, I wasn’t so sure I understood myself.
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      “So, that was awkward,” Emory said as she kicked a rock down the street.

      “Tell me about it. At least it wasn’t your parents.” I sighed. Braelynn shifted over on the sidewalk so she walked between Emory and me. I wasn’t even sure Braelynn was conscious of the act since she was so good at mediating situations and tension with just her mere presence. At least that’s what I’d overheard Mom say to Dad once. When I thought about it, I totally agreed.

      “Your mom and dad mean well—” Braelynn began, but Emory cut her off.

      “Oh, stop it. They aren’t even here. You don’t have to defend them. Your nose is already brown enough.”

      “Shut up, Emory,” I snapped. “She’s just trying to help.”

      “Then she should stop lying for them. Jesus.” Emory folded her arms over her chest, and I held back a sigh. This was why it was hard to be friends with Emory. Her temper got the better of her, and she said things she later claimed she didn’t mean. Though I was never truly sure I believed her when she apologized for it.

      And those apologies were few and far between.

      I ignored the weird feeling in my gut that told me that, no matter what choices I made when it came to my future, Emory might not be in it. Then I wrapped my arm around Braelynn’s shoulders and pulled her in.

      “I know Mom and Dad mean well, but that doesn’t make it okay. Or, maybe it does, and I need to grow up and figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life.”

      “The fact you’re going to college at all is a step. You’ve always been good at so many things and liked doing them. You aren’t like me, who decided when I was seven and playing with my dolls and the neighbor’s puppy that I wanted to be a vet. That’s a little kid dream that I never grew out of.”

      “And you’re going to rock as a vet. Me, on the other hand? I’m going to end up living with my parents until the ripe old age of forty when they finally kick me out.”

      “I’ll let you have my basement before that happens,” Braelynn said with a laugh.

      Emory rolled her eyes, and I glared over at her. She didn’t like Braelynn, and I was pretty sure the feeling was mutual. Fortunately—or fortunately for them, I guess—they wouldn’t be together much longer. It sucked, but Emory was going to an out-of-state university, and Braelynn would be up in Boulder, while I was stuck at home, going to the other University of Colorado campus. I’d figure out my plans, I always did, I just hated the sense of uncertainty I felt, as if I were waiting for something to come, something I didn’t quite understand.

      We walked another block, the sun setting and the evening chill setting in. It was so dry in Colorado that any humidity that might have made its way through to the city was long gone with the sun as the temperature dropped. It wasn’t crazy cold like the other seasons, but it still made me wish I’d brought my jacket.

      The three of us had decided to walk after dinner rather than drive anywhere since it was a nice night and we had nothing better to do. I didn’t have a car of my own anyway since I was saving for college and knew the bus system like the back of my hand. Braelynn had a car but didn’t like driving with Emory because my ex was possibly the worst backseat driver there ever was.

      Emory had a fancy SUV for winter, and an even fancier convertible for the summer thanks to her over-indulgent parents who had no idea what to do with their daughter’s sexuality and their inability to deal with it. But nobody had objected to the walk, so here we were, walking with no direction like we were in middle school rather than being recent high school graduates.

      We talked about nothing important, glossing over anything that could cause an issue since it felt as if all three of us were on edge for some reason, and turned a corner. I almost tripped over my feet at the sight of three people standing in front of a house I knew, the trio glaring at one another before seeming to realize that they weren’t alone.

      I knew them, of course, it was hard not to know the teenagers in my neighborhood since most of us went to the same high school—or rather, had. Those who hadn’t gone there, opting for homeschool or private schools, still ended up in many of the same social clubs that a lot of us were forced into over the years.

      Okay, so maybe forced wasn’t the best word for me since I’d tried a bunch of things as a kid, attempting to figure out what fit me best. The fact that nothing had stuck wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on at the moment, however.

      Why?

      Namely, the two girls in front of us, and the guy standing with them. The very tall, very built guy that was a couple of years older than us but who I thought always looked like the most perfect human specimen. Ever.

      Rhodes Luce.

      If I allowed myself to use words like dreamy for a guy, he was beyond dreamy. His light brown skin always looked silken and almost shiny as if he’d just finished a run and was glistening under the sunlight. His brown hair wasn’t just a normal hue, it had what looked to be honey highlights woven in and was longer on the top than on the sides, giving him a disheveled look that made me want to reach out and mess with it myself.

