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There was a slight chill in the air. A fine, salty spray misted her face as the waves crashed on the rocks below. A breeze lifted her hair. She stretched her arms to the sky, enjoying the lithe, supple feel of her limbs and the ease with which she bounded to the edge of the cliff, peering down at the churning sea with gleeful disregard for the breathtaking drop and the lethal landing. She felt lighter, younger, more carefree than she'd felt in ten years. 

She knew where she was.  She remembered this day. 

For a moment, her joy was so intense she felt her chest might burst with it. A giddy laugh bubbled up out of the back of her throat. 

Then the laughter died on her lips. There was something wrong. 

Profound sadness washed over her. A deep, wrenching ache squeezed her heart, and she doubled over, clutching her chest with a gasp. 

She was alone on the cliff. All alone. 

No, this wasn't wrong. This was right. This was exactly how she had felt that day, when she had screamed out her agony to the sea and sunk to the ground, weeping. This was how she'd felt in the beginning. 

Her younger self didn't know yet.

She heard someone call her name behind her. She spun, and the leap of hope in her chest stole her breath. She'd been so desperate. How could she have forgotten how she'd felt that day? How could she have forgotten peering over the edge of that cliff at the rocks below, thinking of the wind in her hair and the terror of falling before it was all over? 

She'd forgotten because he'd come back. Ezra Archer, the only boy she had ever loved, had always loved since she'd been just a girl and hadn't even known what love really was. 

There were two Ezras on the cliff, superimposed upon each other, one atop the other: Ezra, young and broad and so handsome, it made her heart ache; Ezra, his lined face still the most beautiful she had ever seen, though his hair had gone to grey and his broadness had spread to his middle. 

She loved both Ezras, the man he had been and the man he had become. Her joy at the sight of him warred with mistrust and devastation. Her younger self remembered this so differently, remembered only the way he had hurt her, the way he'd gone to the mainland and left her behind without a second thought.

But he'd come back, and he was smiling at her.

"I've been looking everywhere for you." His voice was a storm at sea. There was something different about him. He looked the same as she remembered him that day. He was windswept and flushed, as though he'd run from one side of the island to the other. 

She knew what he would say next. She stepped towards him. She did not even have to think of the words, for her younger self spoke them for her. 

"Why? I thought you left. I thought you wanted something different." Her voice was brittle with bitterness. "I thought you wanted to get away and see what life has to offer." She took a hitching breath. "I thought you didn't want me anymore."

Her heart leapt, for she knew what he would say. I was wrong. 

Ezra's smile disappeared. His lip curled. "I don't want you. I just wanted to tell you that I have postponed my leaving."

She opened and closed her mouth dumbly. This wasn't how she remembered it. "What?"

"I came back for Sarah."

"Sarah--Sarah Evans?" Her voice faltered. But Sarah was her friend. Sarah knew she loved Ezra. They had never been together, had they?

"I asked her to come to the mainland with me. We are going together." He sounded so heartlessly deliberate. "We are going to be together. Sarah and I."

"But I--" She pushed her hands desperately through her wind-ravaged hair. "This is not right. That's not what you're supposed to say. You were supposed to say you were wrong and you love me and you want to be with me. Only me. Forever."

He didn't laugh. Instead, he lifted a cool, disdainful eyebrow. He spoke with the same quiet, steady precision. "Foolish, delusional girl. Why would I want that? What about you would keep me here on this island? You aren't as pretty as Sarah. You're half-mad from your visions. I don't want you."

"Then why are you here?" She wanted to scream, but her words were so quiet, the wind might have carried them off. He heard them all the same.

"I wanted to be sure you wouldn't come looking for me. I want you to understand this is the end."

She shook her head violently. "No, this isn't right. We're supposed to grow up and get married. After this day, we were never apart again. We're in love--"

He scoffed. "You've been living in a dream world. It's just another vision. It's nothing more than your madness. We're done, Helena. I'm leaving, and I'm never coming back."

Pain lanced through her belly. She clutched her middle, and that horrible sadness returned. This time it was worse because it belonged to her memory self, and it belonged to her. All the hope she'd had, the delight at returning to this moment was gone. 

"This is a dream," she whispered. "This is the dream. It's nothing more than a dream. I can wake up."

But she couldn't wake up. She lifted her head to find him staring down at her in disgust. But this couldn't be real. She had been here, and it hadn't happened this way. If she could open her eyes, she could prove it hadn't all been a fantasy her heartbroken mind had constructed to protect her from the truth. If she could just leap from the cliff...wouldn't she awaken before she hit the jagged rocks below? 

And if she didn't, if she didn't wake up and instead crashed against them, ending her life, wouldn't that be better than remaining here under his glacial stare, in this awful world without him?

She spun away from him, and if he spoke to her, she did not listen, for he had said enough. She lurched towards the cliff edge. This time her body felt older, heavier and stiffer than before, but she could still move quickly. Saltwater misted her face as she huddled on the rocky edge. If she could just wake up...

It was a terrifying drop, and she screamed out his name as she fell. The waves dashed her mercilessly against the rocks, which pierced her chest and belly and shattered the bones in her arms and legs. The agony was black and blinding. And then there was no pain at all. Her body rocked slower and slower, and she no longer saw him peering down at her over the side of the cliff with cold, cold eyes. 

There was a sweet, horrible sense of never feeling pain over him again...

 

"Helena. Helena?" The man cursed under his breath. "I thought she was coming back for a moment."

Helena's eyes fluttered, but they didn't open. 

"Damn, she's gone."

No. No, I hear you. When she opened her mouth to speak, they weren't the words she spoke. "Ezra?" Was this Ezra? He didn't sound like Ezra, but neither had the Ezra she had met on the cliff in those moments before the boundless, lonely darkness had taken her. 

The man--Ezra?--sighed. 

"Ezra, I died. I think I died. I thought it would bring me back to you, but you are still going away with Sarah, and my body is still being torn to pieces by the rocks." There was a horrible, childish quality to her voice. 

The man swore again. "She's delirious. It's just the same. I don't know what she is talking about."

He wasn't alone. A woman spoke now. "Is there nothing you can do?"

"No! I told you. I have tried. There's nothing. She just comes up long enough to look at me as though she has something to tell me, but then she regresses into this. I can't tell if she's sleeping or awake most of the time."

The woman with him cursed now, too, and Helena knew it wasn't Sarah Evans. Sarah never said a bad word in her whole life. "I thought she could help us. I just don't understand what's going on."

"I'm sorry, Mar. I'm trying."

"I know you are. I just wish you could help. I was sure our combined..." She sighed. 

"This is beyond anything we've ever seen. I don't even know if it's a spell at this point. It could be she's just gone mad."

"That would be very unfortunate."

"I know. She was the best seer on the island. It will be a great loss."

"Power can do that." The woman's voice was soft. "Make you crazy. If you lose yourself in it, you can lose everything."

"Go home, Mar. It's late, and I don't think the kids should be alone at a time like this."

Their voices were growing fainter. Helena bobbed gently in the chill sea. 

"You're right." The woman's voice faded back in. "I know you're right. I need to protect them. Now more than ever."

"I just wish I knew who would protect you."

She laughed. The sound was so familiar, Helena nearly gasped. "I think Ian can, if I need him to. He's pretty handy with his powers these days when it comes to someone he cares about."

