
        
            
                
            
        


Dead by Morning

Rituals of the Night Series Book One







Kayla Frederick


Books in the Series

 

Book One: Dead by Morning


Prologue

THE CORRIDOR WAS long and bleak. Seemingly endless in the low light of the late-night hour. A figure slunk around the corner, sticking to the shadows. He didn’t need light to navigate this place. He’d walked these paths enough to travel them blindfolded if he needed to.

A stream of blood caressed the side of his face, and he wiped it away before it could reach his lips. The taste of blood was one he was far too familiar with. The cut above his temple was fresh, the entire side of his skull sore from the impact of the weapon that had hit him. Ignoring it, he took two more steps down the passageway and paused, waiting for signs of life, for an alarm to go off and announce that he’d been caught.

With any luck, the others were asleep. With  more luck, they would stay asleep.

He hurried the last few feet into his room, a cramped little space that was smaller than a prison cell. It was all he had to call his own. Once upon a time, it had been his haven. That seemed like eons ago. Creeping to the dresser, he eased the drawer open. It had a tendency to screech when it caught on the track, but he’d practiced getting it to move without making a sound.

In one quick motion, he gathered an armful of his clothes and threw them on the bed. A small duffel bag had been hidden beneath his mattress, and he yanked it out, stuffing it with as much as he could get to fit.

He pulled the zipper shut and grabbed his last possession from his end table. Arguably, his most important one—a snake-handled dagger. He put it in his pocket and slung the strap of the bag over his shoulder before he hurried back down the corridor and out into the night. 


Chapter One

LUNA KETZ WOKE so early in the morning that the sun hadn’t crested the horizon yet. Was it necessary to be up this early? No. Had she done it on purpose? Yes.

She dug an outfit out of her closet, nothing flashy, just some track pants and a black T-shirt, and pulled them on. The house was quiet as she crept down the hall, passing framed photos of her, her father, and her mother as she gathered her bag and books for school. She reveled in it. When her father, Abrahim, was awake, silence was not a thing she could enjoy. Luna grabbed an orange out of the fridge and slid her boots on. She thrust her bag over her shoulder and gently,  quietly, eased the front door open and went outside, closing it behind her.

With a sigh of relief, she slumped onto the porch and started to peel the orange, careful to tuck the bits into her pockets, leaving no evidence behind. If her father caught on to her routine, he would ruin it. Waking before dawn gave her a chance to decompress before any of her normal stressors could rear their ugly head. Every other time of day, the fights with her dad were nearly constant.

She was almost eighteen, and the “growing pains,” as her mom called them, were a strain on their relationship. Luna didn’t think she was entirely to blame. She and her dad had never gotten along well. Not the way her friends did with their parents. There had always been a  distance between them.

If everything went according to plan, Luna wouldn’t have to deal with it much longer. In five weeks, high school would end, and she had her sights on college. She’d already been accepted to her dream school. All she had left to do was secure the financial aspect and choose a major. Then, when the time came, she would leave this town and simply never come back. Yesterday, her father had been at her throat about the fact that she hadn’t decided what she wanted to study yet. Luna didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life, only that she wanted to do something. Her father had very specific ideas on what she  should do.

When I graduate, none of it matters. I can become my own person, she told herself. It had become her mantra, the one thing she could hold on to for hope, but it didn’t make her situation any easier. If anything, the pressure cooker that was her life felt as if it had been turned all the way up.

Luna finished her orange and walked two blocks, watching the slight pink line grow larger above the horizon line. It was almost time to meet up with her friend, Violet, who lived a few streets over. When Luna’s family made the move from Egypt to America, she’d been three years old. Luna’s mother, Rose, had met Abrahim while traveling abroad, and they’d fallen in love. Rose had been ready to settle down with him until he suffered a series of illnesses, and she had to take over as breadwinner. Rose had made the decision to move back home so Abrahim would have help while she was working. Luna wouldn’t say as much out loud, but she suspected part of her father’s hostility toward her came from some part of him blaming her for the direction his life had gone. 

