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				This is for everyone who takes an emergency book with them when forced to socialize.

			

		

	
		
			1

			“Have you seen the size of this castle?” I ask my best friend, Kashvi, angling my phone screen toward her.

			She rolls over on her bed in our dorm room, the warm light above her head reflecting in her dark eyes. She has tan skin, black hair that reaches her butt, and the brightest smile I have ever seen in my life. Kash has been my best friend since we met on our first day at St. Mary’s Grammar School when we were four.

			We share the same love for Taylor Swift, rom-com movies, and sneaking out to parties. We’ve roomed together for the past seven years, both of us absolutely refusing to share with anyone else. I’ve heard that a lot of the girls snore, and I would definitely end up committing murder if I was stuck in a room with one of them.

			“Allegra said her dad renovated the outside and that’s why it doesn’t look derelict,” Kash says. “Don’t get too excited, because the inside is a different story. We’re camping in a cold, empty castle.”

			“Fun. That makes me feel so much better about lying to the dean and my parents so we can stay there over spring break,” I say dryly.

			Kash smiles. “You’re not bailing on this trip, Bessie. Do you know how difficult it was to get my parents to let me go to ‘Allegra’s house’ instead of New Delhi? They really wanted me to visit relatives I’ve only met about two or three time in my life.” She does air quotes with her fingers because we’ve all told a little lie to our parents. An abandoned castle isn’t somewhere my parents would want me spending a long weekend.

			“I vividly remember the crying and begging, Kash.”

			She sits up on her yellow tie-dye bedding, pointing a pink-tipped finger at me. “I did not beg.”

			“Whatever. Look at this! It has a moat. Think the water is safe to swim in?” I ask her. “It looks okay. And didn’t Fergus say there’s a generator, so we’ll have heating and electricity? I’m sure he told me that.”

			“I asked Allegra the same thing about the moat. She said, and I quote, ‘If you want to catch ten different plagues, go ahead,’ so I’m thinking no. But yes to the generator.”

			“Well, what does she know? The weather is uncharacteristically hot for English springtime. I’m packing my bikini just in case,” I tell her.

			She shrugs, looking at me like she thinks I’m the one who doesn’t know what she’s talking about. “You know there’s a big storm the first two days, right?”

			“I can swim on Sunday,” I say rather pathetically, since I can already tell it’s a bust.

			The weather looks awful for this afternoon and Saturday, but after that I see only sunshine on my app. Party for two days, swim for two days. There’s a chance.

			“It’s your funeral,” she replies.

			“Someone will come in with me.”

			“I can’t believe we’ve managed to keep this a secret. One massive, weekend-long party in a remote castle in the country and no one has said a word. It’s a miracle when you think about it. Jia and Odette are both enormous gossips.”

			Odette, not in our year, has been invited because she’s friends with Hugo—a total heartthrob who would never look twice at any of us because we’re younger than him. Allegra tried getting with him and then went for Shen, the hottie who moved from China to the UK to board at the same time as Jia.

			Hugo is also our friend Raif’s brother, but Raif doesn’t want anything to do with us anymore.

			“We haven’t managed to leave campus yet. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I tell her.

			Sure, we’ve sneaked off campus before, but it was always for just a few hours. We’d be tucked back in bed when Mrs. Evans, our dorm’s houseparent, did her morning rounds.

			This time we’re leaving for spring break alone, not with an adult as mandated by school policy.

			She waves my worry away in true Kash style. When it comes to planning, she is the queen. She knows every single aspect of what we’re about to do. She’s been through it in her head hundreds of times, from the destination to the accommodations, and I’m not sure that’s much of an exaggeration.

			The planning part of our weekend adventure is the easy part.

			Zeke is driving, and he’s supposed to be taking me to my parents’, since our families live twenty minutes apart. I emailed the school from my mom’s account, giving me permission to leave school grounds without being collected by a parent. I’ve had access to her email for years, since she never changes her password.

			Kash, Shen, and Jia are getting a taxi to the station. They’re meant to be taking a train to the airport, where Kash will in theory board a plane to New Delhi and Shen and Jia will fly to Beijing.

			However, Zeke and I will pick Kash up. Allegra will get the others.

			Allegra and her twin brother, Fergus, both drive too, so they’re taking their cars.

			“We’ll be fine. This isn’t the first time we’ve lied to every adult we know,” Kash says, studying a printout of the castle’s plans. Before we go away anywhere, Kash has to do her research. She doesn’t like being surprised. The red folder containing property and location information from Allegra has curled at the edges, she’s opened it so many times.