Helena struggled to speak. Though her voice croaked, she managed one word. "Maritza..."

"Mar!" 

"Helena? Are you back with us?" Yes, it was Maritza. Helena was sure. "Can you hear me?"

Helena's body felt lighter and lighter, and then she was floating up out of the water. The air was warm, and the scent of the sea faded gently away until the heady fragrance of wildflowers filled her senses. She landed with a soft, contented sigh in a bed of lush grass. 

Her little sister lay on the grass beside her, dressed in a bright yellow dress. There was a pile of freshly pulled daisies tucked into her hem. 

Helena gasped. "Ellie! You said you would wait for me to make daisy chains." 

Ellie turned her head to grin at her sister. "There are enough daisies for everyone, Hellie."

"Yes." Helena smiled at she peered around them. The sweetly scented flowers filled her vision. "Yes. There are always enough daisies."

Somewhere, a man and a woman sighed together in deep disappointment.

"Well, that's that, then."

Helena allowed their voices to fade away completely. Why had she been listening to them, anyway? There were much more important things to be doing. Ellie was here. It was a warm, lazy afternoon, and she had so many daisies to chain...
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Ian Crane appeared out of nowhere the moment she stepped out of her car, his white-blonde hair glinting in the sunlight. Mia Burke gasped. "Hi, Ian."

He smiled at her, and her heart fluttered. Suddenly, the school parking lot fell away, and she was drowning in his dark eyes. Then she snapped out of it. Just because Ian looked like the sort of guy who belonged on the pages of a magazine or in some fantasy world where animals talk and no one ever dies didn't mean she had to swoon every time he gave her a little smile. 

But he leaned down and pressed his lips to her, and that resolve not to swoon was pretty well forgotten. Ian Crane knew how to kiss, and, even if she had been kissing him pretty much everyday for the last few weeks, he could still send her heart hammering and her head spinning.

"Hi, Mia." When he pulled away, she let out a little sigh of contentment. He grinned smugly. "Missed me, huh?"

She rolled her eyes. "I just saw you last night." 

He took her hand. "Well, I missed you."

Ian's twin sister Aylin fell into step with them. Mia blinked in surprise. She hadn't been there moments before, had she? Mia hadn't been that wrapped up in Ian's little hello kiss. Get a grip, girl. "Hi, Aylin."

Aylin beamed. "Hi, Mia," she sang cheerfully, clutching Mia's other arm. "Are you coming to Cafe Serenity after class tonight?"

Mia lifted an eyebrow. Was it her imagination, or were the twins boxing her in? "No. Mrs. Howell's called a Voice meeting tonight. Aren't you coming?"

Ian cut a sharp glance at his sister. "Of course!" Aylin exclaimed blithely, but her ivory pale cheeks flushed pink. "Right. I forgot."

Mia frowned at her. "Are you planning to quit the paper?"

"What? No! Of course not. I've just been...distracted lately. With cheerleading. You know," she added quickly. "I just forgot all about the meeting. It's been a while since we've had one."

"Actually, no. We've had them. It's just been a while since you've showed up. Mrs. Howell's been posting them the last couple weeks since she took over as temporary adviser."

Aylin looked surprised. "Oh. I really have been distracted, then."

Mia laughed. "I noticed. I assumed you were spending a lot of time with Roman or at cheerleading practice with all the big games coming up."

This time, she was sure the twins exchanged a meaningful glance. "Yes, I have been seeing Roman a lot," Aylin admitted sheepishly, but there was a strange edge to her voice. Mia was pretty sure she knew when the other girl was putting it on by now, and, unless she was mistaken, Aylin was putting it on. "I guess I'm not so good at multitasking as I thought. Sorry, Mia. Am I going to be fired?"

Mia waved her hand. "No, no. It's fine. It's mostly just been the writers and me trying to get the lit magazine together." She clapped her hands together suddenly. Both Ian and Aylin jumped. Boy, they were tightly wound today. "I am so excited we're doing it, and Mrs. Howell is letting me pick all the submissions. Well, mostly. I've been going through them all week. We've pushed back the deadline after--" Mia hesitated, glancing at Ian. "After the...craziness since the start of term, and we're opening back up for more submissions." She nudged Aylin. "Are you going to submit anything? If you aren't too distracted?"

Aylin shrugged. "Maybe." She was probably lying, and at her next words, Mia suspected she was just trying to distract Mia from it. "What about you, Ian? How about a love poem for Mia?" 

Mia shook her head emphatically. "Oh, no. None of that. That would be totally embarrassing."

Ian looked affronted. "Why? You don't want people to know how I feel about you?"

She felt her cheeks flush. "I don't think the whole school needs to read sweet nothings about me."

"My sweetness isn't nothing," he said sulkily. "It's way more than nothing. It's something. It's a big something."

"I know," Mia said bracingly. "You're very sweet. That still doesn't mean I want the whole school reading about it."

"Well, I'm not that candid, generally speaking, anyway, but you could have a little more faith in my poetry."

She rolled her eyes and chose to ignore this. "You could submit one of your comics. It's multi-genre. You can do anything you want."

Ian lifted an eyebrow. "Oh, wouldn't that overshadow Micah Hathaway's comics?" The way he said Micah's name was very unkind.

"Come on. You're not still jealous of Micah, are you?"

He scowled. "I'm not jealous. I just wouldn't want to embarrass him with my superior skills."

There really was no talking to Ian about Micah, not sensibly, anyway. She gave him an arch look. "That sounds a bit like a challenge, Ian. Are you sure you're up for it?"

Aylin cut him off before he could reply snidely, which he was sure to do. "Challenges and lingering jealousy aside, Ian, you should submit something. It would be good for you. Don't you want people to see how talented you are?"

"I don't care what people think of me."

"Please," Mia interjected, and he took her hand again, squeezing it a little tighter than he needed to. There really was no sense working him up so early in the day, not after that amazing good morning kiss. She smiled and leaned against his side. "Anyway, Aylin, are you coming to the meeting?"

"Yeah. Sure. I mean, if you need me there." Aylin didn't sound quite certain. Really, what were they up to?

"We do need some new ads for the magazine. We can't just run the same ones we have in the Voice every week. The local businesses are usually pretty interested in running ads in the magazine. It's one of the biggest deals in Davenport. Everyone buys a copy, even if their kid isn't in it. It's usually a lot of pages, too, so we have to start selling space soon. Franco always takes out a couple pages for the Yacht Club, not that he needs to."

Aylin smiled. "He likes to support the school. I'm trying to get Roman more involved. He plays football and all, but he is a really good writer, too, even though he doesn't want anyone to know about it. I'll try to get him to submit something. Maybe Franco will take out three ads if his son's in the magazine."

"That would be great. I love to see the entries. We really try to put everything in, as long as it's appropriate--sometimes even if it wasn't, when Mr. Q was running things." 

There was silence after this, but it wasn't as awkward as it usually was at the mention of Mr. Quillen. Perhaps they were all finally moving past what had happened earlier in the year. Or perhaps they were just still shell-shocked from everything that had happened after and, if the twins' weird behavior was anything to go on, was still happening. 

Another chill breeze swept through the courtyard, which was quiet this morning for good reason. Mia shivered. Ian wrapped an arm around her shoulders, drawing her against his side. "Cold?"