Violet was Luna’s first friend. Her  only friend for her first few years in the country. All these years later, their friendship persisted. She understood Luna in ways no one else did.

Luna slipped a pack of cigarettes from her jacket pocket and looked at the crinkly white box. Supposedly, smoking could help with stress. She’d never smoked before, but all the other methods of stress relief she’d tried had all been ineffective. So she’d coerced a random man at the gas station to buy her a pack, figuring it couldn’t hurt to see what all the fuss was about.

Hesitantly, she held one to her lips and lit it. She took a deep breath, inhaled the smoke, and coughed when it agitated the lining in her throat. Spluttering on a mouthful of smoke, she tossed the cigarette to the ground, crushing it beneath her boot. She didn’t feel better, not at all. Disappointed, she spat, trying to rid her mouth of the awful taste.  What a waste of five bucks, she thought and  shoved the nearly full pack into her pocket, making a note to herself to throw it away later.

Luna rounded the block, spotting her friend at their meeting place. Violet was both taller than her and bulkier, with a round face and blue eyes. She had a habit of wearing a green headband to keep her blonde hair from her face. She fidgeted with it as she waited.

Luna struggled to hold in her coughs as she approached her. “Morning!”

“What’s wrong with you?” Violet asked as they started to walk.

When she regained her composure, Luna said, “Ugh, don’t ask.” The lingering traces of smoke burned her throat, and she couldn’t wait to get to school and drink from the fountain until she was blue in the face.

“Long night?” Violet guessed.

“That’s  every night.”

“What made you think getting into an Ivy League school would be easy?” Violet asked and laughed.

“I already  got in, remember? That’s not really the issue,” Luna reminded her. When the envelope had come, she’d been so excited that she showed it off the next day. Violet had tried to match her excitement, but it was clear her feelings were torn.

“Yeah, I remember,” Violet said flatly, all teasing gone from her voice.

Not for the first time, Luna felt a sense of pity for her friend.  Family was a loose term to describe Violet’s homelife. She took care of her brother the best she could while her father disappeared whenever he wanted, sometimes for days on end. She wouldn’t be going to college. She couldn’t afford it. Her life after graduation would be the same as it was now. Except she wouldn’t have her best friend anymore to help her through it.

Luna decided to drop the conversation and studied the houses around them. Lima, Ohio, was a quaint town. There was a busy side, some gorgeous neighborhoods, and a more rural side. When she was little, Luna used to love looking at the houses. That hadn’t changed, but to her, their beauty was dulled by familiarity, and she longed for new sights and sounds.

They made it to the high school a few minutes later. It was a single-story brick building with a big field of grass. The front door was marked with a big staircase that led up to the double doors.

As they ascended the steps, Violet said, “Enjoy the time you have left in high school. These are the golden weeks—the time that people remember for the rest of their lives.”

“That’s kind of sad,” Luna remarked. She didn’t want to remember the constant fights with her dad, the headaches, the late nights filling out scholarship paperwork, and the extracurricular tasks around town to bulk up her applications.

“I disagree,” Violet said. “I don’t know any of our classmates who aren’t looking forward to prom and graduation.”

Graduation, Luna could get on board with, but prom was an entirely separate issue. Violet had dreamily mentioned the dance since the beginning of February when posters had been hung all over school. Now the date was approaching, and Luna had done her best to pretend she hadn’t seen them. “Clearly you’ve never met me then.”

“I don’t think I’ve heard of such a thing as a girl  not wanting to go to prom,” a new voice said.

