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Ignite

Midnight Fire Book One

 


Description

 


Kira Dawson has the power to burn vampires to a
crisp. The problem is, she doesn't know it yet. The even bigger
problem is, she's dating one.

 


When Kira Dawson moves to South Carolina, she meets
Luke, a blond goofball who quickly becomes her best friend, and
Tristan, a mysterious bad boy who sends shivers down her spine.
Kira knows they're keeping secrets, but when she discovers
Tristan's lust for blood and her own dormant mystical powers, Kira
is forced to fight for her life and make the heartbreaking decision
between the familiar comfort of friendship and the fiery passion of
love.

 


 


***

 


 



Prologue
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Kira watched as he languidly stood, flexing his
muscles as though he had just awakened from a long dream. He
stretched his arms over his head and cracked the bones in his neck
before finally settling his gaze on her. She hardly recognized him,
the boy she had fallen in love with. Where minutes before there had
been light and emotion in his eyes, now there was only a black
hole, a seemingly endless abyss. Kira had never seen him look at
her that way, like less than food, like vermin, even since the
first time they met.

"Aren’t you going to run?" he asked with
sinister humor coloring his words. The smirk on his face may as
well have been a knife cutting through her heart. The darkness had
always called him, but Kira thought that being with her would be
enough to keep him from crossing over. She saw now that he had
surrendered to his nature, and for the first time, she felt real
fear when he looked at her.

Kira stepped backward on shaky feet, trying
to digest the question. She didn’t have an answer. How could she
turn her back on him and run away? The man she loved was trying to
kill her. There were no options. Could she forget it all—all the
nights they had shared kissing and swapping secrets—and fight to
kill? Or would she run and admit that there was no hope he would
return to her?

Kira said his name and reached out her hand,
searching one last time for the man she had lost.

"Yes, honey?" The words hit her like a slap
in the face as they rolled off his tongue, drenched in sarcasm.

Kira looked up at the sun, still hidden
behind the shadow of the moon, and sprinted into the tree line
behind her. She couldn’t give up on him now. But when the eclipse
was over, maybe she would finally find the strength to fight.

 


 



Chapter One
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As Kira waited in line for a parking spot, she
studied the sprawling two-story building that took up her entire
line of vision. A stone engraving read "Charleston County High
School" and Kira sighed at the daunting brick walls before her.
Already she could tell it had a layout much different from the
private school she had attended in New York, with numerous
buildings sandwiched between corporate skyscrapers and spread out
over a few city blocks. The students wandered here at a pace much
different from the bustle she had grown used to during the past
five years spent at the boarding school that she had begged her
parents to attend. But last year her father had been laid off, and
Kira knew she would be back home for her senior year.

Her family had lived in Charleston for about
four years, but Kira had never met anyone during her summers home.
This would be new for her—a huge school that she would definitely
get lost in and tons of people who had probably never even heard of
The Met.

A car honked behind her, and Kira continued
moving at a slow pace down the parking lot as students took turns
swinging trucks into super-sized, yellow-lined spaces. As she took
her turn pulling the eco-friendly car her parents loved into a
spot, she knew she wouldn’t quite fit in here. Kira looked to her
left at the person sitting in the passenger seat of a pickup truck,
a full two feet above her, and felt as tiny and invisible as she
probably seemed to him.

But enough, she thought,
straightening her shoulders.

Kira hated self-pity more than anything, so
she grabbed her shoulder bag and made for the front door with the
rest of the crowd. She did give Charleston one thing, the smell of
marsh and pine was a heck of a lot better than that of car exhaust
and garbage.

"Name?" the secretary asked as Kira entered
the main office for her schedule.

"Kira Dawson."

"Year?"

"Senior." Kira ran her hands down the sides
of her royal blue sundress, smoothing out the wrinkles to make a
good impression on her new classmates.

"Here you go, honey."

She took the folder and pulled out a
schedule. Advanced Calculus, room 253C. Kira walked out to the
hallway and looked around for a sign, anything to point her in the
right direction, but saw only bare brick walls. After a few
minutes, someone finally took pity on her.

"Are you new?" A handsome blond guy with a
lanky build stood behind her looking over her shoulder at the
paper. "Oh, 253C, not an easy walk from here. Come on, I’m next
door to you." She followed, having no real other choice. "So you
are new, right, or have my great looks made you speechless?"

Damn, Kira thought, hating to be
called out. Time to prove she wasn't a wallflower. "Yeah I’m new,
and what good looks? You’re so tall I can’t even see your
face."

"Touché." He studied her for a moment, and
Kira finally got a good look at his face, which she had to admit
wasn’t too shabby. He had wispy hair the color of summer corn, a
slightly crooked nose spotted with light-brown freckles, and a
wide, friendly smile full of perfectly white teeth. There was
something about his eyes, green with flecks of yellow, which she
found familiar and almost comforting.

"I’m Luke Bowrey." He extended his hand,
naturally tanned from a summer in the South, and she shook it.

"Kira Dawson. Nice to meet you, and thanks
for the help."

"Not a problem. When I see a damsel in
distress I just can’t help but act the knight in shining
armor."

She laughed despite herself. Kira knew he
was cocky, but she also instantly knew they could be friends.

"Here’s your stop. Hope to see you later,"
he said and rushed into the classroom next door right as the bell
rang.

She hurried to do the same and quickly sat
in the first seat she could find. The math was easier than she was
used to, as were chemistry, biology, and Spanish. Her morning
passed smoothly as she followed people from classroom to classroom
and eventually into the cafeteria big enough to hold all fifteen
hundred students at the school.

Kira had packed her lunch, so she made her
way down the rows of tables, searching for an open seat in a
friendly crowd, almost giving up until a huge hand landed on her
shoulder.

"Need saving again?"

She smiled to herself—it was Luke coming to
the rescue once more. "I wouldn’t mind it."

He nodded to the left and she followed him
to one of the smaller tables where two boys and another girl sat.
"Everyone, this is Kira. Kira, this is everyone."

The girl rolled her eyes, pointing an
exasperated look at Luke.

"Luke, truly amazing introduction," the
slightly goofy looking boy with shaggy brown hair and black-rimmed
glasses said, and extended his hand. "Hey Kira, I’m Miles, this is
Emma and that’s Dave." He pointed to the girl—who had dyed blonde
hair, more makeup on than Kira was capable of applying, and was
wearing Lily Pulitzer—and the boy—who had one tanned arm around her
chair back and was sporting a baseball cap for the Dallas Cowboys.
"We all moved here last winter, but thanks to you we’re no longer
the new kids. Not much change happens here. I think five students
in one year must be a school record."