Mia smiled up at him. "It's December in Connecticut. I'm actually surprised it hasn't snowed yet." She glanced up at the brilliant blue sky. 

Aylin sighed wistfully. "There are no storm-bringers here."

"Shh!" Ian snapped, but there wasn't anyone around to hear her on such a cold morning. 

"Mia!" 

She might have imagined the way the twins tensed and moved closer to her as they spun to face Lorien, who was hurrying towards them on the path, hand in hand with her newest boyfriend, Ashton Wolfe. Mia was sure, though, that she hadn't imagined the twins relax when they spotted who'd shouted. 

Mia smiled as Lorien and Ashton approached them, their cheeks flushed from the cold. They were an odd pair, not quite matched up. Lorien was beautiful with long, dark hair and a perfect complexion. She was dressed, as always, like the cover of a fashion magazine. Ashton was tall and wiry with shaggy, sandy-blonde hair, and he wore what he wanted, which today included faded jeans and an old sweater vest that might have belonged to someone's grandfather once. He was a senior, and he was nice, but he wasn't Lorien's usual type. He was quiet and more thoughtful than the other boys Lorien had dated--in fact, it was unusual she was dating a guy who thought at all, if her previous boyfriends were any indication. 

Ashton was definitely nothing like Lorien's string of football players and bad boys. He'd joined the Voice just as Mrs. Howell had taken over. Mia had never even really noticed him before that, and she was sure Lorien hadn't either. He was in the AP classes and took electives like Government and Justice. He was the sort of guy who read true crime novels and watched criminal documentaries about serial killers, and he wanted to study criminal profiling in school. 

Mia liked him. He wrote good articles, and he was good to Lorien. He'd even made friends with their friends, which even Ian hadn't quite managed--not that Ian had tried very hard or even a little. Ashton fit in well, even in his old man clothes and square-framed glasses that somehow made him look smart and cool and confident when he should have looked like a total nerd.   

When he'd first appeared in the Voice office one afternoon, Mia had been extremely wary--understandably, since all the mysterious people she'd met in the Voice office so far this year had tried to kill her. Ash probably didn't intend to kill her, but he was very interested in killers. He reported on crime and the justice system in Davenport and spent a lot of time hanging around courtrooms. The Voice had never had a crime reporter before, and his DHS blotter was very popular. People liked to read about other people getting into trouble. 

Ashton lifted a lazy hand in greeting. He always looked like that--so laid back, he might have been drifting blithely through a vaguely interesting dream and had no particular investment in how it all turned out. "Hey, guys."

"Hi, Lorien. Hi, Ash," Mia greeted cheerfully.

"Hey, Ash," Ian said, stepping forward to slap the older boy's hand.

The best thing about Ashton, aside from being a good boyfriend and a good writer and an all around cool guy was that even Ian liked him. 

The girls shared a smiled between them. The warning bell rang through the courtyard, louder than usual since the five of them were the only ones dumb enough to be out in the cold. "Come on, Mia," Ian said, tucking her under his arm. "We'd better get to homeroom. Nice to see you, Ash."

Lorien didn't seem to mind that he steered Mia away. The girls usually walked to homeroom together, but Ian had been walking her every morning for the past couple weeks--and to nearly every other class in between, even when he wasn't in the same one. If he didn't show up, Aylin would suddenly appear instead as though she had just happened by that way.

Mia looked over Ian's shoulder at Lorien, who lifted up on her tiptoes to kiss Ashton. He grinned down at her. He even looked a little goofy. Most guys did after kissing Lorien, even if they were cool and aloof and as laid-back as a deck chair. "See you at lunch," he told her. 

Lorien smiled and flounced away, turning back to blow him one last kiss before she caught up with Mia and the twins.  "You've been seeing a lot of Ashton lately," Aylin pointed out, and Mia wondered how she'd noticed, considering she was hardly around these days.

Lorien smiled dreamily. "Yeah."

"He's a cool guy," Ian remarked. The girls looked around at him incredulously. "What? He is. He knows a lot about crime, though. I'm not sure what that is all about."

"He wants to be a criminal profiler," Lorien explained. "He's sure to be accepted into Yale to study criminology. He's already gotten a lot of letters of recommendation from his teachers. He's really smart."

Mia smiled. She'd never seen Lorien so impressed by intelligence before. Maybe this boyfriend would actually last. If it didn't, things on the Voice would get very awkward. As happy as she was for her friend, Mia felt a shiver of jealousy. If it did last, Lorien's boyfriend would be sticking around--at least he would only be a short drive away if he attended Yale or UConn. 

Mia's guy--well, that was a different story. Ian would be gone in a year and a half, back on Flicker Island where he'd be a king or a mayor or something.  Sure, the island was only a short boat ride away, but it might as well be a different world. If Ian went back there, he might be gone forever. 

 She breathed a barely audible sigh, and she felt his arms tighten around her. He was here now. She'd better enjoy it while it lasted.

"Ian, you should join the Voice," Lorien said suddenly. "Then we could all hang out after class."

Ian lifted his shoulders. "You already have a cartoonist."

"You could do something else," Aylin told him. 

"I'm not interested."

"It would be fun to do it together," Mia said, glancing up at him with what she hoped were big blue puppy dog eyes. He didn't look especially moved, though, so she assumed they weren't very good. She'd have to practice.

"Especially when I can't be there," Aylin said in a strangely quiet voice that nevertheless chilled Mia's bones. Or perhaps that was just the cold breeze that preceded them into the entrance hall.

Lorien glanced at Mia in confusion, and she shrugged, though she thought she was starting to get a pretty good picture of what was happening here.

Ian huffed. "Okay, I'll think about it."

Mia blinked in surprise. "Really?"

"Yeah, sure. Why not? What? How hard can it be? What sort of things would I have to do?" he demanded, suddenly wary.

"Oh, you could do a lot of things. You could make ads and do graphic design stuff."

He perked up at this. "That might actually be fun."

"It is fun. It's really, really fun. You'll see."

"I'll ask Mrs. Howell about it for you, Ian," Aylin told him.

Ian glared at her, but it seemed to Mia to be pretty well settled. "Yeah. Okay. Fine."

Mia was suspicious, but she didn't argue. He'd been mysteriously acquiescent lately, and she wasn't about to spoil it by doing something stupid like pointing it out and asking why. 

Aylin stopped outside Mrs. Shea's earth science classroom and waved at them. "See you at lunch!" she called as she flounced away to meet Roman Genovese, who was waiting for her at the end of the hall as though he knew exactly where to find her.

Mia lifted an eyebrow as Aylin took his hand and they disappeared around the corner. Weird. She glanced up at Ian, but he was already leading her into the classroom and into a seat in the back of the room. He looked perfectly innocent. Weird.

Mia leaned toward him as he took the seat beside her and dragged it closer to hers. "Is there something you want to tell me?"

"What? What are you talking about?"

She knew that guarded look on his face all too well. She wasn't getting anything out of him, not right now. "Nothing. Nevermind." 

Mrs. Shea was in high spirits today. She clapped her bony hands as she swept into the room, grinning around to take in the whole class and even the creepy aliens watching over them from the light fixtures and shelves. "Good morning, everyone!"

No one was as enthusiastic about Monday mornings as Mrs. Shea. She loved any day she could talk to people about science, especially astronomy. 