A chill ran down Luna’s spine, and she glanced over her shoulder to see a boy with shaggy blond hair, a thin face, and piercing sapphire eyes. He wore baggy black clothes—a black T-shirt and cargo pants. Chance Welfrey. Perhaps one of the most popular kids in the school. Not popular like the jocks, but in a different way. Some people found allure in his bad boy persona. To Luna, he was a pest, a bully, and another reason she couldn’t wait to graduate. On instinct, she grimaced and looked away. He was perhaps the only person who possessed the ability to get under her skin more than her dad.

“You don’t think you’d have a good time?” Violet asked.

Luna side-eyed her friend. She’d never been interested in social events at this school or middle school. Year after year, she’d skipped the dances, the games, the pep rallies, the parties. None of it sounded like fun. Plus, what would her dad say? “You already know my situation,” Luna said, instead of giving details when she realized that Chance was keeping pace with them.

“If you’ve never gone to a dance, why do you think you wouldn’t have a good time?” he asked, raising one thin blond eyebrow.

“Call it a hunch,” she said stiffly. “Crowds aren’t for me. I’d rather study.”

“That’s lame. Work’s good, but it’s nothing without some fun,” Chance told her, then winked before he turned to head down a branching hallway.

“Good riddance,” Luna muttered after him.

“What’s your damage?” Violet asked. “He’s just trying to talk to you. I think he’s cute.”

Luna didn’t repress her shudder. It didn’t surprise her that Violet thought that, a lot of their class did. But Luna couldn’t bring herself to feel the same. There were a lot of rumors about him. His string of girlfriends and the supposed stint he’d had in juvie a year or so prior being the most popular of them. “I think he’s trouble. Besides, making friends at this stage is pointless since we’re most likely not going to see any of these people once we graduate anyway.”

“Yeah, how could I forget? Miss Ivy League here is gonna up and leave us all behind,” Violet said, chuckling bitterly.

Luna winced. It sounded harsh when she worded it like that, but it wasn’t wrong.

Violet readjusted her headband over her blonde bangs. “I’ve gotta get to class.”

“Right,” Luna said, admittedly glad to end the conversation. “See you.” There were only a few things she would miss about this town; Violet was one of them. She hoped her friend didn’t take it personally. It wasn’t as if she  wanted to leave her behind, but what else could she do? She couldn’t bring her with her.

Maybe we could figure out how to get an apartment together, she mused but shot it down. Violet would never leave her little brother behind.

Luna stared at the floor as she continued through the hallway, pushing away everything but the test she had in first period. With the scholarship application she’d worked on the night before, she hadn’t had time to study. She plopped down at the bottom of the staircase and pulled out her notes, determined to give them a quick read-through before class. Almost as soon as she was settled, someone cleared their throat beside her.

Luna jumped and peered up at the girl. She had a fox-like face and blonde hair. One of the senior cheerleaders. Kate something.

“Stop blocking the stairs, you freak,” she said and laughed as if she were amused by her own joke.

Luna blinked, unfazed. “Plenty of room to go around me, bimbo. Or can you not see that?”

Kate scoffed as Luna turned her attention back to her notes but left without another word. After years of dealing with abuse at the hands of the popular kids, the taunts didn’t bother Luna anymore. Real life gave her too many other things to worry about.


Chapter Two

VIOLET WALKED THROUGH the halls with a huff. She never wanted Luna to know how jealous she was of her, but sometimes, she couldn’t keep it from seeping out. A good family, a nice home, and a solid future? Violet would kill for any of that. But the real icing on the cake was the attention she got from boys, which she didn’t even notice. It was obvious that Chance had hinted at wanting to take Luna to prom, but she’d shrugged him off as if he were a pesky fly.

 How can one person be so lucky? Violet lamented, thinking of the way her life seemed to only be going downhill. She’d had to get a job recently because her father had been gone for a solid week now and resources were sparse.

Violet had no plans for when high school ended. Every time someone talked about graduation, it took her all not to tear up. She could save enough money to move out but feared leaving her brother behind. Until he was old enough to fend for himself, she was stuck. The more she pondered her future, the bleaker she felt.