"Wow, so everyone is pretty set in their
ways then?" Kira adjusted the curly red ringlet falling over her
eyes, slightly nervous in front of this new crowd. "Good thing I
found you guys, or good thing I looked lost enough that Luke felt
some pity for me."

"We would have found you eventually," Emma
added. "We’re some of the only kids not here since birth and
probably the only ones not here since middle school, so it was
almost inevitable that we’d adopt the new kid and not upset the
balance."

"The balance?" Kira asked, a little
confused. Her school in New York had been a constantly changing
atmosphere with girls dressed in anything from Gucci to Forever 21
to leggings with holes in them from a flea market.

"It’s like this…" Luke put an arm around
Kira’s shoulder and steered her gaze to the left side of the large,
open room. "First, the cafeteria is divided into four with freshman
in the front near the grotesque processed food smell, and older
kids filling in the back until you get to the seniors around us who
have the best window view of the lake and the biggest tables. Then,
each year is divided into your standard groups. The jocks have a
table." He pointed to the corner that was a sea of blue jerseys
full of boys and girls in uniforms. "Next are the football players
and the cheerleaders who fawn on them, the next table over is the
just plain popular because of good looks and in rare cases a
stellar attitude. In the middle are the average uncategorized and
the most down to earth people you’ll meet. And finally, rounding
out the senior class, we have the drama nerds mixed with the emos,
because who really can tell the difference there."

She stared at the groups, sort of seeing the
distinction in clothes and stature, black leotard looking garments
versus regular jeans and a T-shirt or pompoms, but not totally
understanding it. She wasn’t used to groups, except for rich and
scholarship, which had been the only divide at her private school.
But even then, it was sometimes hard to tell just from looks,
because the wealthiest students would come to school wearing
oversized sweaters with moth holes, and the poorest students might
spend a month’s income on one dress.

"Luke, you forgot the misfits," Miles added
and turned his head out the window.

"Meaning us?" Kira asked, certainly feeling
like this motley little group didn’t fit into any of the categories
Luke had mentioned.

"Nah, we’re still the newbies, those are the
misfits. Don’t know how I forgot." Luke turned Kira toward the
tables outside where three boys and a girl were lounging—all pale
despite their position in the sun. "They sort of keep to
themselves."

"Why?"

"Don’t know. I don’t really know anything
about them actually."

Luke sounded as though he was holding
something back, but Kira had only known him for three hours and
didn't want to accuse him of lying, especially after all he had
done. She looked outside for a moment longer, and even through the
glass, she could tell there was something different about them. It
was more than the distinction between a jock and a drama nerd—it
was something almost tangible. But whatever it was, she wasn’t
going to harp on it now. She had friends to make.

"So, where are you guys all from?" Kira
asked while sliding into one of the open chairs circling the
table.

Dave just pointed to his hat. Kira guessed
he was the silent type.

"He means Dallas," Emma supplied. "I am too.
We never knew each other before moving here, isn’t that funny. I
mean, he went to my rival school, so not that surprising, but
still, it’s pretty crazy."

"Fate?" Kira said, knowing it was the
confirmation Emma searched for and guessing Dave would keep
silent.

"Yup, that’s what I like to believe." They
smiled at each other.

The silence from Dave was something she
would get used to, Kira decided, hoping she would eventually become
friends with both of them. Especially Emma. She liked her perfectly
styled hair, manicured nails, and carefully applied makeup. That
sort of knowledge would definitely come in handy in the future,
maybe before her next date.

"Well, I’m a northerner all the way," Miles
interjected. "Or I was until my parents moved down here. I lived in
Boston and will hopefully be back in Cambridge in no time."

Kira smiled because Miles definitely looked
like the Harvard type, with the pile of books next to his lunch.
But she felt a little edge to him too.

"And now, my turn." Luke adopted his
theatrical voice again. "I, dear lady, am from the far reaches of,
drum roll please…" He supplied his own when the only response was
rolled eyes. "Florida, the sunshine state with glorious beaches,
Walt Disney World, and a small town in the middle of nowhere called
Sonnyville where I was born and raised."

"Wait, you’re from a small town?" Kira
sputtered, almost spitting out her drink.

"I get that a lot, but why, I don’t
understand."

"I don’t mean any offense, it’s just that
your personality is so…" Kira moved her hands in a wide circle
searching for the appropriate word.

"Charming?" Luke supplied.

"I think she means big," Miles chipped in,
and Luke sat down with a nod of defeat. But Kira just assumed it
was more playing around, so she quickly agreed with Miles and
smiled.

"You know, I just love your hair." Emma
grabbed at Kira’s curly mess. "Do you dye it?"

"Nope, unfortunately it’s just what I was
born with." Kira self-consciously put a hand to her head. She had
always felt weird about her hair. It was a curly mess of bright red
and almost white blonde strands that mixed to create a sort of
strawberry blonde with a punch.

"Well, I’m jealous. I wish I had such
natural volume, and guys go crazy for a red head."

"Enough guys already go crazy for you," Dave
finally spoke up, pulling Emma tighter into the crook of his
arm.

Ah, the jealous type, Kira
thought.

Luke took a strand of her hair and wrapped
the natural curl around his pointer finger. He stared at it
intently, almost as if he were in a trance, and Kira stared at him,
stuck.

"Luke, creepy much?" Emma chimed in. Luke
dropped the curl immediately, and he and Kira both turned toward
Emma. "Whoa, Luke, Kira has your psycho eyes."

"Really? Look at me," Miles asked with a
curious expression. "Whoa," was all he said when they looked
over.

"Let me see." Luke gently held Kira’s chin
so she looked into his eyes.

The moment their gazes touched, she realized
why his eyes were so comforting before—she had never seen anyone
with irises quite like hers. They were barely green on the outer
rim, but that hue was quickly overtaken by a yellow tint with red
and orange specks that almost looked like fire. Most people were
weirded out by it, but she liked that she wouldn’t be alone in
that, at least for the next year.

"I didn’t think they’d look the same," Luke
murmured softly. Kira paused at the words Luke clearly had not
meant to say out loud.

"Well, obviously you wouldn’t think a
complete stranger has the same eyes as you,” Emma said, and Kira
silently thanked her for commenting. She was still trying to figure
out what he was talking about. “What’s up with you today, Luke?
You’re acting all mysterious."