			“No, it’s just the first time we’ve lied in order to head to an abandoned castle.”

			No adults, no one other than us, knowing where we are. It’s exciting, the most anticipated party of the year.

			“Cool, isn’t it?” she says, wiggling her dark brows.

			I drop my phone on the bed and smile. “I can’t wait.”

			The castle is gorgeous, and it’s in a pretty countryside village, miles from anything or anyone else, in the middle of a huge forest.

			“You commit the layout to memory yet?” I ask, only half joking, because she probably has. Maybe she’s being extra diligent this time because there will be no adults.

			Unless you count Hugo, who’s eighteen, but after watching him snort ice cream through his nose I certainly do not.

			She holds up the paper. “I think I have it.”

			Of course you do.

			The castle has been in Allegra and Fergus Beaufort’s family for generations, and their parents are now trying to develop the area since they own about a hundred acres of land surrounding it. Apparently it’s the last chance we have for a weekend there, and we’re not passing it up.

			The seven of us, a friend group forged during Getting to Know You Week at the start of senior year—though I knew most of them already—will go tomorrow morning to set up. Allegra has a trunk full of party supplies to decorate the ballroom, where we’ll spend most of our time.

			Allegra is big on aesthetics, her life one big Pinterest board. That’s the only reason we’re going early. We couldn’t possibly allow everyone to arrive at anything less than a perfect venue.

			The rest come in the evening, and the party will last until we leave on Monday.

			“Allegra has given us a very specific route to the castle,” Kash says, holding up her phone next to show me a map. “It’s been bothering me for a while. Okay, look here—there’s a more direct journey, but that goes through the village. Do you think she just doesn’t want to be seen?”

			“But why would she worry about people in town seeing us? No one there knows who we are.”

			“I guess she wants to make sure word about the party doesn’t get back to our parents and the school.”

			We’d be in so much trouble if we were caught, but could the school really expel nearly the entire class? It wouldn’t look good on the tours when there are no students left in the junior year.

			Allegra’s route is the one I will be taking. We’ll be okay if no one knows we’re not where we’re supposed to be this weekend. We can be discreet when the stakes are this high.

			“Should we go over the plan again at breakfast?” I ask, checking the time on my phone. Fifteen minutes to go. I’m starving, my snacks depleted after last night’s movie. Kash and I hid under my covers with an iPad, her holding the bowl of our remaining candy, the volume low in case Mrs. Evans came by to do another one of her lights-out checks. She takes her job way too seriously.

			“We can, but you know how Allegra is. She’s already been through it, and we don’t want her to think we don’t trust her. She’s thought of everything, apparently. All we need to do is pack a bag and prepare for little to no sleep for the next three nights.”

			Kash isn’t wrong: Allegra can’t be questioned. Not ever. But to be fair to her, she does usually think of everything.

			“Okay. I mean, if anything changed or if something was wrong, Allegra and Fergus would tell us, right?”

			There’s an air of secrecy shrouding the weekend that I don’t like, and I’m not talking about the fact that we have to keep the party to ourselves. Details have been few and far between, nothing close to the usual bombardment of texts and constant reminders.

			Kash laughs, throwing her head back. “No, she wouldn’t tell us at all, but you’re going in Zeke’s car and picking me up at the station. We’re the ones in control of that.”

			“We’ve got this.”

			“We’ll have a much better time if we sneak into that castle without the constant worrying. No more stressing, Bessie.”

			I hold my palms up. “No more stressing…if you promise to pack your bikini too.”

			She rolls her eyes. “Nicely played. I’ll pack it, but I’m not promising anything. I don’t want to spend the whole weekend vomiting.”

			“Have you heard how much beer Shen wants to bring? You’ll definitely vomit.”

			She laughs and then bites her lip, her playful expression dropping. “Bessie, can I ask you a question?”

			“You just did.”

			She waves my comment away. “Do you feel like we’re all drifting? Not you and me. But the others?”

			I’ve been ignoring that feeling since summer break. The seven of us are like a family. We’re growing apart but all desperately holding on. I hate it, because I genuinely love my friends.

			“That was random.”

			“Well, I figured while we’re overthinking things…”

			I hold up my hand. “I’m done with the sneaking-away drama. But I get how you feel about our group. Things are different after…,” I say, then snap my lips together because we agreed not to talk about it. It’s done and over. “But we’re all still here, and Allegra has put a lot of effort into this weekend. Let’s have the best break ever.”