"Good morning, Mrs. Shea," they all echoed back desultorily. 

"Winter break is almost upon us," she continued. "Does anyone have any plans for the holidays?"

Students hated to answer questions like this, yet Mrs. Shea persisted in asking them. She peered around at the reticent class with an expectant expression. Mia glanced at Ian. For the first time, she wondered what he did have planned for the winter break.

Allie Rogers spoke up from the front of the class. "I'm going to Florida. My parents hate winter in Connecticut. They like the sun, not that it isn't winter in Florida, too. We go every year."

"That sounds fun," Mrs. Shea told her cheerfully. "Anyone else?"

Lorien tossed her head and gave Mia a sly look. "Europe, as always," she said, as though this was the most boring thing in the world. "I'm trying to get out of it."

"Why would you want to do that?" Mrs. Shea asked, looking scandalized. "You're very lucky! I would love to go to Europe for the holidays, but I'll just be in Vermont with Mr. Shea and his sister's family." She grimaced slightly, but the expression didn't last. 

Mia rolled her eyes. She thought spending Christmas in Europe sounded great, but Lorien always complained. Of course, Mia wasn't sure she'd want to spend the entire two-week break from school with her parents either, not when she could be spending it cuddled under a blanket with her new boyfriend. Perhaps staying around town wouldn't be so bad, unless Ian was planning on going back to the island over the break. She hadn't even asked.

"What about you?" Mia whispered. 

Ian looked startled. "What?" He looked around at the class incredulously, as though shocked she expected him to actually speak up.

"Are you going back to the island for the holiday?" she whispered. 

He shrugged. "Yeah. I guess." He hunched his shoulders uncomfortably as she stared silently at him with an expectant expression. "What?" Suddenly, his brows furrowed into a frown. "No."

"What do you mean 'no'? I didn't even ask you for anything."

"I know what you're thinking. I am not taking you to the island."

"Not even for one day?"

"What do you want to go there for?"

"You know what I want to go there for."

"I'm not sure I'm ready for you to meet my parents."

"Why?" she demanded, affronted. "You met mine."

"That is not the same. I didn't have a choice. I would have avoided it if I could have."

"Well, as nice as it would be for you to introduce me to your parents, since I am your girlfriend, I want to see where you came from. I want to see what it's like with all the--" Mia cut off, darting a glance around the room. "People like you."

He scowled. "Mia, it isn't safe."

"What do you mean it isn't safe? I'd be with you." She leaned closer. "You think someone will attack me?"

"No, of course not," he hissed. "We don't do that sort of thing--" He cut off, his eyes sliding away for a moment.

She narrowed her eyes. "Is there something you want to tell me?" 

He glanced back at her. His cheeks were distinctly pink. "No. Nothing. It's fine."

"So? Does that mean I can go?"

"Mia..."

"Come on. You said I could go someday."

"I didn't mean now!"

"Well, it isn't now. It's in a few weeks. You have some time to come to terms with it."

He opened his mouth to speak, but Mrs. Shea's cheerful voice rang through the classroom with startling clarity. "Mia? Ian? Is there something you want to share with the rest of the class?"

"No, Mrs. Shea," Mia sang out, but as soon as the teacher turned her back, Mia leaned back over to hiss at Ian. "Think about it."

He let out a strange noise that sounded half-groan, half-growl. "Fine."

Mia beamed at him. He didn't stand a chance. 
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The table in the cafeteria wasn't nearly as comfortable as their usual one in the courtyard, but even Davenport High's social elite knew when to come in from the cold. It was, after all, difficult to look cool with chattering teeth and bright red noses. Mia didn't mind eating inside, but the bench which she was sharing with Lorien, Ashton, Aylin and Roman was a bit squished, and Aylin was sitting so close to Mia's side, Mia thought she might have to have a word with the island girl about personal space.

Or she could use it to her advantage. "Ian says you're going home for winter break," she said in a quiet voice.

Aylin spun abruptly away from Roman, who cut off what he'd been saying with a slight frown. "Hm? Oh. Well, yes. I suppose so. I hadn't really thought of it." She turned back to Roman. His irritated expression melted away in an instant under her sweet smile. She squeezed his hand and turned back to Mia as though the whole thing hadn't happened. "Maybe not the whole time." Her expression sharpened. "Why?"

"Well, don't you think it would be the perfect time for me to see it?"

"What?" Aylin's voice was so loud, everyone at the table looked around at her in surprise. She beamed sheepishly.

"What's the problem?" Mia asked with perfect innocence. "You and Ian have been acting really weird, and he got all defensive about it, too."

Aylin glanced around at their friends, but they'd already returned to their conversations. "It's just that...you know, outsiders aren't always welcome on the island."

"Haven't any ever been there?"

"Well, yes, but..."

"Ian says he doesn't want me to meet your parents." She'd only twisted the truth a little, and so she only felt a little bad.

Aylin waved her hand. "That's got nothing to do with it. He loves you, Mia. He wants them to meet you."

Mia's mouth dropped open stupidly.

Aylin didn't seem to notice. "He might act all cool and distant all the time, but he loves our parents, too, and he wants them to see what you're like. They're both really interested to meet you."

Mia narrowed her eyes. "Then why not?"

"It's just...too soon."

"Too soon? What do you mean too soon? Too soon for what?"

Aylin chewed her lip uncertainly, but she didn't reply.

"Aylin, is something going on?"

"What do you mean? No! Of course not." But her cheeks looked pink, just as Ian's had earlier. 

"Seriously, you and Ian are acting weird."

"No, we aren't!"

"Of course you are."

"You just...seem to get yourself into trouble a lot more than a normal girl."

Mia laughed wryly. "Actually, that is kind of true."

"We just want to make sure you're doing okay."

"Uh, huh." But Mia couldn't argue with those sweet, honest eyes. It certainly wasn't the whole truth, but it was probably still true. "Okay. I will accept that for now, but I know something's off with you guys. I think you know I won't stop until I figure out what it is."

"Stop being so suspicious," Aylin chided, frowning at her. "We're just looking out for you."

Mia rolled her eyes. "Okay, okay. So what about the island?"

"Mia..." She sighed. "What did Ian say about it when you asked him?"

"He said he would think about it."

"Really?"

"Yes. Mostly to shut me up, I think."

Aylin laughed. "Probably."

Mia tried out her puppy dog eyes again. She'd practiced in the mirror before lunch. "You promised I would get to see it someday. Just one day, Aylin. It wouldn't kill anybody."

Aylin's expression darkened strangely, and Mia felt a chill race down her spine. It was gone as quickly as it came. "It's up to Ian. I can't take you there if he won't let me. And we have to talk to the others. They would not like us springing an outsider on them unexpectedly. Even if you do know about us...the others won't like it. They will want to be prepared."

Mia nodded. "I understand."

Aylin frowned. "I'm not sure you do."

"Hey, what are you two whispering about?" Lorien demanded. 

"Just talking about our triple date the other night," Aylin said blithely. "We should do it again sometime." She turned and smiled at Roman, but he looked put out again. 

"How about this weekend?" Ashton asked. "There's a music festival at the college campus in New Haven. It's a bunch of bands from all over the area. It's open to everyone. We could make a day of it."

"That sounds really fun," Aylin said. "Roman?"