There was a momentary pause. Luke opened his
mouth, seemingly unsure of how to answer, but then the lunch bell
rang. They all stood up, conversation forgotten. Kira had English
with Luke, so he grabbed her arm and started pulling her through
the all too confusing hallways she feared she would never figure
out. After a few minutes, they arrived at the far side of the
building and slid into their seats. More students began trickling
in as the bell rang again, but no teacher showed up.

"Mr. Bell is notorious for being late to
class," Luke leaned over and whispered to Kira.

"Oh, really? How is he still—"

"Lukey," the girl that Luke had labeled as a
misfit plopped down on top of his desk. She had waist-length,
stick-straight black hair, and her eyes were impossibly blue,
almost like ice. "Hitting on the new girl already? Tsk tsk, you
should let her get to know everyone before she’s forced to settle
on you."

"Diana," Luke said tersely. "I thought you
graduated."

She laughed, and her eyes flashed almost
white as she stared at Luke. "No, no. I’m quite content to stay in
high school forever. And I had to wait for my boys."

At their mention, the three boys who had
been with Diana outside now walked into the classroom. Instantly
Kira felt on edge, as though there was something else going on here
that she was not privy to but was somehow part of. The look on
Luke’s face was strained. Something was happening between him and
the others that no one else in the classroom but Kira could feel.
She heard laughter and saw students hugging friends they hadn’t
seen in a while, but in the back of the classroom, there remained
only the tension of a rubber band about to snap.

"Jerome, Tristan, John," Luke said each name
with a stiff nod. They circled around him.

Kira lost interest in the strained
conversation and instead studied the newcomers. Jerome had black
skin that miraculously seemed pale and the same steel blue eyes. He
was built like a football player, like a running back who was
speedy yet surprisingly strong. John had sandy blond hair, shaved
close to his head, with a thin and streamlined build.

Finally, she looked at the guy Luke had
called Tristan. He seemed different to her somehow, with jet-black
hair that hung over his eyes a little and barely visible dimples
that played on his cheeks. His eyes were also an icy blue, but they
seemed deeper to her, like steep ravines she could fall into. He
stayed out of the conversation, she noticed, as if lost in his own
thoughts—ones that seemed more troublesome than the cutting remarks
being doled out by his friends. He had a rebel without a cause look
that made him perilous for a girl’s heart.

Suddenly, he turned to Kira. His eyes
brightened a shade when they landed on hers, staring. And Kira, who
was never one to back down, returned his look with interest.

"Who are you?" he asked in a barely audible
voice filled with surprise, one just loud enough to attract the
attention of his friends and Luke. Kira melted at the sound. He was
dangerous she knew, but something about him made her feel safe and
afraid at the same time.

"Kira," was all she could respond with. They
both looked at each other, trying to unlock the other’s
secrets.

His friends came to circle her now, and she
instantly felt cornered. Fear sparked in her heart, a quick flash
of lightning. She didn’t quite understand the nerves, but she also
couldn’t shake them.

"Well, what have we here?" Diana leaned in
to really look at her, and Kira thought she read shock on the
girl’s face despite the confidence in her voice. Tristan laid a
hand on Diana’s arm, almost like a warning.

"Diana, back off," Luke said and tried to
come to Kira’s rescue, but it was Mr. Bell who saved her by running
into the classroom very late and very out of breath.

"All right, simmer down people, I just lost
track of time in the teacher’s lounge. Welcome to Advanced English,
I expect everyone’s full attention for the entire first half of the
year, and then after winter break, those of you who are college
bound can do some slacking."

A general cheer went up around the room.
Even Kira, who didn’t really know how to slack off, let out a
smile. She had already decided to take a gap year to work and
hopefully travel, but a little slacking wouldn’t be too awful.

"We’re starting the year off with
Shakespeare,” Mr. Bell continued and the cheer changed to a groan.
"Come on now, I’ll show you that Shakespeare can be cool, starting
with acting lessons. For the next few weeks, we are going to
perform scenes from the plays we read, starting with the age-old
classic Romeo and Juliet. Next week we’re going to practice
acting out emotions, so everyone please put those game faces
on."

The rest of class passed rather quickly as
Kira decided she liked Mr. Bell more and more. He was a young
teacher who treated them like friends rather than students. Unlike
her teachers in New York, she could tell Mr. Bell truly loved
teaching, and it wasn’t just a job.

"Hey Luke," she asked when class ended and
the students all dispersed. "What was that at the beginning of
class? I thought you said you barely knew anything about those
guys."

"I don’t, Kira. I don’t know anything but a
mutual disgust. Can we just leave it at that?"

She nodded okay but it wasn’t sincere.
Something had to have caused that much hatred. At first, Kira
thought maybe Diana and Luke used to date, but it seemed less like
jealousy and more like something else, something intense that she
couldn’t quite put her finger on.

The rest of the day passed uneventfully, and
Kira didn’t see Luke again. After finishing her last class, she
retreated to her car, totally spent.

On her way home, Kira stopped at the
supermarket to pick up ingredients for her latest recipe, the one
she had thought up during calculus instead of going over
differential equations. All she had ever wanted to do was be a
chef. And while other students her age were applying to college,
she was practicing her knife and cooking skills whenever she got
the opportunity, resulting in lots of good food for her family and
lots of experience for future entrance examinations to culinary
schools. During her gap year, Kira would hopefully be perfecting
her skills in a real restaurant kitchen, but for now, she just
practiced on her own. Tonight Kira was feeling homey, so she bought
fresh tomatoes, spices, and flour to make some good old-fashioned
spaghetti.

When she arrived home, the house was empty.
Her father, she remembered, had job interviews all day with banks
in Charleston’s city center. She assumed her mother was with her
baby sister at the pool, since she was still too young for
kindergarten.

As Kira dug her fingers into the tomatoes
she had just sliced, she thought about her family. When Kira was
born, her parents had been twenty-three, which seemed just old
enough to have a child. And when her sister was born, they had been
thirty-six, which seemed just young enough. Even now, Kira never
really grasped who the mistake was—her or her sister. She
remembered about five years ago when she got the news. She had just
begun boarding school and was thirteen, a rather inopportune age to
realize your parents were still sexually active enough to have a
child. Those scars were erased as soon as Kira held her little
sister in her arms and looked into her bright green eyes, ones that
lacked the yellow center but were filled with warmth. Even now, she
couldn't wait for her mother to come home so she could play with
Chloe, who always liked helping her in the kitchen (as much as a
four-year-old could).