      Not that I would ever do that.

      Ever.

      Not even in dreams.

      I swore I saw a shadow again out of the corner of my eye when I thought the word dreams, but I ignored it and pinned my gaze back on Rhodes as I stopped in place, my friends beside me.

      Anytime I was near him, I couldn’t stop staring. It wasn’t just his strong cheekbones. Wasn’t just his beauty.

      No, it was his eyes.

      They were so light, I swore they were silver. But people didn’t really have silver eyes.

      Rhodes, though? He totally could.

      He wasn’t alone, so I did my best to pry my eyes from him as I awkwardly waved at the bunch. To his left, Rhodes’ younger sister, Rosamond, smiled brightly, her tunic dress blowing in the wind. I was pretty sure Rosamond had been a hippy in a past life and just hadn’t wanted to stop fitting into the era. It worked for her with her flowing curls and almost luminescent brown skin. She looked like a New Age fairy or something, and the way she spoke and acted fit the description.

      She’d graduated with the rest of us a few weeks ago, but I hadn’t seen her since.

      On Rhodes’ other side stood another former classmate of mine. Alura.

      And if I thought Rosamond was strange, Alura was even more out there. Her long, white-blond hair blew in the breeze that I swore sometimes only affected her—not that that was a thing, though it sure seemed like it. She had the most vivid blue eyes I’d ever seen, like something out of a movie with special contacts, and she rarely spoke.

      Honestly, I hadn’t even known that Alura was friends with Rhodes and Rosamond, but the three definitely seemed to know each other.

      “Oh, hi!” Rosamond said, skipping toward us. “I was just talking to Rhodes and Alura about a hike tomorrow and was going to come by and see if you wanted to go, Lyric.”

      I blinked. I hadn’t really hung out with any of them outside of school, and never with Rhodes. Sure, I had an awkward crush on the guy, but it wasn’t as if I’d truly spoken to him beyond a few short words since he and Rosamond moved to the neighborhood a couple of years ago. He’d already graduated by that point, so we hadn’t gone to school together, and I rarely saw him in the neighborhood since his parents worked a lot and I never saw them.

      “A hike? Really?” Emory scoffed.

      Rosamond glanced over at Emory, seeming to dismiss her with a single look. “Since we’re going to the same campus, Lyric, I figured it would be nice to hang out a bit. You know? Oh, you guys should come, too,” she said to Braelynn and Emory. “It’s going to be a great day, and this way, I’m not hiking alone with Rhodes, who gets all growly when I’m slow.”

      “I don’t growl.”

      And yet…he totally just growled.

      Was I a puddle of goo just then? Because I felt like I was a puddle of goo.

      Emory glanced at me, and I had a feeling I wasn’t hiding my inner thoughts well.

      Holding back a curse, I smiled at Rosamond. “I think a hike would be fun. It’s supposed to be good weather. What did you guys have in mind?”

      Rhodes shrugged, and I did my best not to stare at his forearms as he stuffed his hands into his pockets. “A place we like to go to. It’s about an hour outside of the city, but not too far. And the hike isn’t that bad since Rosamond here can do it.”

      “I can hear you,” she sing-songed.

      “I know. I can see you.” He gave me a wink, and I almost looked behind me to make sure it was me he was looking at.

      From Braelynn’s subtle nudge and Emory’s almost inaudible growl, I figured it was me he’d been looking at.

      Oh, my.

      “What about you, Alura?” Braelynn asked, always the peacekeeper—and an amazing friend.

      The other girl shook her head. “Not this time. It’s not for me.” She met my gaze with those piercing blue eyes and didn’t blink. “But soon, I believe. Soon.”

      And with that, she turned and walked away without another word. The Luce siblings didn’t look worried about what had just happened, but Emory rolled her eyes.

      “No wonder they call her a witch.”

      “Be nice,” I whispered. “Stop being so mean.”

      “Whatever. I have a thing with my parents tomorrow, so count me out.” Emory looked over at me as if I should say no, as well.

      I truly didn’t understand the girl who had once been my closest friend and my first girlfriend. She wasn’t who she once was. But the thing was, I wasn’t either. Maybe that’s why it was good that things were changing as quickly as they were.

      “I’m in,” I said quickly.

      “Me, too,” Braelynn added.