He shrugged. "Whatever you want, Aylin."

"I'm not sure Ian will go for it," Mia said. "You know how he is. You never know with him."

Lorien waved her hand. "We'll just have to convince him, then. There are five of us and only one of him. I'm pretty sure between Ash and Rom we can get the boy into the car."

Mia grimaced. "Yes, that sounds like an excellent start to a date."

"Well, you'll just have to asked him very nicely then. I'm sure he'll say yes."

Mia snorted. "Please. You don't know him very well, do you?"

Aylin smiled at her. "Oh, he'll probably put up a fight all right, but I'm sure he'll agree in the end."

The warning bell sounded, barely audible over the noise in the cramped cafeteria, and Aylin caught Mia's arm in an unexpectedly firm grip. "Come on, Mia. I'll walk you to class."

"Aylin, wait for me," Roman ordered. "I want to talk to you."

Mia shook her arm free. "Go on. I can walk with Lorien."

Aylin glanced between Mia and Roman uncertainly. 

"Oh, come on. Are you worried I'm going to be attacked on the walk to class?" 

This remarked startled Aylin, and for a moment, a guilty expression crossed her face. "No! Of course not. That's silly."

"I know. See you in class." Mia grinned at her and threaded an arm through Lorien's. Lorien didn't seem to notice; she and Ashton were sharing a particularly enthusiastic goodbye. Mia tugged her arm. "Come on! We have class."

Lorien looked at her in surprise. "You're walking with me today? You mean I get you away from the twins for a couple minutes? Why, I am so flattered you remembered little old me, your once very best friend in the world whom you seem to have completely forgotten in the last couple weeks."

Mia rolled her eyes. "Oh, don't act like you haven't been especially otherwise occupied lately. In fact, I am surprised I was even able to drag you away."

"Well, you know how it is now that you have a boy of your own. They can be so needy." Lorien snorted. "Speaking of needy. So much for our few moments of blissful best friends gossip time."

Ian burst into the cafeteria, glancing around with an oddly serious expression until he spotted Mia and Lorien. His entire body relaxed and he strode briskly toward them, drawing Mia away from Lorien. "There you are."

"Well, hello to you too, Ian," Lorien said wryly. 

"Oh, hey, Lorien. Sorry, I didn't see you."

"That's obvious." Lorien leaned over Mia to glare at him, but he wasn't paying attention. He was already steering Mia away.

Mia gave him an incredulous look. "What are you doing?"

"What do you mean? Aren't we going to class?"

"The bell just rang. Did you run here from Algebra?"

Ian scowled. "No. I don't run anywhere. It's undignified."

Mia rolled her eyes at Lorien, who took pity on her. "We're going to a music festival in New Haven on Saturday."

Ian stared at her as though uncertain why she would think he cared at all about what she did on the weekends. Then wariness crept across his face. "Who's we?"

"Ash, me, Aylin, Rom, Mia and you."

Ian's eyebrows shot up into the white-blonde hair that hung across his forehead. "I don't remember agreeing to that."

"We just did the agreeing for you," Lorien told him blithely. "We knew you would say yes."

Ian turned to Mia, and she shook her head emphatically. "I did no such thing," she protested.

"Do you want to go?"

She lifted her shoulders. "Well, yeah, but...I mean, it's okay if you don't want to. I still have submissions and stuff to go through for the Voice. Mrs. Howell wants them by Monday or Tuesday at the latest."

"No. We should go."

She looked up at him in surprise. "You want to go?"

"I like music," he replied defensively. "Who doesn't like music? And you can't stay cooped up in the house all weekend. There's plenty of time to do the submissions."

"Okay." Mia smiled at him. "We'll go."

"Good."

"Okay." 

"Great."

Lorien rolled her eyes. "Well, I'm glad we got that sorted out. Everyone's great."

"Come on, you guys!" Aylin called as they rounded the corner towards English class. Roman was leaning against the wall, studying his hands disinterestedly. Aylin ignored him and tugged Mia out from under Ian's arm. 

"Aylin," Mia scolded.

"I hope Mrs. Howell doesn't fire me from the Voice. Do you think she's going to fire me?"

Mia laughed. "No. She won't. She's not too worried about someone missing a couple meetings as long as you are doing your job. She's cool."

"Yeah, she's really nice."

"Not like...the last person who was running things," Mia murmured. "And she probably won't even try to kill me, either, if we're really lucky."

"Ian agreed to come on Saturday," Lorien announced through the awkward silence.

"That's--well, that's really great," Aylin said, but she didn't smile, and Mia was unnerved by the grim, unreadable expression she exchanged with her twin.
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Mia was shocked to see Ian sitting in the Voice classroom, looking as perfectly smug as if he owned the place when she walked in beside Aylin after school on Thursday. Even though Mia had spent every afternoon that week at the cafe drinking free coffee with Ian and Aylin, and Ian spent the remainder of the evenings texting her, and even though the twins were always popping up between every class, at lunch and after school, neither one of them had bothered to mention that Ian had joined the Voice. 

Typical. If the twins weren't being secretive and mysterious, she probably wouldn't recognize them anymore.

Ian grinned and gestured toward the seat beside him, near Lorien and Ashton. She slid into the chair and glared at him. "You didn't tell me. You had every opportunity, you know."

"I wanted it to be a surprise."

"It is. A big one."

"Why don't you look happy about it?"

"I am! I am really happy about it."

"We can all hang out together now," Aylin told her happily as she took the seat on Mia's other side.

"But what are you planning to do?" Mia asked Ian.

His coal black eyes flicked to Micah Hathaway, who was ignoring the small group across the table so completely, he might have been in a totally different room. "Taking photographs and designing ads, like you suggested." He shrugged. "It could be fun."

Mia finally grinned. "That's great, Ian. I'm really excited."

"Of course you are. You should be. I knew you would be."

"Welcome to the rag, Ian," Ashton said, leaning so far back in his chair, he might as well have been laying down. "You're a lucky man. Mia might actually take it easy on you, since you're her boyfriend."

Mia couldn't help it; she glanced back in Micah's direction. If he was paying attention, he was making a good show of being totally indifferent. Maybe he was totally indifferent by now. This wasn't so bad. This could work. This was what she'd wanted. 

She grinned. "Oh, he wishes. He gets no special treatment from me. He'd better hope he doesn't mess up, or that's the end of him."

Ian snorted disdainfully. "Please. You wouldn't fire me. I'm the best."

"The best at what?" Lorien demanded. "Making snide comments and glaring at everyone?"

"Well, that, sure, but I do other things, as well. I can casually insult people and treat my elders with icy disdain."

"And act like a smug jerk," Aylin added enthusiastically.

Mia smiled as Ian displayed his impressive glare. She could get used to this. Her best friends were here. Ian was here. Maybe he'd even like it. Maybe he'd discover an unplumbed love of journalism and decide he wanted to know more about it. Maybe he'd decide to stick around a while, go to university, maybe even become a photographer or graphic artist or...

She was getting ahead of herself. She didn't want to marry him or anything. She was too young. There was no sense in thinking about stuff like that, and it was probably wishful thinking, anyway. But if what Aylin had said was true...could it be true? Did he actually...love her? Would he even tell her if he did? Would it change anything?