With the sauce finished, Kira turned to the
pasta, stirring the batter while she relived her first day. One of
the amazing things about cooking was the therapy it provided. She
could think about Luke, who at first glance she had figured to be
the overly cocky yet oddly lovable boy. But there was something
else there too. When he looked at her, it was almost like he saw
something she didn't understand and maybe didn’t want to know. In a
way, she was reminded of Cy, her ex-boyfriend in New York. They had
only dated for a few months—it wasn’t love or anything, just fun
for both of them. He had the same look as Luke, with bright blond
hair that looked resolutely sun bleached. He had been
overprotective of her, something that got old quickly. When she
turned sixteen, he appeared out of nowhere and took over her life.
While the constant calling to check in was cute at first, Kira had
grown more and more frustrated. Moving home was the perfect excuse
to dump him. Luke seemed more laid back, but there were traces of
protection in his wannabe-knight manner. Could she see herself
dating him?

Kira considered it, pondered the idea of a
crush, but her mind slowly wandered from his familiar eyes to the
icy blue ones belonging to Tristan.

Her hands stopped mixing at the thought of
him. He was too much of a distraction, even for cooking. His
brooding eyes held pain and love, his dimples added a cute boyish
factor, and his hair hung just low enough to make her want to run a
hand through it. She could tell just by looking at him that he had
put up barriers and was full of secrets—ones that Kira would love
to unmask. He was the kind of boy you wanted to comfort and to
kiss, the kind you knew would break your heart yet hoped against
all odds wouldn't. The bad boy with a soft heart, the sort of trap
a girl knowingly jumped into.

Stop it, Kira told herself and began
kneading the dough to get out her frustration. They had barely said
two words to each other, not nearly enough to begin crushing;
especially when all she knew about him was that the one person she
hoped to call a friend hated him.

"Kira, Kira!"

She was shocked out of her thoughts by the
four-year-old now attached to her leg. Kira looked at the dough.
She had kneaded it far more than necessary and more than enough to
let her sister play with the now soft putty.

"Want to help me make dinner?" She asked,
lifting Chloe onto the marble countertop next to the sink.

Her mother came in seconds later and kissed
her on the cheek. "How was your first day?"

"Oh, fine."

Her mother sank a little—clearly, she wanted
more details. "Any friends yet? Any guys? Now that you're home I’d
hope to get some more information out of you."

"Well, there was this one guy," Kira began
telling her mom about Luke and how he had saved her. She could tell
her mother was enjoying the teenage gossip she had missed out on
while Kira had been up north, but she couldn’t bring herself to
speak about Tristan. For now, he would be her secret.

Damn you, she thought. If you’re
causing me this much trouble now I can only imagine what will
happen if we ever have an entire conversation.

 


 



Chapter Two
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When Kira arrived at school the next day, Luke was
waiting for her outside the entrance. She was happy for the escort
but wanted to try walking herself to class to test her memory of
the layout. Luke let her lead, which resulted in two miss-turns and
a five-minute tardy to class, but she had still gotten them there
on her own, which was something.

In no time, Kira’s morning classes whizzed
by, and she was sitting with her newfound friends in the cafeteria,
feeling like she had an actual place in the school.

"Dude, Wonder Woman is definitely hotter
than Catwoman," Luke said to Miles. The two had been in a heated
debate since their teacher had mentioned comic books in chemistry
class.

"No way man, Catwoman is totally badass and
she wears a leather costume. Leather!"

"Okay, Wonder Woman wears a bathing suit,
has super human stamina, and can fly," Luke argued, mouth hanging
open in disbelief that they were even still talking about the
subject.

"Catwoman has a whip."

"Wonder Woman has an invisible flying
plane."

"Dude, leather plus whip plus hint of evil
wins every time."

Dave decided to chime in with, "Luke, I
think Miles has you there."

"Ladies? Come on, help me out." Luke peered
over with puppy-dog eyes. A slight pout graced his lower lip.

"Speaking as a completely heterosexual
female, I have to say that Catwoman is definitely hotter," Kira
spoke up, hoping to end the completely absurd debate. "Now, here’s
a real question—Batman or Superman? I have to go with Superman
every time."

At that, Miles spit out his drink. "You have
got to be kidding me."

Kira laughed and let the new debate continue
now with male subjects who were of much more interest to her. But
when Miles and Luke began spitting words at each other, most likely
forgetting to breathe, she tuned them out.

Letting her gaze wander over all of the
different groups around the cafeteria, Kira eventually allowed her
eyes to slip out the window to the one person she was secretly
searching for. But when her view landed on the misfits' table in
search of Tristan, all four of them were looking at her. Jerome,
John, and Diana held their gazes for a moment before looking away,
but Tristan continued staring.

Kira’s breath caught. She didn’t understand
or want their interest. Well, she secretly wanted Tristan’s but not
the others. She smiled at him, trying to change his sort of gloomy
stare for a flirtier one. But he just looked away, confusing her
more.

Luke nudged her, pulling her gaze from the
window. "Come on, it’s time to go to class."

They walked together, winding through the
sunlit hallways, and sat down quietly until Mr. Bell walked in,
flustered. Hastily, he started to lecture.

During class, Kira looked over her shoulder
to catch all of the misfits staring at her once more. She held
Tristan’s eyes again, only breaking contact when Luke tapped her
shoulder to pass her a note. He sufficiently distracted her with
funny notes for the rest of class, but the hairs on the back of her
neck remained standing for the entire period.

"Luke, why do they keep staring?" Kira asked
as they followed everyone out of the room.

"Don’t worry about it. It’s just because
you’re new. I’m sure it will wear off soon."

But despite his reassurance, it didn’t.

Every day for the rest of the week, Kira was
under scrutiny. The misfits would only look away when she finally
turned to meet their gazes. Kira was confused, but more than
anything, annoyed.

"I’m going to confront them," she told Luke
after school let out on Friday afternoon. Her first week was
complete, but she felt like things were only just beginning.

"Kira, leave it alone." He shook his head,
exasperated with the conversation they had had every day this week.
"The more it bothers you, the more they do it. They’re jerks. If
you ignore them, I’m sure they’ll stop."

"I can tell from your voice that you don’t
believe what you just said. Do you know what’s going on?" Kira made
Luke stop walking before they reached her car, which was only a few
steps away. She wanted to delve deeper into what Luke was obviously
hiding from her.