      “What time and where should we meet you?” I ignored Emory standing at my side, trying to push back the little twinge inside me that indicated that this was just one more symbol of the end of an era.

      Rosamond clapped her hands. “Oh, yay! I can’t wait.”

      Rhodes looked at me, his eyes flashing that silver I thought had to be contacts. “I can’t wait either.”

      I bit my lip as they told me the details, and I did my best not to look too excited. Because this wasn’t a date. It wasn’t something that was a new beginning. Not really. It was just a hike, a day out in the mountains, something all Coloradoans did as much as possible—at least the ones who loved nature.

      And yet, even as I told myself that, I wondered if it was the truth.

      Because this felt different. It felt important.

      And for some reason, I didn’t think it was only about the boy with the silver eyes in front of me.
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      I wasn’t a good hiker, but I was at least good at trying. Or so I told myself as I searched in my closet for my hiking boots. I had other shoes that would work for the day, but I knew somewhere in the back of my closet buried under my discarded shirts and pants, I had an old pair that I’d used a couple of years ago that were well-worn enough that I wouldn’t end up with blisters.

      The last thing I needed was to end up limping around a mountain looking like a dork in front of Rhodes.

      Not that today would be about time with Rhodes. He was just going to be there with his sister, the one who had invited Braelynn and me. I hardly knew him. He might be the star of a few of my less drama-filled dreams, but that didn’t mean I actually knew anything about the guy other than the color of his eyes, and the way his voice made me feel.

      Really, I only had an inkling of who he was. Like how he was a couple of years older than Rosamond. But I didn’t know where he went to school now, or even if he went to college or a trade school. I knew he must work out a lot since no one had that kind of body if they didn’t at least try to take care of it, but I’d only seen him running in the neighborhood a few times over the past couple of years. I didn’t know his hobbies, what his favorite foods were, or anything else about him outside of how he made me feel when I was near him.

      Considering that I hadn’t had that tingly feeling around anyone else, it had to mean something. Or it just meant that I had a giant crush and needed to get over it before I ended up making a total fool of myself and ruined any chance I had with Rhodes. Not that I really thought I had a chance, but I wanted to know more about him and, I had to face the idea that I really liked the tingly feeling he gave me.

      Even if all today gave me was a few hours with said tingly feelings before I ended up in college, and he ended up…wherever and we never saw each other again, then it would be worth it.

      I grinned in triumph as I pulled out my old hiking boots from beneath a scarf I’d forgotten I owned, and quickly put them on. I wasn’t disorganized, but the back corner of my closet was forever the place that things went to hide—and perhaps never be found again. A shelf had fallen down a year or so ago, and I’d never fixed it. Because of that, it wasn’t the cleanest, but I could close my closet door and pretend it wasn’t there. I’d cleaned the rest of my room earlier today, and since I still lived under my parents’ roof and therefore abided by their rules, I made my bed every day no matter what.

      I didn’t know exactly who I’d be or how I’d react to my own room when I lived in a dorm, but I figured I’d still end up making my bed every day. I enjoyed sliding into straightened sheets, and I liked the way my room looked when I didn’t have my comforter in a ball on the floor. Since my dreams tended to make me roll all over the place and I kept sweating through my sheets, it only made sense.

      I still didn’t know what I was going to do about the whole roommate situation. The school hadn’t given me a name yet since, apparently, something was still pending. I knew I had a room, I just didn’t know who I shared it with. That meant I didn’t have time to plan how I was going to ease the new person into my endless nightmares and dreams. I could barely handle them myself, and I’d lived with them my whole life.

      How was I supposed to let someone else in on that part of myself?

      Too bad I hadn’t known Rosamond was going to the same school. If I had, maybe I could have asked to be her roommate. It still would have been awkward, but at least I’d seen her around school and talked to her many times before. She wasn’t a stranger.

      This whole growing-up thing and having to make your own choices that could change your destiny wasn’t easy.

      With a sigh, I pushed those thoughts out of my head because I needed to get a move on if I was going to meet everyone at the Luces’ to catch a ride to the trail. I didn’t need to think about what-ifs and what-could-bes when all I really needed to think about was trying to have fun before everything changed.

      I had an interview at a local café in a couple of days so I could actually get a job with enough hours that I could save some money for school. But, until then, I was going to try and have a summer vacation. I’d just be.