			“Starting with the castle.”

			“Exactly. Starting with the potentially life-ruining castle.”

			She laughs. “The danger aspect makes it more fun. Come on, I’m starving.”

			I swing my legs off the bed, trying to push any negative thoughts out of my mind. How often do you get to take over a castle for one massive party? It’s what teen dreams are made of.

			A chance to let off steam and be wild with no adults there to ruin our fun. With no one knowing where we are. It’ll be like we’re the only people on the planet.

			We can get away with anything.
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			“They’re going to know. Look at Mrs. Sinclair. Just look at her. She’s doing that x-ray vision thing again, Bessie.” Kash’s fingertips dig into the flesh of my arm. We’ve successfully switched places—Kash is now the nervous wreck.

			I was ready for this. Kash is confident, thanks to all her research, until we’re walking out the door and the theory turns to practice.

			I turn to my paranoid best friend and lightly backhand her wrist, making her let go before she draws blood.

			She shakes her hand, scowling at me. “What was that for?”

			“One, so I don’t lose circulation. And two, because you’re the one who said we should stick to the plan. Which is not acting suspiciously and leaving the same way we do at any other break. Relax.”

			Her eyes are wild as she looks around for…well, who knows.

			“Bessie, if we’re caught…”

			All right, it would be bad. Catastrophic, actually. Boarding school, apparently, isn’t an opportunity to “run amok” with our friends. In the words of Mrs. Sinclair, the dean, obviously.

			It’s not like our parents couldn’t just make another donation to the school to get the whole thing expunged. Probably.

			“She doesn’t know. No one does, so please will you just calm down before you give us away.”

			“Allegra invited the whole class—do you really believe that none of the teachers are hearing the whispers? Gossip spreads like wildfire here, you know that.”

			“That’s still only twenty-two people, Kash. Let’s get you some breakfast—you’ve stopped being rational.”

			We take the main staircase and walk along the freshly painted hallway past Mrs. Sinclair, who doesn’t appear to know what we’re up to. Her head is held high, back straight, shiny choppy bob bouncing as she walks. She’s always wearing a no-nonsense bob.

			After the break, the Duke of Edinburgh will be opening the new science lab, so the school has undergone an expensive renovation for his ten-minute visit.

			The cafeteria is bustling already, the energy level so high it gives me an instant buzz. The atmosphere is always like this on the last day of term—everyone is animated and laughing. Some people left after class yesterday, but most stayed and will travel this morning.

			A few classmates give us knowing looks as they pass, and I want to punch them. If they keep that up, a teacher will become suspicious. Kash waves her hands at them, drawing more attention to us.

			Nothing to see here, just getting ready to go home.

			Mrs. Sinclair walks around the cafeteria, speaking to groups of students as she goes. Our friends have snagged one of the tables with a sofa by the Georgian bar windows that reach from the floor to the ceiling. If you sit there in the afternoon, you’ll get a tan and singed corneas.

			We grab breakfast and head over to our group, taking a longer route because we don’t want to run into the dean. Well, Kash doesn’t. You know, in case she accidently blurts out the entire plan upon Mrs. Sinclair’s hello.

			Allegra looks over her fruit tea and smiles. “Have you packed?”

			“We’re leaving in twenty minutes,” I reply, sitting down next to Zeke with my tea and cinnamon bun, not wanting to admit I haven’t actually finished. “Do we have enough food and drinks?”

			All Kash and I have packed is sugary treats. At some point I’m going to need something with nutritional value.

			“We have some things that are easy to prepare since the electricity is limited. Allegra doesn’t think it’s enough, so we’ll have to stop on the way,” Fergus replies, flashing me a smile. He still has the power to make me feel a little bit dizzy. He has gorgeous pale green eyes, light hair, cheekbones that make me want to cry, fair skin, and a warm smile. “Zeke and I loaded the cars late last night so no one would see the extras I’m taking,” he adds.

			It also helps that they know exactly where the school’s CCTV cameras are.

			Zeke, Allegra, and Fergus are the only ones who have their driver’s licenses. I’m not seventeen until the summer, so I can’t even start learning with a proper instructor yet. I’ve only been driving with Fergus on his private land. But there’s a positive to being younger in the class—I get to be a passenger princess and snack distributor.