"Nothing, it’s just who they are." He turned
away, unable to meet her eyes, and continued his stroll.

"Well, we’ll see next Monday. If I catch
them staring again, I’m going to talk to them. I’m not really one
to stand idle when I’m annoyed."

"I’m starting to realize that," Luke said in
a resigned voice and leaned against the trunk of her small car. "Do
what you want to. I doubt I could stop you anyway."

Kira laughed. "I think this is the beginning
of a beautiful friendship, Luke. We are definitely starting to
understand each other."

He put an arm around her shoulders, pulling
her against the car, and smiled. The playful mood finally returned
to their conversation, the way it always did. "Hey," he said, as
though suddenly remembering something he forgot to tell her. "You
have to come to the beach with us tomorrow. Apparently, it’s a
school tradition. The entire senior class goes to Folly Beach and
has a sort of picnic-type event."

"Sounds great."

Kira jumped from his grasp and dug through
her purse for her car keys. When she found them, they said their
goodbyes, and Kira stepped into her car, more than ready for a
mellow Friday night with the family.

The next morning, Kira was jarred awake by a
booming alarm, dragging her out of that perfect place between being
asleep and being awake, when everything seemed so serene. She
flopped her hand on the clock to shut it off, stretched her
muscles, and then rolled over to see sunbeams filtering through the
yellow sheers on her window.

Beautiful, she thought, still trying
to hold on to that limbo.

After a few minutes, she was finally awake
enough to stand and start preparing for the beach. Flinging the
curtains aside, Kira let the sun warm through her before heading
toward the closet to find the perfect bikini and cover-up combo.
The white bedazzled two-piece might be too flashy, and her new
brown one didn’t really go with her hair, so Kira decided on her
new kelly green bikini that would definitely flatter her hair and
maybe even her eyes. She threw on her favorite beach cover-up, a
pink and green polka-dotted strapless dress she picked up last
summer, and flip-flops to prevent from seeming too fancy. After a
look in the mirror, Kira decided it was New York chic meets low-key
beachy.

She had told Luke she would bring a picnic
basket, eager to let some new people taste her food. After making a
killer pasta salad and cold cut sandwiches with her special sauce—a
hint of mayo, a hint of mustard, and a little something secret—she
was ready to go. Kira walked outside, waiting for Luke to pick her
up, and was shocked to see a huge pickup careen around the corner
with Dave and Miles lounging next to surfboards in the bed of the
truck. Kira opened the paint-flaked passenger side door to a
giggle-fest between Luke and Emma, and hopped in beside them.

"What is going on in here?" she asked.
"Something I should be telling Dave about?"

"Nothing, nothing." Emma finally calmed down
enough to breathe, but her face was red from laughing so hard. "One
of those things that’s only funny if you saw it."

"What? Come on, I have to know."

"For a minute, in the rearview mirror…" Luke
coughed to keep a new round of laughter at bay. "It looked like
Miles and Dave were making out." He and Emma broke down again.

"Do I need to drive?" Kira said in a
jokingly condescending voice.

"No, no, I got this." Luke composed himself
and revved the engine.

The drive to Folly Beach didn’t take long,
especially with Kira, Luke, and Emma singing country at the top of
their lungs while Miles and Dave stuck their heads through the back
window to occasionally join in as back-up singers.

When they arrived, Kira was amazed at the
quintessential surf town she had never known existed just a short
drive outside of Charleston. Beach shacks and inexpensive hotels
lined the shore, while surf shops and local restaurants called in
most of the crowd.

They parked and practically ran down the
rickety wooden boardwalk that led them through the dunes and onto
the sand. The long flat beach was already lined with students from
their high school. Some held not so discreet brown paper bags with
bottle rims poking out, while others had coolers masking mixed
drinks.

Dave, Miles, and Luke dragged their
surfboards along the beach behind Emma who was scouting a location.
Kira followed, soaking in the view. Fluffed clouds softened the
bright blue sky, which faded into the deeper blue waters of the
ocean before her. She let the sun warm her skin, itching to lie
down on a towel and not move for hours. A little in the distance,
jetting past breaking waves into the deep ocean, she saw the famous
Folly Beach Pier.

"Kira, come on." Emma waved her over to the
small square of sand the group had claimed. She quickly moved
through the maze of towels to meet her friends.

"Sorry," Kira said while sitting down on the
towel they had laid out for her. "Who wants food?"

"Me!" Her friends chorused in unison.

Kira opened up the picnic basket she had
packed and handed out the sandwiches. After leaning her elbows back
on the squishy sand to look at the view, she sighed. "Man, this is
the life."

"I’ll second that. This sandwich is
incredible. What did you put in this? Drugs? I can’t stop eating,"
Luke marveled and Miles seconded with a grunt, since his mouth was
completely full.

"I was talking about the view and the
weather, not the food, stupid. The sun feels so great, especially
after the first week of school. The tension is literally melting
from my body." Kira dropped back down to her towel to soak it all
in. The sun had always been her favorite thing. Feeling the heat
and warmth it radiated always gave her a sense of inner-peace. She
had spent many afternoons in Central Park while living up north,
but nothing could compare to the feel of the sand scratching your
toes, the sun prickling your skin, and the surf rolling in your
ears.

And then Kira felt it, that tingle at the
base of her neck that told her something was wrong. She opened her
eyes to look around and saw that Tristan, Jerome, John and Diana
were walking onto the beach. They looked away when she caught them
staring, and Kira finally broke. In school, it was one thing, but
ruining her perfect moment of relaxation went way too far.

She watched while they walked along the
shore and took careful glances in her direction. When they sat
down, yards to her left, Kira turned away. Experimenting, she
looked back and met each of their eyes, catching them in the
staring act yet again.

"This is ridiculous." Kira stood, dusting
the sand off of her legs, and marched over toward the misfits
before her friends even had time to realize she’d left. Four eyes
watched her carefully as she swiftly dodged people and came to a
stop at the edge of the bright blue towel Tristan lounged on.

"Okay, what is your problem with me?" She
flung her arms wide, searching for some answer that made sense.

"You exist," Diana spoke coldly.

Kira was shocked and she flinched. It wasn’t
the response she had expected. "And what about my existence is so
terrible that I can’t turn around without you guys all staring at
me?"

"Not terrible, intriguing," Tristan spoke up
before Diana could, tilting his head as he pondered her.