She realized she was staring hard at his face, as if the answers were written there. He frowned, leaning back with an expression that clearly said she was freaking him out with her intense scrutiny. "What? What's up, Mia? You're staring at me like you want to bore a hole in my head."

She laughed and shook her head. "Sorry. I was lost in thought for a minute. I am really happy you decided to join up."

He held up his hands to ward her off. "You look like you have plans for me. Don't get carried away. I'm just doing this to hang out with you."

"Okay." Her grin didn't falter.

The tone of her voice did not convince him. "I'm not planning to make this my life's dream or anything."

Sometimes, it was as though he could read her mind. She smiled. "I know. Just give it a chance, okay? Maybe you'll really like it."

Ian rolled his eyes towards Ashton, clearly expressing his exasperation with the women in his life, and, since Ashton was going out with one of the most exasperating ones of all, expecting commiseration. Ashton grinned back, but not before Mia caught him staring at her with an intent, serious expression.

Get a grip, girl. Geez. She was definitely getting paranoid. She supposed almost getting murdered--twice--would do that to a person. 

She was saved from worrying herself too much over probably being more messed up than she had let on, even to herself, by Mrs. Howell, who strode into the room with a smile. Mia liked Mrs. Howell. She was easy-going and usually cheerful, and she let Mia run the paper however she liked, as long as Mia didn't upset the school board and asked for help when she needed it. Mia was dreading the day when the school finally found a new English teacher to replace her. 

She hadn't had very good luck with English teachers this year.

She snapped out of her thoughts as Mrs. Howell sat down in the empty seat beside Micah. "Mia? Would you care to get started?"

"Oh. Yes. Thanks, Mrs. H." She opened the assignment folder. "Last issue was really great, guys. Keep up the good work. We're still taking submissions for the lit magazine until Monday, but I think we've got a really good collection of work for it. We're still open for ad space, so if anyone has any leads, let Aylin know so she can chase them down. If anyone wants to help with editing the submissions, that would be great. It's a slow news week, but there are a couple items still unassigned. We have the football game, and hockey season's just started. Luke can't cover two games at once, so if someone else would like to take one, that would be really helpful." She handed the paper to a sophomore boy named Nathan, whose hand shut up in the air so quickly, Mia jumped. "Okay. There's the annual Christmas tree festival at Haley Park."

Everyone liked the tree festival at Haley Park. The entire town competed against each other for the best-decorated trees and wreaths then auctioned off the best ones to the local businesses. There was even a hot chocolate contest, which was just silly because everyone knew Maritza Oglesbee would win, just like she did every year. No one really complained because they loved free hot chocolate. Secretly, Mia didn't consider it news; the same people won every contest every year, but it had been Mrs. Howell's idea and she knew better than to argue with an English teacher these days. Also, it was a lot of fun.

"Does anyone want to cover it?" Mia asked, glancing around the table. 

Lorien raised her hand, and everyone stared at her in surprise for several seconds. "What?" she said defiantly. "I can write about things other than clothes and shoes all the time. I love the festival. I think it would be fun." She grinned. "And Mia, you'll help me if I need it, right?"

Mia smiled. "Sure." She suspected this sudden interest in new stories had more to do with Ashton than Lorien's love of the festival, but Mia wasn't complaining. 

"Mia and I can go with you and take the pictures," Ian said, and this time, no one bothered to hide their surprise. They stared at him, open-mouthed. "You want to, don't you, Mia?"

She did. Even though she didn't think it was news, she loved taking pictures of the trees every year. "Yeah."

"That is a lovely idea," Mrs. Howell said, pleased that her story pitch had been so well received. "You can go out this weekend and see what's already out. The city's been decorating since Thanksgiving, and I think some people have already brought out their trees. Mia, have you got the rest of the assignments?"

The stories weren't the most interesting they'd ever had, but Mia wasn't going to pass up the opportunity to pick the assignments. Mr. Quillen had never let her do it, and Mrs. Temple...well, she'd just fired Mia. "Yes. I tried to pick what I thought everyone would like to cover most. There wasn't a lot of news this week, but we still have to fill an issue." She handed out the neatly typed slips of paper. She didn't have an assignment for Micah, but when she reached his side of the table, he met her eyes for the briefest of seconds. 

His mouth turned up at the corners--just barely. Just enough so that Mia knew it was all right. She relaxed before she ever realized how tense she'd been. She smiled at him and sat back down in her seat while the team murmured over their assignments for the week. Some were happier than others. Well, she had tried, but you couldn't please everyone. 

She rolled her eyes. They had never complained when Mr. Q had been in charge, and no one had dared say a single word to Mrs. Temple. "Yes, you can swap assignments if you want; just let me know so I can note it down, okay?" 

Ashton grinned at Mia. At least she'd made him happy. She'd given him a story about a rash of break-ins over the past few weeks in the more affluent areas of town, near the Genovese house. The police hadn't caught the robbers yet, but they suspected they might be some local teenagers. Lorien looked up from reading over Ashton's shoulder and beamed at Mia as though she'd done her a personal favor. 

Aylin, too, was reading over everyone's shoulders. She liked to see what everyone would be covering, but she hadn't ever expressed any interest in covering anything herself. "What about Ian?" she asked as everyone started to file out of the room with their assignment. 

Mia smiled at him sheepishly. "I didn't know he would be here, so I didn't give him anything."

Ian shrugged. "I'll just go with you. What are you covering?"

"I'm interviewing Gable Peters."

"Who is that?"

"He's a local author. He's lived in Davenport since he was born. He's published a few books: some fiction, mostly The Five People You Meet in Heaven sort of stuff." They both looked completely blank at this. "Life lessons and such. It's pretty good."

"Why are you interviewing him?"

"He has a new book coming out, and he likes to talk about it. It's the only time he really comes out. He's kind of a recluse. He lives on the beach on the edge of town in a really nice house."

"You're going to his house?" Ian demanded. 

Mia rolled her eyes at him. "No. I'll probably meet him at the cafe or something, but sometimes we take pictures of him there if he doesn't provide them. He likes to give interviews. It makes him feel like he's a local celebrity or something, even if the Voice is just a high school paper. Eddie Prence isn't that interested in him these days."

"It doesn't sound like something high school kids care much about," Ian muttered. 

She shrugged. "It isn't, really, to be honest, but it's a slow news week. We have to fill the space. Mr. Peters is good at that. He's actually a pretty cool guy. He's interesting."

Ian scowled. "When are we doing it?"

"Sunday afternoon."

"I am definitely going with you."

He was being ridiculous. "Sure. Okay. I don't think he'll mind." 

Ian scowled "He'd better not. I don't want some old writer moving in on my girl."

"Please. I don't think he's that kind of guy." Mia gave him an innocent look. "I think we might have to be more concerned about him moving in on you."

"Huh?"

Mia lifted her eyebrows and waited.

"Ooohh." He smirked. "The tables have turned, huh?"

"What? What are you talking about?"

"You get to be the one to see me get hit on."

"Mr. Peters wouldn't hit on you. I'm just saying you run more to his tastes than me. And what? When do you ever see me get hit on?"

He snorted indelicately. "I can't leave you alone for five seconds or you're surrounded by guys."

Mia scoffed. "That's stupid. I'm never surrounded by guys."

"That's not how it looks to me."

"Because you are paranoid and insane. Anyway, girls flirt with you constantly!"