			“Okay, good. Has anyone else noticed Mrs. Sinclair?” Kash asks, her eyes darting around the room. “I think she’s getting suspicious.”

			“Is she serious or just hungry?” Jia asks me, jabbing her thumb in Kash’s direction. Her dark hair is tied in a neat ponytail and her near-black eyes shine with amusement.

			“Hungry. No one’s mentioned anything, and if a teacher got even a hint of what we’re doing, we’d be in Sinclair’s office by now.”

			Kash looks between me and Jia with hope.

			“See, Kash, we’re fine,” Shen says, wrapping his arm around Allegra. They’ve been together for a year now, since almost immediately after Hugo turned Allegra down. He’s loyal and good-looking with spiky black hair and a jawline to swoon over. “God, I love the last day of term. No class for three weeks. No study hall.”

			“Right, because you go to study hall when school’s in session,” I say sarcastically.

			He points at me. “I’ll get a break from having to skip it.”

			“Hey, Fergus, you know there’s a quicker route to the castle, right?” Zeke says, staring at his screen.

			I quickly exchange a glance with Kash and then turn my attention to Allegra, though Zeke asked Fergus and not her.

			Zeke was one of the first friends I made at the school. We had plenty of playdates before boarding because of our proximity growing up. He has dark skin, a hair fade that is nothing less than perfection at all times, and a surprising number of abs given he’s only seventeen. He drags me to the school’s gym three times a week, but it’s not working quite as well for me.

			Allegra stares at Fergus, but he ignores her, not at all intimidated by his twin. He’s probably the only one who isn’t, and that’s just because of their bond.

			When neither of them replies, Zeke, undeterred, adds, “There a reason we’re taking the scenic route?”

			Translation: Who have you pissed off so thoroughly in town?

			“Going through the village takes a couple of miles out of the journey, but the roads through the village are slow,” Fergus says, his voice too controlled, as if he’s rehearsed. “Okay?”

			Allegra quickly pipes up. “Besides, we can’t get caught, Zeke. They know who Fergus and I are in town, so it could get back to our parents. It’s not worth the risk.”

			Zeke lifts a dark brow. “The route says it’s an extra twenty minutes, and who in the village even knows you?”

			Excellent points. Ones Kash and I have already thought about.

			They might have researched the family when the plans for the castle were submitted, but it seems like a stretch to assume they know their cars or recognize them from a distance. Not to mention they wouldn’t know Zeke’s vehicle at all.

			Allegra sighs. “Look, we shouldn’t be there. Not only because we should all be with our families but because the castle isn’t fit for habitation. Not yet. And it’s not as if my dad would give us permission even if it was finished.”

			“Not fit for habitation. What does that mean?” Zeke replies.

			Shen leans forward. “Cut it out, mate. Their castle, their rules. You can handle a few days without your TV and therapy lamp.”

			Zeke and I synchronize an eye roll. I have one of those lamps too, absolute game changers on cold, dark mornings.

			No one is surprised that Shen is being a lemming and obediently going along with whatever Allegra tells him to do. She’s dominant and sometimes overbearing. And he’s totally in love with her. It’d be cute if they didn’t make me want to vomit.

			I expect Zeke to say something else, but he continues eating his breakfast, bored and probably aware the conversation is going nowhere.

			I take a breath, because although I know she’s about to make this seem tiny, I can’t sit back and not mention anything. Her mild attack on Zeke has irritated me, and I’m fed up with her picking and choosing what information to tell us.

			“So, we were looking up the castle online and found some stuff,” I tell Allegra. “There’s a group on Facebook that seems to really dislike your family.”

			Allegra’s pale eyes flash with anger but she tries to conceal it with a Hollywood smile. She runs her hands through her shiny dark blond hair before speaking. “Bessie, every village, town, and city has people like that. Sad individuals who can’t stand the fact that change is coming. They’d still be riding around in a horse and carriage if they could.”

			“You actually can still do that,” Kash says, then shrinks back in her seat as Fergus shoots her a dark look.

			Allegra knows. Her family owns horses, a few of them successful at Ascot Racecourse.

			“Right, so none of this village avoidance has anything to do with that group, then? They’re kind of…passionate about the castle not becoming apartments and the area remaining fields and woodland. You’re not at all concerned about them?”

			“Why would we be?” Fergus asks. “Honestly, Bess, they walk around with cardboard posters and clipboards. They’re annoying as hell but harmless. Ignore them.”