Kira couldn’t imagine what about her had
caught their interest so much, and she was beginning to not even
like Tristan’s watchful eye. But then again, she couldn’t help
noticing the outline of a six-pack etched in his pale skin and how
the sun made his eyes look even bluer. It wasn’t so bad…

"You’re completely ignorant of everything,"
Jerome said in a deep, rumbling voice. "It’s…alluring."

Kira didn’t like the way he looked at
her—with a glimmer of malice in his eye. And even staring at
Tristan shirtless wasn’t enough to keep her there much longer.
"Look, I lived in Manhattan for five years. I’m hardly ignorant
compared to almost everyone else who goes to our school, and I’m
tired of this. Get over whatever it is you think you know about me,
and leave me alone."

Kira walked away, hoping she had gained an
upper hand and that they would stop. When she turned her head back
around, they were gazing at the ocean, hoisting up surfboards, and
ignoring her. She smiled, glad she had faced them, but also
confused. What had Jerome been talking about? Why would he think
she was ignorant when he had never even spoken to her before?

"Kira!" She stopped her unhappy thoughts and
turned to Luke, who looked concerned. "You okay?"

"Yeah, I’d just had enough, like I told you
before."

He nodded. "Come on, I’m making you surf
with me and Dave. Go grab Miles’s board and meet us out there."

She quickly took off her cover-up and lifted
the heavy board from the sand. "Thanks, Miles," she yelled after
she turned and started walking toward the water. When she stepped
into the waves, she instantly knew this would be a much more
enjoyable swim than those she went on in the Hamptons. Instead of
walking into freezing cold and almost paralyzing waters, this ocean
was bathwater warm. Kira smiled at the change, already starting to
appreciate the permanent move down south, and headed out toward her
new friends, who she felt like she had known for a lifetime.

After jumping on the board and awkwardly
paddling past the waves, Kira made it to Dave and Luke, who sat
like pros with their feet dangling in the water and the nose of
their short boards angled up into the air. Kira noted her own very
long board, which hadn’t left the surface of the undulating water
even though she sat on its back tip.

"Why is my surfboard so huge? I could barely
lift the thing."

"It’s a beginner board," Dave spoke up now
that the conversation was of real interest to him. "We only started
teaching Miles about a month ago, and he’s taking a little while to
get the hang of it."

"Don’t worry. I can tell you’re a natural,"
Luke chimed in and playfully nudged the edge of her board with his
foot, almost sending Kira into the ocean. "Well, maybe not a
natural, but it’s really not that difficult."

Kira nodded and listened to their detailed
instructions carefully. She had never heard Dave speak so much.
That alone was exciting as he told her exactly what she had to do.
When the wave was approaching, paddle as quickly as she could, then
make one last push right when it felt like the wave had complete
control. Quickly put her palms on opposite sides of the board and
push her chest up. Then, she had to move her right foot
perpendicular to her left knee while still keeping most of her leg
on the board for balance. Finally, the hardest part, she had to
jump up by swinging her left leg through her arms in front of her
other leg and then lift her upper body up while keeping her legs
bent.

Easy, right? Kira tried to assure
herself, but as she waited for a wave, she couldn’t stop the
anxiety from building in her chest. How fast did these boards
really go? Kira was no adrenaline junkie by any means, so to calm
herself she tried to envision a Blue Crush scenario, in
which she becomes a super hot surfer chick who woos a professional
quarterback.

She was jolted from the daydream when Luke
and Dave shouted at her. "Here comes a wave. Start paddling,
Kira!"

With as much power as she could muster, Kira
pushed her arms through the water, digging under the surface. One
of the boys gave her a push, and then the wave was in control. She
pressed up on her palms, moved her leg forward as quickly as she
could, and promptly lost her balance. The board flipped, sending
Kira crashing into the ocean.

She rolled around underwater, riding the
wave in like the boys told her, and felt the strong tug of her
ankle strap as her board and she went in opposite directions.
Finally, the speed slowed and she was able to break through to the
surface of the water to swim over to her board. Kira flopped her
arms over the board, rested her head for a few moments, and then
looked up to search for Dave and Luke. She waved to them, gave a
thumbs up, and then jumped back on her board to paddle back
out.

"I’m going to do this," she told them
resolutely as she spun her board around, back toward the shore.
Turning for a second, she watched Tristan who had just stood up on
a wave. He looked like such a natural, taking steps along his board
to control speed and doing a few tricks despite the smaller nature
of the waves. She was totally captivated by it.

"Kira, here comes a set." Dave brought her
back around and she started paddling again.

This time, Kira did it by herself without a
push from Luke, and got caught in the movement of the wave. After a
few seconds, she toppled over, but this time it was when she tried
to fling her foot to the front to stand. She paddled out after
escaping the churning waters, already feeling the exhaustion in her
arms, but not ready to give up yet.

After about ten more tries ending in belly
flops, Kira had about reached that point where she was ready to
give in.

"I cannot do this," she told the boys after
lying back on the board and resting her body. "It is physically
impossible for me to stand up on this board." She crossed her arms,
trying to maintain her balance while also looking stubborn. It was
a difficult task.

"Come on." Luke prodded her with his finger.
"Wakey wakey."

"No," she put on a five-year-old voice.

"One more try, I have a really good feeling
about this one."

"Oh, fine." She sat up and let him spin her
board around.

Kira looked back at Tristan, hoping to spot
him in action, and instead met his eyes, which had turned to match
the color of the sky. He lifted the corner of his mouth in a
half-smile, which she first thought was meant for her, until he
turned to watch Jerome who had stood up on his board to do a pretty
good impression of her last fall, which was a total body flip off
her board as soon as she had attempted to lift her hands and stand.
Spurned into anger, Kira decided to act. She had always thought
that nothing was as good a motivator as furiously wanting to shove
someone’s joke back in his face.

"Luke, I am so ready for this. Don’t push me
into the wave. I just got that feeling where I know I am going to
kick some ass." He took his hand off her board to let her try by
herself.

Kira saw the set approaching and, like Luke
had said, let the first and usually smallest wave go by. She
started paddling for the second one and felt the acceleration when
the wave latched onto her. Quickly, Kira lifted her upper body,
smoothed her foot along the board until it came perpendicular to
her knee, flung her left leg to the front of the board and stood as
quickly as she could. She waited to lose her footing, to slip off
of the edge, but that moment never came. She paid close attention,
never letting the board wobble too much and trying to hold her own
against the water rushing her toward the shore.