“Hey,” someone said, startling her back to reality.

She jumped and held a hand over her chest, turning to glare at the voice. A whiff of cologne hit her, and she locked onto a pair of blue eyes.

Chance Welfrey.

The anger dissipated, and her knees went weak. He was cuter up close, and she found it hard to focus. “H-hi,” she stuttered, her brain turning to mush. What had she been so concerned with a minute ago?

He fell into step beside her as if this was something they did on a regular basis. Tilting his head, he said, “Forgive me if this is none of my business, but what was all that prom talk with you and the Ketz girl a few minutes ago?”

“Luna?” she asked, barely able to remember her own name, let alone her friend’s.

“Yeah. I mean, surely you guys aren’t planning on going together,” he said and laughed. A short burst of sound that made Violet’s heart pound harder.

“Oh, no, nothing like that,” Violet said, but she didn’t know who else she’d go with. She didn’t have a date, and it seemed better to go with friends than to go alone. With Luna being her only friend, she didn’t have many options.

“So she doesn’t have a date?”

“She hasn’t told me about one,” Violet said.

“Oh.”

The conversation fizzled, and she racked her brain trying to think of ways to keep it going. “I think that’s why she doesn’t want to go,” she added, though that couldn’t be further from the truth.

“Far out,” he said. “She shouldn’t have any issue going with me then.”

It wasn’t a question, but Violet agreed to it anyway. Maybe if she got Luna to go with him, he would set one of his friends up with Violet, and they could double-date.

“Thank you for the information. It’ll be put to good use,” he said.

“Y-you’re welcome.” Violet managed.

“Gotta get to class. See you later.”

“Bye,” Violet said and watched him go, giddy from the interaction. As soon as he disappeared into a classroom, her senses came back, and she wilted.

Luna would be furious if she found out what Violet had done.

Why did I do that?

***

CHANCE RESTED AGAINST the brick wall, staring up at the sky, and waited for the end of the day to come. He’d managed to slip out of class a few minutes early with the lie that he had to use the bathroom. Instead, he’d used it to get ahead of the crowds. Luna was usually one of the first out of the building, and he didn’t want to miss her.

When the final bell rang and the sea of teenagers emerged, it was easy to spot her among them. Her head was bowed, eyes focused on the ground rather than anyone around her. He stepped into her path, smiling when she crashed directly into him. She looked up, startled, but her eyes darkened the instant she realized who he was. Though her eyes were filled with loathing, she had a haunting type of beauty to her. Big green eyes and a heart-shaped face framed by shoulder-length black hair.

“Where are you off to in such a rush?” he asked, doing his best to dial up the charm.

“None of your business,” she muttered and tried to move around him, but Chance grabbed her shoulder, stopping her in place. Her eyes traced his hand up to his face without a change in expression. “What do you want?”

“We should hang out sometime,” he said. “We can go see a movie. Or maybe you’d be willing to go to prom with me? I’d love to take you.”

Luna gawked at him. He raised his eyebrows, waiting for her answer. It didn’t come. She broke into a cackle, knocking his hand away before resuming her journey through the crowd without glancing back.

Chance was too stunned to move. Had she really rejected him? Laughed in his face in front of everyone? That had never happened before.

 Violet lied to me, he thought.  What was the purpose?

His chest hurt, an odd mix of humiliation, anger, and shock. He didn’t want it to, but  that mind was starting to take over. The one no one knew about. The one he kept to himself. Somebody bumped into him, bringing him back to reality. Chance breathed in and composed himself the best he could, brushing the front of his shirt to hide the ache inside.

“It was a joke,” he said to the cheerleader eyeing him strangely, then went to move away when his foot crunched  on something.

He lifted his boot to see a smashed pack of cigarettes. Had Luna  dropped them? He scooped them up and put them in his pocket, descending the staircase in time to catch a glimpse of her raven hair as she ran from the school and presumably from Chance himself. He put his hand in the pocket, caressing the plastic with his thumb.