			“One of them said they’d rather the castle burned down than be developed,” Kash adds. “That doesn’t sound harmless.”

			Fergus’s eyes slide back to her. “No, that sounds like a keyboard warrior.”

			“Can we not ruin the weekend before it’s even begun?” Allegra says, putting her cup down with trembling hands as if she’s fighting to keep it together. “This party is a huge deal, the first one I’ve organized independently, and I’m not going to let anyone ruin it.”

			“We’re on board,” Shen says. “Nothing is getting in the way of the plan. It’s going to be the party of the year.”

			The tension in her shoulders melts away and she smiles. I can tell she thinks the conversation is permanently over. She claps her hands together. “Four days in the castle. Let’s load up and go. We have a lot to do. I have jobs for everyone.”

			Her parties are always off the charts, but it takes a lot of effort to make them happen, even with the professionals she usually hires. This time it’s just us. I have a feeling I’m going to ache more from setting up than I ever have from the gym.

			“I’m going to brush my teeth,” I tell them, picking up my plate. “I’ll meet you all in the parking lot in ten, okay?”

			Allegra checks her watch. “Yes, it’s almost time to go!”

			I put my mug and plate on the cart and make my way out of the cafeteria. As I move along the hall, I’m mentally going over the few things I still need to pack when I run straight into someone.

			“Whoa,” Hugo says, steadying me as I almost bounce off his chest and fall on my ass. “You okay, Bessie?”

			I step back and nod, pushing my long hair behind my ears. What is wrong with you? “Yes, sorry. I wasn’t looking. Are you okay?”

			“Uh, yeah, I’m fine.” He scratches his jaw and smiles. He has tan skin, dark green eyes, and the physique of someone who plays a lot of soccer, his favorite sport.

			He’s in his final year of school and usually too cool to hang out with us. But there have been a couple of times. None since Raif.

			Forget Raif.

			“Are you still coming to the party?” I ask. I feel like I’m under a microscope with that intense gaze of his.

			“Abbas, Odette, and I are coming later,” he says, standing under the wooden arch, his head so much closer to the top than mine. “I heard Allegra is on one.”

			“She’s just…ambitious and…”

			He smirks, leaning a little closer until I can smell his aftershave.

			Don’t you dare lean in and sniff him.

			“She’s a pain in the ass, Bessie.”

			“Well, sometimes. She means well. Wants this weekend to be perfect,” I say, annoyed at myself for feeling like I should defend her to anyone outside our group. It’s one of those situations where we can say things about her but no one else can.

			He nods and goes to turn away.

			“Wait, Hugo.”

			“Yeah?” he asks, lifting a brow as if he’s not really interested in what I’m about to say. Always hot and cold.

			I wring my hands and force myself to keep eye contact. This isn’t something we’ve spoken about since it happened. Hugo has barely said one word to me. “Is Raif coming?”

			Rubbing his forehead, he sighs heavily. “No, he’s not.”

			“I miss him.”

			“Another time,” he says, looking around distracted. “Okay? Not now. I have to go. Things to do before we leave this evening. I’ll see you there, yeah?”

			“Okay, sure,” I mutter as he walks off, taking long strides to get away from me as fast as he can.

			Well, that went horribly.

			I run up the stairs and to my dorm room. Students are rushing by, almost knocking into me with their bags and boxes, ready to return home for spring break. The scent of artificial lemon drifts along the hallway, the deep clean of the school underway.

			Last year I traveled around more of Europe with my parents, visiting Spain, Italy, Denmark, and Sweden. This year I’m spending the first weekend of my break in an abandoned castle.

			Which, yes, is so much cooler.

			I brush my teeth and chuck the final toiletries in my backpack. My suitcase is stuffed, full of both endless outfits and some snacks. I’ll grab drinks in the supermarket on the way.

			“Bessie, all packed?” Mrs. Evans asks, her tight bun almost on the very top of her head. She’s wearing a cream knitted sweater and smart black trousers. There’s no uniform for her as houseparent, but she wears a version of a cream top and black trousers or skirt every single day.

			Kash’s theory is that she’s read consistency is the key to making boarders feel safe. We can rely on her wardrobe the same as we can rely on weekly math assessments from evil Mrs. Lane.

			“Oh, yeah. I’m ready. Are you doing anything over the break?” I ask, voice high as a kite.

			She smiles widely, her lips stretching until they disappear. “Visiting my daughter and grandchildren.”