This is exhilarating, Kira thought.
The excitement mounted with every moment that she didn’t fall and
with every increase in her speed. When she finally felt herself
slow down and saw the sandy beach through the water, Kira threw her
hands up in the air, leaped off her board, and jumped up and down,
splashing water everywhere.

Luke and Dave rolled in on the third wave,
only seconds behind her. Luke picked her up and spun her around
while Dave slammed her hand in a high five. She looked over at
Tristan again and caught the grin curving his lips. Maybe he had
been rooting for her all along, she mused.

"That was awesome," Kira said with a beaming
smile.

"It really was, now let’s grab some food."
Luke turned toward the towels with a hopeful look that silently
prayed Emma and Miles hadn’t emptied out the cooler.

"What? Food? I just got the hang of this."
The boys looked at her with sad baby faces. "Okay, you guys go eat,
I’m going to try for a few more waves."

"You sure?" Dave asked, and Kira could tell
he had finally warmed up to her. A day in the water could do
wonders.

"Go, go. I’ll be in soon." She shooed them
along and then threw herself back on her board to paddle out past
the breaking waves. As she caught the next wave, Kira knew she had
the technique down. She rode in perfectly and paddled out for more.
After a few turns on the small waves, she decided to try for
something bigger.

Tristan sat alone in the water, closer to
the pier where the waves had been breaking earlier and getting
larger. Some part of Kira wanted to prove to him that he was wrong,
wrong in judging her based on stolen glances and wrong in making
fun of her. Kira could feel his eyes on her as she paddled closer.
And maybe she was being too self-assured or was too fueled by the
anger he had sparked in her, but Kira knew she had to try to show
him something about her that he hadn’t already assumed.

Kira never met his stare. She didn't want
him to know how much his presence affected her, so instead she
looked out at the horizon for the next set.

Kira saw the curl, saw it break early
against the pier, and paddled with all the strength she had left.
When the wave got closer, she knew it was too big for her to handle
and almost wanted to back out, but Tristan was still watching her.
The wave picked her up and pushed her faster than she had ever gone
before. When she tried to stand, her board nosedived with the speed
and Kira fell headfirst over her board and into the water. She
flipped underwater a few times, the strain of her board pulling her
forward until she finally broke the surface for air.

After a gulp, the next wave crashed and she
was thrown under again. She caught her breath for a moment of
relief before the third wave in the set smacked her, and she had
nothing left to fight. The wave pushed her under, and her board
smacked her forehead.

Pain flashed. And then nothing.

She was sinking. Her board tugged, pulling
her underwater.

And then Kira fell into darkness.

"Kira, come on." She heard the command in
his deep voice, but couldn't respond. "Kira, wake up."

A hand slapped her in the face, once, twice,
a third time and then her eyes shot open and she tried to breathe,
but her throat was stuck. Someone flipped her to her side as she
began coughing, and finally she spit up what seemed like a gallon
of water. Kira lay down again and closed her eyes, wanting to
sleep.

"Kira!" One more smack landed on her face.
"You have to stay awake."

She opened her eyes and saw the blurry
outline of a boy with dark hair and pale skin. "Tristan?"

"Hello."

She saw the corner of his mouth curve upward
despite her uneasy vision. "What happened?"

"You were being stupid," he drawled. Kira
started to remember the wave and wipeout, and then her anger
brimmed back to the surface.

"Only because you were being an ass," she
grumbled. He just laughed.

"Come on, try to sit up." Tristan curved an
arm around her back to help lift her up.

She noticed, at that moment, that they both
wore only bathing suits and she was basically sitting on his lap.
Kira tried to discreetly look at his chest, which was quite
chiseled, and then she noticed the nice bulge of a bicep in his
arm. Kira let her eyes wander a few moments longer until Tristan
picked her up far enough for the pain in her head to finally hit.
She groaned, put a hand to her brow, and curled into his body a
little more.

"Ow."

"Yeah, your board got you pretty bad."

"I know." Kira was starting to get annoyed
by his habit of stating the obvious. She pulled her hand back for a
moment. "Crap! I’m bleeding."

He stared at her hand, which was covered in
running red liquid, until she put it back to her head. Kira noticed
he was staring again, but this time at her wound. He leaned in
closer, inspecting it she hoped.

After a minute, she couldn’t take it.
"Tristan, tell it to me straight. How bad is it?"

He jerked as if she had interrupted him
mid-thought. "Oh. It’s nothing. You’ll be fine. Might need a few
stitches."

He sat her up on her own and moved back a
foot.

"Thanks…for helping me, I mean," she said,
not sure where to look, eyes landing on his face and then staying
there. A few different emotions pass over his features until he
finally settled on the half-smile she had started to like.

Tristan grabbed a shirt from the unguarded
towel next to him, looked at it, looked at Kira, and shrugged. He
put it to her head, told her to hold it there, and helped her stand
up.

"Get away from her." Luke’s voice boomed
from behind. He barged in, pushing Tristan to the side.

"Chill out, Luke. I didn’t do anything."

"I don’t care. Leave," he commanded, voice
angrier than Kira ever remembered hearing.

"And if I don’t want to?" Tristan asked.
Kira knew he was saying it more to test Luke and less because he
really needed to stay.

"Then…" Luke paused, clenching his fists and
looking around. Then he promptly punched Tristan in the face. For a
moment, Kira thought she saw a flashing light, but she quickly
realized it must have been the sun, which had previously been
silhouetted behind the two boys. Tristan fell over and rolled once
on the ground.

"Luke! Stop it. He just saved my life."

"Come on, Kira." Luke tugged her hand. She
glanced back at Tristan, who just nodded to her, and followed Luke.
"We have to take you to the hospital."

She didn’t mention the punch, wanting to
wait for a good time. Instead, she went with her friends back to
the car, listened to them talk about trivial things to distract
her, allowed Luke to carry her into the hospital, and tried to
process the heavy thoughts churning in her head.

 


 



Chapter Three
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During the car ride home from the hospital, Kira
tried to drone out the lecture her parents were offering from the
front seat. Surfing is dangerous, blah blah blah. She put her hand
to her scalp and felt the five stitches that had been sewn there to
hold her skin together. Truthfully, she was just relieved it had
been the back of her head—losing a little hair was nothing compared
to having a scar on her face.

Beside her, Kira's little sister was
starting to nod off. She pulled Chloe's head over so it rested on
her lap and ran her hand through her sister’s silky brown hair,
looking outside at the moss-covered trees passing by.