In spite of the rejection, he smiled.


Chapter Three

LUNA EXHALED AND set her drink on the counter. She could stay in the smoothie shop all day, grateful for the excuse to delay going home.

 Got to enjoy it while I can, she thought.

As a freelance contractor, her father sometimes left the house in the afternoons to help people with various projects around the neighborhood. Recently, though, with his health on the decline, it had happened less and less often. Battling chronic illnesses meant he had good days and bad days. More time at home had only led to them butting heads more frequently. Sometimes, it almost felt as if he waited for her to come home to ambush her.

The soft Muzak  playing from the speakers overhead was the perfect background noise as she pulled her worn copy of  Hamlet out of her red-and-black checkered backpack. She’d read it a dozen times before, loving the way it made her think. How hard could it be to piece together a crime if there were no witnesses to see it?

Engrossed in her reading, she didn’t hear the stool beside her pull out. A pale hand slid under her book and closed it.  “ Hamlet, huh?” Chance asked after he read the cover.

With a side-eye, she flipped it back open and said, “Yep. Miss Kessler’s class.”

“I must be cruel if only to be kind,”  Chance recited in a mock soliloquy. Then seriously, he said, “I always found that to be a particularly powerful line.”

Huffing through her nose, she closed her book and asked, “Did you need something?”

“Actually, yes, while we’re on the subject,” he said, lacing his fingers together on the counter. “I believe  someone owes me an apology.”

Luna scoffed. “For what?”

“I think that was a rather rude rejection to my proposal earlier, don’t you?”

“No, because a date is  not happening.” She tucked her book into her backpack and hopped down from the stool, taking one last sip of the smoothie before tossing it. She went out the door, Chance behind her. “Why are you following me?”

“I’m curious. Humor me a little,” he said. “I mean, what’s your deal? I heard through the grapevine that you don’t have a date for prom. Why not accept my invitation?”

“Because I don’t care about prom and have no intention of going. A  date is not the issue.”

“Is that right?” Chance asked.

Luna kept her gaze on the road, expecting him to go his separate way, but he continued at her side. “What is it now?” she asked, irritated. “I answered your question. Don’t most people back off when they’re rejected?”

“Yeah, but I’m determined,” he said.

Luna was about to ask  what he was so determined for when her shoe hit the curb, and she lurched forward, hands held out to catch herself from falling. Her palms and knees screamed at the impact.

“Damn it!” she cursed and held up her hands to see the damage. Some of her skin had torn away, revealing red patches beneath it. When she looked at her knees, they were in a similar condition as her palms, but worse, and now her father would have something new to go after her about when he saw that she had ripped her jeans as well.

“Are you okay?” Chance asked, wide-eyed. He reached out a hand to her. “Let me help you.”

Luna sneered and climbed to her feet, brushing herself off. “I don’t need your help.”

Chance gaped at her, as if he couldn’t believe that she would reject him again, and then he stood. When he did, light glinted off a silver object sticking out of the pocket of his black cargo pants.

Luna stopped patting herself down.  What is that?

Chance followed her gaze, shoving his hand into his pocket to hide whatever had been there. “What?”

Luna noted his body language. It was off. There was a  dark look in his eyes that she didn’t like.  He’s nervous.

“See something you like?” he asked and smirked.

Luna huffed and turned away to resume her journey home. “Ugh. Gag me with a spoon. How about you do me a favor and leave me alone?”

Thankfully, he did.

Luna spent the rest of the walk thinking about what could’ve been in his pocket, and why he’d been so eager to hide it. He’d always been a strange one, but that interaction had seemed odd even for him. By the time she reached the front yard of her home, she chastised herself for caring either way.

She had bigger fish to fry.

She took her time crossing through the grass and onto the porch. Inside, the television blared with bits of sounds each time her father changed the channel. She threw down her backpack in the living room and plopped down in the soft armchair in the corner.