      And think about dreamy Rhodes, who I was trying really hard not to think about.

      The doorbell rang, and I quickly tightened my ponytail and scurried to the front door. I hadn’t bothered with makeup or anything special with my hair and had lathered on sunscreen, but now I was afraid that I hadn’t tried hard enough with the whole looking-presentable thing.

      Braelynn was at the door when I opened it, and she smiled brightly at me, her crossbody bag an older one I knew she’d taken on hikes before.

      “Hey! I’m so glad you didn’t go all makeup and glitter for Rhodes.”

      I rolled my eyes and let her in. “Am I that obvious?”

      “Only because I’ve known you forever. You had those heart eyes. Or maybe unicorn eyes that are all glitter and like, boy-crazy. Rhodes is cute for sure, and that deep voice is something else. I think that’s one reason Emory’s not going, by the way. Not the only reason, because she’s Emory and I’ll never understand her, but she probably saw it, too.”

      I winced as I stuffed two water bottles into my backpack. We weren’t going out for long, but the sun was bright, and I needed to stay hydrated, or I’d trip over my own two feet. I knew myself.

      “Yeah, I can’t help that. She’s already dated two other girls since we broke up, so it’s not like she’s pining for me.”

      “Maybe not, but she also likes to keep you close. She already hates sharing you with me, and in the fall when we all go our separate ways, she’s going to hate it even more. You know Em, she has certain boxes for everyone, and we need to stay there, or she stresses out. I know she’s mean to me sometimes, but I kind of get it. Her parents throw money at her so they don’t have to be there themselves, and in the end, she clings to you because she knows you won’t fight hard to get away.”

      I frowned as we walked out of the house and I locked the door behind us. “I don’t know if I like that assessment of who I am to her. I mean, you’re right about her parents and the whole boxes thing. I was the friend, then the girl she liked. Now, I’m permanently in the girl-she-used-to-have box. I’m the ex, yet she needs to be my friend. And I know we won’t be friends forever. I’ve seen the writing on the wall for a while now on that front, and it hurts to think about, but I get it. I don’t know if I like the idea that I don’t fight now, though.”

      We turned the corner and headed down the street toward the Luce house. We’d planned to walk there instead of leaving Braelynn’s car at their place. It just didn’t make sense.

      “I said that wrong,” Braelynn said. “I don’t think she thinks you’ll fight back because she doesn’t have you in that box. I didn’t mean you won’t.” She paused, and I frowned at her. “She underestimates you.”

      “Most people do, yet sometimes, I feel like I earn that.” I shook my head when she gave me a questioning look. We were at the Luces’, and I didn’t have the time or the inclination to explain my weird thoughts about myself. I was in a time of self-discovery or whatever I read on that pamphlet Mom had given me. I just needed to start it. But today on a hike with a boy I liked and the girl I thought I could be friends with during college, as well as my best friend, maybe I could actually start the journey.

      Rhodes was outside leaning against his SUV when we walked up to the house. I ignored those tingly feelings inside me once again. Or I tried. He was just a guy. A hot guy with wicked amazing eyes…but a guy.

      I’d get over my crush and learn not to be a dork, but today, I could at least imagine what it might be like to get to know him better.

      Just today, I promised myself.

      Tomorrow, I would do the other things I had on my list when it came to the new Lyric—no matter how many times I had to rub my temples and grit my teeth to do so.

      “Hey there,” Rhodes said, his mouth quirking into a smile at the sight of us.

      I once again ignored my body’s reaction. This wasn’t the first hot guy I’d seen, and hopefully wouldn’t be the last. Today was about hiking and new friends, not wherever the hell my mind went when it came to Rhodes Luce.

      “Hey,” I said, hopefully sounding casual.

      “Oh, good, you’re here!” Rosamond skipped out of the house and locked the door, her backpack dangling from her arm. “We’re all packed up, and have sandwiches and other snacks in the cooler in the back. We figured we’d either stuff them into our packs or come back for them after a shorter hike. It’ll depend on how we feel when we get there, I guess. The start to the trail is only about thirty minutes away since we live so close to the foothills. I’m really excited!”