			“Nice. Well, I should head out. Zeke is giving me a lift home…as you know.”

			“Yes, you have a lovely break, and I’ll see you in a few weeks.”

			“Thanks. Bye,” I say, and dash past her with my things, my suitcase bashing the wall. Good job that bit hasn’t been repainted yet.

			I hate lying, because then you have to keep it going, and I constantly worry that I’m going to trip myself up. No one wants to face the wrath of Allegra if someone lets this slip.

			I carry my suitcase down the stairs, kicking myself for not getting Fergus or Zeke to load up my things last night. The suitcase weighs a ton. Why did I think I’d need so many clothes for a weekend?

			Fergus is at the bottom of the stairs, leaning against the chunky banister. He watches me with a smirk and a sparkle in his eyes. It gives me a major flashback to when he took me to the early-summer ball last year, right as we started dating.

			“Hey, don’t worry about helping, will you?”

			He laughs. “I’m sorry. It’s just quite funny watching you.”

			“Thanks,” I say, almost dropping the suitcase on the last step. Fergus laughs again when I shake my arms out. More lifting with Zeke at the gym needed. “You can carry it from here.”

			“Fine,” he replies, taking the suitcase without an argument. “Are you feeling okay now? You seemed freaked about the group of crazies. I’ve read what they’re writing too, Bess.”

			“You have?”

			“I actually joined the group.”

			My jaw drops. “Really?”

			“My dad kept getting letters from them, and they’re all over the comments section on the planning application.”

			“Do they know you’re in the group?”

			He shrugs. “They figured it out and blocked me after we took legal action over the threats, but I’d seen enough by that point.”

			“You’re honestly not worried?”

			“My dad has it under control. He has a restraining order for a couple of them. The threats got a little too personal, but they’re all talk,” he tells me as we walk out of the school. “They come near any of us or the castle and they’ll face the consequences.”

			They must be at least a little worried to have taken that action. That’s the reason we’re going out of our way, I’m sure of it.

			Nothing in the group mentioned any legal action from the Beauforts, and I think that would’ve come up. When I get a chance, I’m going back to look further into it.

			“Kash and I have been looking at pictures of the castle. It’s amazing.”

			He smiles, dragging my suitcase behind him. It’s not often that I see a big, genuine smile from Fergus anymore. I’ve missed it. “It’s incredible, and unfortunately I couldn’t convince my parents to give it to me.”

			I do a double take. “You tried?”

			He laughs. “Of course I tried! Wouldn’t you?”

			“Oh, I would beg twenty-four seven.”

			“All I’m getting is the manor house on the Scottish border.”

			That makes me laugh out loud. “How selfish of them.”

			“It’s colder up there,” he says, smirking. “I’m joking. I’m not ungrateful. See, you shouldn’t have broken up with me. You’re missing out on a manor house.”

			“Get the castle and I’m yours again.”

			We both laugh this time, and I think maybe we’re finally past the teeny-tiny relationship we had last year. Never fall for someone in your friend group. Terrible idea. Though he’s been the one I’ve relied on since the accident.

			Sometimes I wonder if we’d still be together if it had never happened.

			“Where’s Kash?” I ask as Fergus loads my suitcase into Zeke’s car.

			“Taxi took her a couple of minutes ago. Let’s hit the road—she’ll be waiting at the train station soon,” Zeke says, slapping Fergus on the back. “Your car ready?”

			Fergus nods. “Everyone’s in. Allegra’s ready too.”

			I look back at the school as I get into Zeke’s car. Teachers are milling around outside, some parents have arrived, and a couple taxis are waiting for students. I love it here…though I constantly feel Raif’s absence.

			Zeke starts the engine and we pull out of the parking lot, following Fergus and Allegra.

			My excitement is momentarily dampened when I spot the reflection of Hugo watching us leave from the great hall in the side-view mirror.
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			“Where are we going?” I ask, watching Fergus take a left instead of a right. Zeke’s pointless GPS instantly informs us we’ve gone the wrong way, and not for the first time.

			“Supermarket up ahead,” Kash says. “This must be where we’re getting even more food and drink. We’re only minutes away. This car is already rammed.”

			“That’s because Zeke bought a toy car,” I retort, smirking at him.

			“Hey, no one speaks ill of my baby. Unless you think your legs can get you there faster.”

			“Sorry,” I mutter as he parks between Fergus and Allegra. His Audi is the most important thing in his life. I don’t think he’s ever been as happy as when his parents bought it for him.