He said nothing at her entrance, but when she went to work taking her shoes off, she could feel his gaze burning two holes into the top of her head. “Something happen at school?” he asked.

Luna pulled off the first shoe and started untying the other. “No. Same old day. Why?”

“Your knees are bleeding.”

“Yeah,” Luna said and used the excuse of putting her shoes next to the door to not look at him. “I fell when I was walking home. Tripped on the curb.”

It was a half-truth. As close to the truth as she was willing to go when it came to Chance. She didn’t want him to know about the situation, part of her assuming he would blame her for Chance’s odd behavior and somehow twist it to be her fault.

“It’s  not fine, young lady. This means you’re gonna have to buy new clothes, and they aren’t free,” he said. “You think you can walk around with holes and tatters?”

Luna pursed her lips and went silent. In her opinion, a few rips didn’t amount to  tatters, but interrupting her father when he was on a rant would only extend it.

“Absolutely disgraceful,” he said to finish up.

“Great,” she replied and went to the bathroom, locking herself inside.

In the bright fluorescent light, her bloody knees looked worse than she’d first thought. She grabbed a washcloth off the rack and ran it under the faucet, then scrubbed off the blood. Once that was done, she went to her room and threw herself on the bed, letting her body sink into the mattress.

In the silence, she listened to her father’s television playing down the hall and rolled over, snagging a random book off the stack she’d left on her end table. She wanted to finish  Hamlet, but she’d made the mistake of leaving her backpack in the living room and didn’t want to have to duke it out with her father again to get it.

So she settled into her bed and started to read.

“LUNA! COME HERE!” her father called.

Luna tensed. It hadn’t been an hour since she’d gotten home. What could he possibly have to tell her? She considered feigning sleep to get out of another argument, but that would only make this drag out, so she set her book on the nightstand and wandered down the hall.

Her father stood in the middle of the kitchen, arms crossed.

“Yeah, Dad?” Luna said, already exhausted by the expression on his face.

“You have something you want to tell me?” he asked.

Confused, Luna looked left and right, trying to figure out what it was that she was supposed to be admitting to.

“Luna?” her father prompted.

“No, Dad, there’s not,” she said, baffled.

He reached into his pocket and pulled something out, tossing it onto the table. Luna’s mouth went dry. Her cigarettes. Hadn’t she thrown those away?  I forgot they were in my jacket. How did he find them?

“I found this in the mailbox,” her father said, holding up a folded piece of paper.

“Let me see that,” Luna said, snatching it from his hand with more force than intended.


 

To whom it may concern,


These came from your daughter. Thought you might like to know.




It wasn’t signed at the bottom, and she didn’t recognize the handwriting. Who would’ve done something like this?

Did  Violet do it?

 She wouldn’t. She didn’t know, Luna thought. Unless she’d smelled the smoke and put two and two together.

How could it be that everything she did to make life more tolerable only made it harder in the end? Luna could’ve started crying, bawling her eyes out from frustration. “Okay, fine. They’re mine. I  fucking smoked. Is that what you want to hear?”

“Language, young lady.” Her father seethed. “Proper women treat themselves with respect.”

“Oh, bite me, Dad. This right here is why I craved a cigarette to begin with.”

“I have been patient with you for all these years, but if you’re going to start smoking, then I really must insist on finding you a proper living arrangement.”

“Mom won’t let you send me off,” Luna said, but she didn’t feel too confident. Her father was her primary caregiver. If he put his mind to it, she didn’t know what could happen. “Maybe I shouldn’t have smoked, but jeez, Dad, don’t throw me away for making a mistake.”

Abrahim glared at her, and she prepared for him to tell her off, when his face softened. “I don’t want to see you go down a bad path.”

“I’m not,” Luna insisted. “I tried  one, and I didn’t finish it. I meant to throw them away. I forgot, is all.”