Mildly distracted, she did her best to
respond to her mother at the necessary moments, so she would think
Kira was listening. But as the lecture droned on, Kira reached her
hand up to the back of her head a second time and finally realized
how close she had come to drowning—a fact she would never tell her
parents. She didn’t even remember getting out from under the water.
All she could remember were the waves pounding her every time she
tried to surface and the searing pain of her board hitting her on
the head. Kira couldn’t blame surfing. She could only blame her own
stupidity. She’d known the waves were too big, but she was too
stubborn to stop when she had a point to prove. Hopefully Tristan
had been trying to prove a point too—maybe he didn't hate her like
she knew his friends did.

When she got home, Kira ran to her room and
called Emma. She needed to discuss things with a girl. For most of
her life, Kira had been one of those girls that was one of the
guys. Now, she needed a girl who was her opposite to help her
dissect the situation. After half an hour, headlights pierced
through the window and Kira went downstairs to get the door.

"Oh my god," was the first thing Emma said.
"We have so much to discuss. Let’s grab some comfort food. Do you
have potato chips? I can’t resist."

Kira grabbed some cookies and chips from the
kitchen, and led Emma outside to the back porch. She sat on the
hammock while Emma curled up on the wicker chair.

"You know, Kira, it’s a little spooky out
here. You live kind of far into the woods." Emma hugged her legs a
little tighter and searched the surrounding woods for anything
terrifying.

"Trust me, I know, but you get used to it."
Kira let Emma get the search out of her system, and lay down,
peering past the edge of the porch roof to search for stars.

"So who first? Luke or Tristan? Don’t tell
me you called me over here just to gaze mysteriously at the
sky."

Kira sighed. "I know." She chewed her lip
for a moment, thinking. "You choose. I’m just as confused by both
of them."

"Well then, I’ve been dying to tell you what
a freaking god Tristan looked like when he carried you out of the
water. You, of course, were dangling there like a dead fish, but
let me tell you." Emma shook her head as if there were no words and
fanned herself.

"Wait, he carried me out?" Kira grabbed a
chocolate chip cookie. Reliving a near death experience required
chocolate, especially when someone just said you looked like a dead
fish in the arms of a god. Great description.

"Yes, dummy, how else do you think you ended
up on the sand?"

"I don’t know…"

"Well, anyway, let me paint you the picture,
because it was like a scene from a movie, or more likely from
Baywatch, but still unreal. The guys and I are sitting on the
towels, chatting and eating, when suddenly Luke looks up and is
like ‘Where’s Kira’ and the guys start to freak out because they
don’t see you anywhere. Then, I look out all the way down toward
the pier and tell them you moved over there to surf. Dave and Luke
just shake their heads at each other, like they know you can’t
handle it, and the four of us watch you try to catch that wave. For
a second Dave is like ‘she’s gonna do it’ in that awed voice that
is so cute. Anyway, instead, we see you wipe out huge, and we all
start laughing cause you just looked ridiculous, but then you don’t
surface. We are all staring, and after two minutes, we don’t see
you, and Luke goes running down the beach.

"Then, out of nowhere, Tristan emerges from
a wave holding you in his arms. His body is dripping with water,
making the sun bounce off of him, and his arm muscles are bulging.
I mean, I practically heard every girl on the beach sigh with
jealousy and have a momentary heart attack because of how hot he
is. Anyway, he runs from the water, sets you down really gently,
and then starts slapping you in the face. I didn’t get it, but we
all saw you wake up while we were running over and were so happy,
until we saw Luke punch Tristan in the face."

At the mention, Kira groaned.

"Why did he do that?" she asked while
grabbing another cookie. A near-death experience followed by your
guy friend punching your savior and potential crush in the face
seriously required chocolate.

"Because you, my friend, have been dropped
right in the middle of a love triangle."

"No!" Kira put her head in her hands. Screw
chocolate. She needed vodka. "Luke doesn’t like me like that, we’re
friends, okay? Right? And Tristan, well, I don’t even know
him."

"Listen to me," Emma said and put her hand
on Kira’s shoulder. Kira sat up, looking her friend in the face.
"No guy punches another guy over nothing and no guy is as attentive
as Tristan is to you over nothing. Something is going on."

Something is definitely going on,
Kira thought. But it wasn't so simple as a love triangle—something
else was at play. That much she knew.

Emma continued, unaware of the thoughts
churning in Kira's mind. "I know you don’t want to hear it, but
I’ve never seen Luke watch someone like he watches you, like he’s
always looking to protect you. Maybe you should talk to him?"

"Yeah, you're right," Kira replied, wanting
to leave it at that and not let Emma know she thought something
else was going on. Luke wouldn't tell her anything, which was why
Kira had invited Emma over—to dig up dirt that Luke would never
tell her. And she couldn't resist asking Emma, the boy genius,
about Tristan too. "So, do you think he actually likes me?"

"I knew it, I knew it. You are definitely
crushing on Tristan, and, well, who can blame you." Her eyes
started to glaze over.

"Um, Emma?"

"Right right, sorry. I love Dave, but a bad
boy is always dreamy."

Kira sighed. Just what she didn’t want to
hear. "And you think Tristan is a bad boy?"

"Kira, please, let’s not state the obvious.
The real question is, would he change for you?"

Kira paused. "No?" She tried to convince
herself and Emma that she wouldn’t be the one to try to change him.
It never worked out she knew, but in the back of her mind Kira
could hear a small part of her say yes.

"I don’t know, not yet. But I will, I
promise, even if it takes all the knowledge of boys I possess and a
little more snooping."

Kira laughed, happy she and Emma had started
this new stage of their friendship. It would be great to have a
girlfriend who she could gossip with, and who could help her figure
out her disheveled love life, something she had never been able to
master.

"Have Tristan and Luke always hated each
other?" Kira asked. Emma nodded while munching on a chip. "Do you
know why?"

Emma shrugged. "I’d say it was an
instantaneous thing. Miles was the first one of us to arrive, then
I showed up a day after him, and the next week Dave showed up with
Luke right behind him. None of us really knew each other at that
point, but I still remember when Luke walked into the lunchroom. We
figured we would round him up, but when he walked down the
cafeteria aisle, I remember he paused and looked right out the
window toward the misfits. They all stood outside and stared back
at him with seriously evil smiles. It was like a challenge or
something. None of us knew what caused it, but that first day
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