Ian was very smug about this. "Well, I am hot."

Mia scoffed. "God. Sometimes I wonder why I even go out with you."

"Because you like having what everyone else wants."

She gave this due consideration. "That must be it. It certainly isn't your sweet, humble personality."
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With Saturday came the first frost of the season that broke the last stubborn, shriveled, brown leaves from the branches. The trees outside Mia's house looked spindly and bare in the dull grey morning. Winter was coming, if it wasn't already here. Mia peered out the window, sighing. She wasn't entirely sure she was prepared to spend an entire day outside. 

At least there would be music and hot chocolate and a cute boy to cuddle with, even if the boy in question was a bit frosty most of the time. Ian wasn't always cold, and he could be very warm when he wanted to be--or at least he could make her very warm, which he'd proved the last time she'd been alone with him in his room while Aylin and Maritza had been gratefully elsewhere. Things had gotten very heated on that occasion.

Mia pressed her hands to her burning cheeks. No, the cold probably wouldn't be any real problem at all. All she needed was the memory of the way he'd kissed her, the way he'd touched her, and she'd be able to heat the entire festival with her flaming face.

Mia dressed warm--long johns under jeans weren't sexy, but she didn't intend to let anyone know about it, not today. She pulled on her warmest sweater and boots, scarf, and a knit hat with a fluffy ball on top. She sighed. It was hard to look cute when she would spend most of the day trying not to shiver. She didn't know who'd thought of a music festival in December, but at least she was spending it with her friends. 

Her mother was, as usual, already awake when she descended the stairs. This morning, Holly wasn't making sandwiches or getting ready for lunch downtown with Mia's dad. Patrick was out on Franco Genovese's yacht for Franco's traditional last sail before it got too cold to sail and he had to winterize the boats for the season. Mia wasn't quite sure why a ridiculously huge, heated yacht needed to be winterized, but she supposed she knew a lot less about boats than the owner of Davenport's Yacht Club and Marina. 

Holly Burke was still in her pajamas. They were hot pink and printed with bright, multi-colored martini glasses. Mia was sure mothers shouldn't wear pajamas like that, but her mother loved them. She sipping coffee on the couch, and she looked like she was settling in for a long day of doing very little. 

"Are you doing anything today, Mom?"

Holly didn't even look up. "I hadn't intended on it. With all of you off for the day, I thought I would spend the day at home enjoying Lifetime movies and imagining what life would have been like if I hadn't had a family."

Mia laughed. "Is Noah already gone? I thought he would still be in bed. It's not even noon."

"Yes, and he complained bitterly about it all morning. He has a science project due Monday and as usual put it off until the last minute. He's working with Chantel Keiser." There was a loaded edge to her voice, and she turned to pin Mia with a narrow look. "Do you know anything about her?"

Mia shrugged. "No. Not really. She's a freshman. I've seen her around, I guess."

"Hm."

Mia narrowed her eyes. She knew that tone. "What?"

"Don't tell your brother I told you because it would embarrass him, but I think he might like her. He spent fifteen minutes picking out his coolest, cleanest band tee-shirt to wear."

Mia laughed, but she wondered what happened to his last girlfriend, Reina. "That sounds like Noah. He doesn't tell me anything anymore, not since we started going to the same school. He likes to pretend we don't know each other most of the time."

Holly sighed. "I wish your brother would get more involved."

"Maybe he hasn't found anything he loves yet. He will. He's smart, and he gets good grades. He's doing okay. Mom, all things considered."

Her mother's eyes were uncomfortably sharp. "You seem to be doing okay, too, all things considered."

Mia smiled. For the first time in a long time, it felt like a real smile. A carefree smile. "Yeah. I am, Mom. I'm feeling really good."

"Mia, you know we're here for you if you need us. Your father and me and Noah. You don't have to be a cool teenager. If you feel like you need to talk to someone, though, and don't want to talk to us, we'll find someone for you."

Her mother did this a lot; just as it seemed as though they were having a normal, trivial mother-daughter exchange, and things got heavy. Mia shook her head. "I'm okay, Mom. I'm coping really well. Working on the paper again helps."

Holly's eyes glinted slyly. "And Ian Crane, I bet."

Mia laughed, but her cheeks flushed. "Yeah."

"You've been seeing a lot of him."

"Yes. Is that okay?"

"As long as you're keeping up with school and the paper, it's okay with me and your father. He seems like a nice enough kid." 

Mia narrowed her eyes. Holly looked troubled, despite her carefree tone. "What's up, Mom?"

Holly sighed. "Just...don't get too serious about him, okay?"

"What? What do you mean?"

"This is high school, Mia. You're only sixteen. I've seen the way he looks at you, and the way you are when he's around. It's okay to take things easy."

"Says the lady who's still married to her high school sweetheart!" Mia argued, but something about her mother's words made her uneasy. "It isn't serious. I'm not planning to run off and marry him or anything."

Holly's eyebrows knitted together. "I know, but...It's just that the island kids are different, Mia."

 "What do you mean, different?" Her mother's eyes weren't glazing over. It had bothered her before when they had, but now that they weren't, alarm bells were ringing in her mind. 

"It's just that Liam and Imogen were like you and Ian. They looked at each other a certain way. The way you and Ian look at each other. I don't want you to forget your dream and run off to the island with Ian Crane right after high school."

Mia laughed, but she didn't feel all that amused. "Ah, Mom, I'm not going to do that. You know I want to be a journalist more than anything. I haven't been to Flicker Island, but I suspect there isn't much news there." 

This was probably the most blatant lie she'd ever told her mother. 

"Okay, well, just be careful, okay? Don't...you know, get pregnant or anything."

"Mom!"

Holly rolled her eyes. "Don't sound so scandalized, Mia. I know you watch TV. Bad things happen when kids start acting like grown up before they're ready. There are consequences."

Mia slapped her head to her forehead. "I know, Mom! I'm not...I haven't...well, I'm definitely not pregnant, and I don't think I will be for a long time."

"Just promise you'll be careful, Mia."

Mia's cheeks flamed. "Mom! I'm not going to...I don't need to..." She cut off. "Okay, okay. I'll be careful. Geez." 

 The doorbell rang through the house, and she exhaled in intense relief.

"Oh, is that him?" Holly asked. 

Mia pressed her hands to her face. "Mom, you have a knack for embarrassing me at the worst possible time."

Holly laughed gaily and leapt from the couch to answer the door. "I have spent sixteen years developing the skill. I'm glad you've finally acknowledged my efforts."

Ian's eyes darted anxiously around the entryway when Holly opened the door, searching for Mia. When he saw her, hurrying up behind her mother, his entire body relaxed. Then his eyebrow lifted as he noticed her flushed cheeks. 

"Hello, Ian," Holly greeted, grinning hugely. 

"Hi, Mrs. Burke."

"Oh, dear, please. Call me Holly. Or Dr. Burke," Holly told him sweetly. She winked at Mia as she stepped aside to allow him inside. "Well. Have fun at the festival, you two. I'll just be here, watching overwrought dramatizations of brave mothers saving their daughters from drug addiction and prostitution." She flicked her fingers at them and disappeared into the living room. 

Ian's perplexed expression melted as he turned back to Mia. He smiled. "Hey."

She moved instantly into his arms. "Hey. Sorry. My mom is crazy."