			I stretch as I get out; being cooped up in a roller skate of a car for two hours has seized my muscles.

			Zeke stares at me over the roof from his side. “That’s rather dramatic, Bess.”

			“You want to stretch out too. I know it.”

			“Okay,” Fergus says, calling for everyone’s attention. “Beer. Snacks. Car. Let’s do this.”

			“Is he hyping himself up to go run an errand?” Kash asks, linking her arm with mine.

			“I remember when we were dating and we went to a shop. Poor thing was completely lost.”

			Now, I’m not saying I’m not privileged, but I have bought bread before. Fergus is only at home in Apple and Porsche.

			Kash laughs. “He’s cute, though.”

			Well, there is that. He’s the definition of cute preppy, with his chinos and polo shirts.

			Allegra looks up at the building like it’s going to inhale her. The only shopping she does is for clothes and makeup. To be fair, this little store does look rather uninviting—a dated sign and window posters peeling at the edges—but I guess it’s enough for a village.

			We split up inside, Kash and I going for sodas and extra snacks and the rest of them, the ones who remembered their fake IDs, for beer.

			I push a tiny cart that looks as if it was made for small children, one wheel spinning like it’s having a breakdown, and narrowly miss an elderly lady with faded purple hair who cuts across the aisle without a glance.

			Instead of running into her, I sway sideways, stopping short of scraping the legs of a guy pinning up a flyer on an overcrowded noticeboard.

			He looks up, startled. Wide brown eyes meet mine, and his mouth forms an O shape.

			“Sorry,” I say, ignoring Kash muttering about the woman.

			He takes a step back, laughing as he scratches his neck. “It’s cool. Who needs ankles anyway?”

			I barely hear what he says because the flyer catches my attention. Pinned over thick layers of posters is a picture of the very castle I’m on my way to.

			A caption at the top in bright red ink reads Stop the Development.

			He looks from the poster to me. He’s tall and handsome with tan skin and dark eyes that you can’t look away from. I’d say he was a similar age to us, so this development isn’t exactly what I’d expect him to be passionate about.

			“What’s the poster for?” I ask, pointing to the board. Kash nudges my arm, and I can feel her eyes burning into the side of my head.

			“Oh, just the castle down the road. Been standing since the sixteenth century and now some rich snob is trying to develop it. Make luxury apartments.” The disgusted tone in his voice makes me wish I’d apologized and walked on.

			As he explains how detrimental the development is to the area, I steal glances at the poster to read it. It details a meeting location, time, and goal. The name of the Facebook group is at the bottom, proudly stating their cause and asking for people to join.

			“An actual castle?” Kash asks, not even a little bit subtle.

			“Yep. My folks set up the group to try to stop these people. We don’t want our village turning into some bougie paradise. Come along to the meeting if you can make it,” he says, pointing to the time on the poster. “Though I’ve not seen you around…”

			“We’re passing through,” I reply. “Spring break road trip. I’m Bessie.”

			He nods. “Oscar.”

			“I’m Kash. What are you going to do to stop the rich guy?”

			Ironic that they’re trying to save the historical home of rich people from present-day rich people.

			“We have an ongoing petition. We’re trying to get a protection order on the castle. It was never used in a battle or anything of historical relevance, so it’s proving difficult. But it’s ours, a part of the community, and we’ll do whatever it takes to protect it. We have a couple of members with a few other ideas, but I’m not sure burning the place down is going to do much.”

			“Burn it down?” I ask, laughing somewhat nervously. It’s as unsettling to hear that again as it was the first time. “Surely that’s counterproductive.”

			His eyes twitch as if he’s trying incredibly hard to control his emotions. His parents might have started a save-the-castle group, but I get the impression he’s a solid part of it. “We won’t do it, of course. But some of us feel that it would be better flat than as posh apartments.”

			They could just build on the land, but I’m not about to point that out.

			“Oh,” I mutter, not really knowing what to say and feeling more than a little uncomfortable at the turn this conversation has taken.

			“Well, we should grab what we need and get back on the road,” I say. “I hope you save your castle, Oscar.”

			He smiles wide, baring his teeth. “Yeah, thanks. Hey, drive safe. There’s a bad storm coming.”

			I nod, maneuvering the cart around him. Kash is gripping the handle so hard her knuckles are white.

			“Keep cool,” I whisper to her.