      Rosamond’s smile and enthusiasm about the day was contagious, and soon, we were climbing into Rhodes’ SUV. Rosamond slid into the back seat, claiming car sickness, though I always thought sitting in the back made it worse, and Braelynn soon followed her. I found myself sitting in the passenger seat next to Rhodes. He had sunglasses over his eyes, and I missed seeing the color, though I didn’t say that aloud. In fact, I didn’t say much of anything as Rosamond and Braelynn took up most of the conversation. Every once in a while, one of them would say something, and Rhodes would look over at me, smiling as if I were in on the secret, and I’d smile back.

      I continued ignoring the warm feelings in my gut. This was nice, though. And crushes were meant to be fun as long as you were careful.

      After Emory, I was going to be really careful.

      When we got to the place, I found out that the trailhead wasn’t a marked one for the public, but one that only guides and advanced hikers knew about.

      “Are you sure it’s okay we park here and take this way?” I asked.

      Rhodes nodded as Rosamond and Braelynn talked about what food to bring and what to keep in the SUV.

      “We’re fine here. We know the owners of the property since it technically begins on ranch land and goes into public land. They let us hike here as long as we keep it like we see it, and we do. We don’t really bring anyone up with us, you know? So, it stays special.”

      He smiled at me, and I swallowed hard. I really needed to get my head out of the clouds when it came to this guy if I wanted to keep from tripping over a rock or something. I should be focused on other things. Having a thing for Rhodes wasn’t going to help me make life choices or stay on track. Or even find a track I wanted. But, I could smile today. Tomorrow, I needed to get my butt in gear.

      “Sounds like fun. We aren’t taking an advanced hike, though, right? Because I’m a good runner, but I’m not so good with the whole direction thing.”

      “The mountains are always to the west,” Braelynn called out, and I laughed.

      “That helps in Denver when we’re driving, not when we’re actually in the mountains.”

      Rhodes chuckled. “These are the foothills, actually.” He pointed to a large peak in the distance that seemed a whole lot bigger than I remembered when seeing it from farther away. “That’s a mountain. We’re not actually going there today. Maybe one day if you’re in the mood, but that one we have to start way earlier, and I need to bring camping gear in case the weather shifts. Not today, though, so get that look off your face.” He winked behind his glasses—I could barely see it through the lenses—and I held back a swoon.

      Seriously, what was with this guy?

      The four of us started off on the trail, Rosamond being our nature guide as she explained where we were going and what trees we saw and all that stuff. I knew most of it already, but she seemed excited to talk about it, so I didn’t interrupt. She led while Braelynn walked behind her. I was behind Braelynn, while Rhodes brought up the rear. Every once in a while, when there was room for two-by-two, Braelynn and Rosamond paired up, and that left me with Rhodes. I wasn’t sure if that was on purpose or not, but I didn’t mind…much.

      Only when I tripped over a root, and he had to reach out to catch me.

      “Sorry,” I said after the fourth time. “I’m not usually this clumsy.”

      “No worries. You’re looking all around you rather than at your feet.”

      “There’s so much to see,” I countered. “I don’t want to miss it.”

      “I know what you mean.” He still held onto my hand, and I looked down at my feet so I didn’t fall again. The heat of him was distracting. “It’s beautiful for sure.”

      I ignored the fact that he was looking at me when he said it. Yes, it was a line, and yes, I totally liked it, but still.

      About two hours into our hike, we were just about getting to the point where the Luce siblings said we should stop for lunch. I was thrilled because my stomach was not happy at the moment, and I knew I looked a mess with dirt on my face from rubbing my hands over it through my sweat. I’d put on two more layers of sunscreen during our hike, even though we spent most of the time under the shade of the trees. I couldn’t help but be cautious when it came to my skin and the number of freckles I got.

      I stood on the edge of a rock face, the incline far steeper than I remembered from when we’d walked up it. Suddenly, my vision blurred. I blinked, wondering if I’d gotten too much sun, and I heard Rhodes shout for me.

      My foot slipped down the embankment, and I reached out to try and stop my fall.

      But I knew it would be too late.

      I looked down at the ever-growing abyss and swore I saw a shadow wrapped around my foot, pulling me down farther.

      It couldn’t be, though, because shadows with spindly hands did not exist.

      But girls falling down the mountain because of a loose rock did.

      I screamed, but it did nothing.

      My head slammed into a rock as I fell, and only Rhodes’ voice reached me, my name a shout on the air as darkness threatened and I succumbed.

      I knew this was the end.

      My end.

      Before I’d even had my beginning.
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