Ian shrugged. "So's mine."

Mia's eyebrows shot up. "Well, now, how could I know that if I'm not allowed to meet her?"

Ian rolled his eyes. "I'm already taking you to this dumb freezing cold music festival. Don't push it."

Mia pushed out her lower lip. "I thought you like music."

"I like you."

She smiled. "It's hard to argue with you when you make such good arguments."

Aylin was waiting alone in the backseat of Ian's black Nissan. Mia spun to look at her as she climbed into the passenger seat. "Where's Roman?"

"We had a fight. He isn't coming."

Mia lifted her eyebrows. "How bad a fight?"

The pale girl was as unconcerned as ever, though Mia suspected she would have looked that way even if the world had been falling down around her. "Pretty bad. He wanted to duck out and take me on some secret date he's been planning for weeks. I told him we already had plans and couldn't just cancel, and he should have told me before. He refused to come." She snorted. "He can be so childish sometimes."

"His feelings were probably hurt when you shut him down," Mia said. "Roman doesn't take rejection well."

"Then he should have said something when we made plans for the weekend," Aylin replied.

"He should get over it," Ian added coolly. "Just because his dad is rich doesn't mean the world revolves around him."

Aylin and Mia looked at him. They looked at each other. They burst out laughing.

"What?' Ian demanded.

"Nothing, dear brother," Aylin replied. "Nothing at all. Thanks for that. It cheered me up."

"I'm sorry your date got messed up," Mia said.

Aylin waved her hand dismissively. "I don't mind so much. I like Roman, but we've been seeing a lot of each other lately. I think he's getting a little too serious."

Mia considered this as Ian steered toward New Haven. "He does that, I guess. He gets really serious about everything he does. He makes such a big deal out of everything."

"I think he's becoming a little too comfortable," Aylin said breezily. "He's starting to take me for granted and treat me like someone he can manipulate and move around at will like a game piece."

Mia blinked in surprise at Aylin's perfectly dispassionate voice. Mia thought she was starting to get to know Aylin, but she realized, in moments like this, that she hardly understood her at all. 

"I think he needed a little reminder that I'm not an object," Aylin added coolly. "I make my own decisions."

Mia laughed. "I thought it was you calling all the shots in that relationship. He's been all acquiescent and impressionable lately."

Aylin shrugged, peering out the window as Davenport disappeared on the horizon. "When it suits him. When it doesn't, he throws a fit. So, he's being punished. He can stay home and mope around all day if he wants. I intend to enjoy myself today."

Mia smiled. Aylin would never let a fight with her boyfriend ruin her day. "I'm glad you decided not to go with him."

"Well, I have to keep an eye...on the four of you to make sure you don't get yourselves into trouble."

Mia lifted an eyebrow as Aylin met her brother's eyes in the rear view mirror. 

"This is going to be so fun!" Aylin exclaimed. "I can't wait to see a real college campus."

Mia was surprised. "You've never seen one before?"

"No. I've been on the island my whole life. I've only been to Lynchburg with you and Lorien and then we just went to the shops. I haven't ever even been to New Haven."

Mia was reminded of how strange and isolated living on the island must have been. "It's pretty cool. I haven't seen the dorms or anything, but the campus is pretty nice. It's much bigger than the high school, and everyone there is--well, there's no one telling them what to do. It seems like they're always having fun."

"I would like to go to a frat party sometime," Aylin said suddenly. 

"Aylin!" Ian exclaimed. "What?"

She lifted her shoulders. "What? It sounds like fun."

"Bad things happen at those things."

"Not always," Aylin argued. "Just in movies."

"I don't think it's just in the movies," Mia remarked. "As we all recently learned, alcohol, older guys and fearless, misguided high spirits are a dangerous combination." She darted a covert glance at Ian, remembering their ill-fated second date. She'd almost gotten used to how good-looking he was since then. She was almost used to his chilling intensity most of the time, except when it was directed at her in that way that turned her insides to liquid fire. She had almost stopped blushing when she thought of their earnest, heated moments alone since then.

Her cheeks flushed again, and she turned to look out the window, hoping the twins wouldn't notice.  She was almost used to being Ian Crane's girlfriend. 

"Lorien and Ash are already at the festival?' Aylin asked.

Mia was grateful for the reprieve. "Yeah. They went early to get a good spot before the bands start to play. I don't think it will be that crowded, though. It's pretty cold out. Someone would have to be pretty dedicated to want to spend all day outside."

She was wrong, or, at least, the students at the university were very dedicated to their local bands. The campus lawn was packed with people when they arrived, but Lorien and Ashton had saved them a spot in full view of the makeshift stage where a band was already sound-checking their equipment. All around them, students and locals sat on camp chairs or on the grass, wrapped in blankets and sipping steaming drinks. They looked pretty dedicated.

Lorien greeted them excitedly, though Mia knew an outdoor indie music festival on a chilly December afternoon wasn't really her thing. Lorien preferred pop music and huge theatrical shows with plenty of glitz. She must really like Ashton; she wasn't even complaining about the cold. 

If Lorien could do it, Mia could do it, too.

Aston gave them a lazy grin. "Hey, guys. Glad you made it."

Lorien's eyebrows knitted together. "Where's Roman?"

Aylin made a face. "We had an argument. He didn't come."

Lorien rolled her eyes. "I bet he threw a fit because he had some plan to spend time alone with you, even though he didn't bother to mention it sooner."

For a moment, Mia thought Aylin's expression darkened, but it was gone so quickly she had probably imagined it. "Does he do that sort of thing a lot?" Aylin asked.

"He used to do it to Tegan," Lorien replied. "She would show up without him and she would be so mad..." She trailed off with a wince. "Sorry."

Mia met Ashton's eyes as he darted a sharp look her way, and she felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck. Roman's ex-girlfriend, Tegan Hathaway, was a sensitive subject, especially with Mia, who'd nearly been killed when she'd discovered their teacher, Mr. Quillen, had been the one who'd murdered Tegan that summer. 

No one said anything for an uncomfortable moment. Then Aylin lifted her chin and dropped gracefully down on the blanket. "Anyway, I don't need Roman to have a good time. Oh, they have food here. Ian..."

He narrowed his eyes at her suspiciously sweet tone then darted a glance at Mia, who felt suddenly irritated--she didn't need everyone watching over her all the time like they thought she would burst into tears or breakdown at any moment. She frowned at him, but he didn't seem to notice.

"You won't mind if I take Mia, will you?" Aylin said.

Ian's brow furrowed into a scowl, but he shrugged, visibly relaxing his shoulders. "It's up to Mia. I'm not the boss of her."

Mia looked around at him incredulously. He sure wasn't the boss of her, but that usually didn't stop him from trying to be. She turned back to Aylin with a smile. "Yeah, let's go. Lorien, do you want to come with us?"

"Sure. Ash, do you want something?"

"Some coffee," he replied, leaning back on his elbows. "Maybe a hotdog or something."

Mia thought she should probably keep up with this display of girlfriendly consideration. She tamped down her irritation, reminding herself Ian just wanted to keep her safe. She smiled at him. "Ian?"

He lifted his shoulders. Aylin threaded an arm through Mia's. "I'm sure we can find something even for your picky tastes," she told her brother. She tugged on Mia's arm.

Lorien didn't like
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