			“They actually want to burn the castle down. They have a whole group, and you want me to stay calm. He was weird, right? The type of person who you wouldn’t be surprised has slaughtered his whole family.”

			She has me beat for most dramatic reaction to the weird stranger.

			“I heard, Kash, and they don’t want to burn it down. He’s probably not a murderer.”

			“Your use of probably is less than encouraging.”

			I look over my shoulder and nearly trip. Oscar is standing there, watching us walk away. “He’s still looking,” I mutter. “Don’t turn back around, just grab snacks and drinks.”

			We’re not in our school uniforms, and I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t recognize them even if he knew where Fergus and Allegra go…so why do I feel like he’s trying to figure out where he knows us from?

			“Should we tell the others?” she asks.

			“Fergus is aware of the group and what they’ve said. His family has taken legal action against some threats.”

			Her eyes widen so big she looks comical. “So they’re taking the threats seriously? They believe the group could burn the castle to the ground. We’re about to spend the weekend in it!”

			“They just want to keep them away. There’s no way they can actually do that now without the police knowing exactly who’s behind it. That was said in anger. Who’s going to risk their freedom for a building?” I ask, grabbing share-size bags of pretzels and cans of barbecue Pringles. Then more.

			“We’re not mentioning it? For real?”

			“What would be the point? We’ll be long gone before the group’s meeting next week. Ooh, grab some M&M’s, I love those.”

			More sugar. I feel like we need it now. Running into Oscar has rattled me too, even if I need to pretend otherwise for Kash’s benefit.

			“Bessie, you’re far too chill about this.”

			I shrug. “My dad’s had plenty of opposition to some of his developments. It’s no surprise that this group exists. Besides, we’re only about fifteen minutes from the castle now, so the party starts soon.”

			She grabs packs of instant noodles and chucks them into the cart. “Good thing it’s going to rain, I guess.”

			We load the cart up, having the good sense to add a few pieces of fruit, plus some milk and fresh juice, since Shen has a mini fridge.

			Once we have enough snacks to feed an entire army for a week, we pay and head out, both pushing the cart to keep it in a straight line.

			I look around for any sign of Oscar as we cross the parking lot.

			Avoid going through the village, but shop in one of their local supermarkets. Real smart.

			Oscar is nowhere to be seen, thankfully. It’s as if he disappeared. I shudder.

			The others are waiting by the cars when we get out, Zeke just loading the final of…five more crates of beer to Fergus’s trunk. Everyone attending is bringing food and drinks too. We’re going to be drunk and stuffed the entire time.

			“Let’s go,” Allegra says, raising her arms and twisting her body. “We have so much to do when we arrive.”

			“Yeah, that’ll get us moving,” Fergus says sarcastically, taking a bag from me and wedging it into the last inch of space in his car. He flashes me a shy smile.

			Kash and I get back in Zeke’s car and we follow the others. I quickly glance back and nearly shout when I catch a glimpse of Oscar. But when I do a double take, he’s gone. It reminds me of how Hugo was watching us leave.

			I turn back in my seat, trying to focus on whatever Zeke and Kash are talking about.

			I really wish I had never found that online group or met Oscar.

			Soon we turn off the main road and drive along what can only be described as a dirt track.

			“You think he’d have the road done with all his billions,” Zeke says, wincing as we hit a pothole.

			The Beauforts are by far the richest family at our school. They could afford to pay every student’s tuition and buy the school, and they’d still have money left over.

			“I’m sure they will. You wouldn’t spend millions on an apartment if you needed a tractor to get to it,” Kash replies.

			We turn a sharp corner, the car’s suspension bouncing me so high I nearly hit my head on the roof. The holes in the ground make it look like Swiss cheese.

			“Slow down, Zeke,” I say, placing my hands on the dash. His car handles the uneven road surprisingly well, but it’s also likely to be the reason I lose my breakfast.

			That could also be the crippling anxiety at lying and sneaking around. Or the fact that Kash and I chickened out of mentioning Oscar to our friends. I can still see him watching us every time I blink.

			Zeke chuckles and lifts his foot what must only be a millimeter, just enough so he can say he’s technically slowed. It’s still too fast.

			“I hope you get a puncture,” Kash says from the back seat. She has one palm on the roof and the other on the window. “My teeth are vibrating, Zeke.”

			“That’s not possible, Kash.”

			Zeke’s retort is ignored by Kash, who has closed her eyes and is probably praying. I hope she asks for me to be safe too
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