His forehead crinkled, thick eyebrows drawing into one unamused line, and she could tell he didn’t believe her. He said nothing else as he crossed the room and picked up the phone. Holding it before he said, “Why don’t you go sit in your room for a while? I have a phone call to make.”

Luna’s eyes stung at the dismissal, and she wanted to argue. To try to talk her dad down from a punishment. But he wasn’t yelling, and that she counted as a win. He would call her mom, and they’d talk about next steps. Whenever things got out of hand between them, that was his go-to move.

“Okay,” Luna murmured and left the kitchen. She went to her room, wondering who had written the note.

Luna tried to go back to reading her book, but she couldn’t focus on the words and tossed it down, waiting for her father to burst into her room and tell her why she was a horrible daughter and that her mom felt the same way. When he finally did appear, it was to tell her to answer the phone.

“Is it Mom?” Luna asked as she followed him down the hall.

“Who else would it be?”

Luna could’ve been annoyed by the sarcasm, but it had been a long time since she’d talked to her mom. She wished they’d have more opportunities to spend time together, but that never seemed to be the case. As a CEO, Rose was often traveling and didn’t have much free time for anything else. Whatever time she could allocate to a phone call usually went to her father. With his failing health, Luna couldn’t blame her mother for checking on him as often as she could, but it made her sad that she didn’t have the same level of dedication to her daughter.

Luna scooped the handset up off the table and held it to her ear. “Hi, Mom,” she said, keeping her eyes on her father’s.

“Darling, what is going on?” Rose asked, sounding exhausted. She probably was. “Your father has told me some concerning things.”

Her father watched her a moment longer before turning away to sit back down on the couch. Luna watched him go before she plopped down in the hard kitchen chair, staring at the utensils hanging on the wall next to the stove. She didn’t want to talk to her mom about what happened. It was embarrassing to admit out loud. “He told you about the cigarettes, huh?”

“Yes, young lady. We’ve discussed this. Your father can be stubborn and has some old-world views that can be hard to deal with, but we have an agreement. You stay on track and keep to your studies, and your father keeps those beliefs to himself.”

Luna stared out the kitchen window as she said, “I’m sorry, Mom. I’ve been so stressed lately, I was just hoping to find a way to cope.”

“I understand, but that isn’t the answer. You have little more than one month left and then all your effort will be worth it.” Rose continued, voice both lecturing and soothing at the same time. “I’d hate to see all your hard work go down the drain now.”

Luna pressed her lips together. “So what’s my punishment going to be?”

“Your father thinks you need to spend more time in the community,” Rose said. “Around people who share our values.”

All things considered, that wasn’t the worst punishment her father had ever decided on. “Makes sense, I guess.” Luna sighed, resigned.

“Good,” Rose said. “Look, I have to go, but remember—no matter how hardheaded your father gets, I love you, and you’ve got this. You’re strong.”

“I love you, too,” Luna murmured before the line went dead.

It buzzed in her ear, but she didn’t hang up right away. She bowed her head, barely able to hold back her tears. She missed her mother. Out of her parents, she had always loved her mom far more than she would ever love her father.

With a heavy heart, Luna hung up and went to bed. She expected Abrahim to say something else, but he left her alone for the rest of the night to think about all the day had brought.


Chapter Four

THE NEXT MORNING, Luna woke up and went about her usual routine, starting her walk through the neighborhood. She tried not to think about the strange evening she’d weathered. Violet waited at their usual meetup place, and the weight on Luna’s shoulders felt somehow heavier when she imagined trying to share her story with her friend. Then she remembered her suspicion that Violet had been the cause of what had happened.

She must’ve made a face because Violet asked, “Are you okay?”

Luna considered lying, but she didn’t have the energy. “No, I’m not.”

“Something . . . happen yesterday?”

Luna side-eyed her. “It was . . . weird, is all,” Luna said, wondering if Violet would bring up the note without provocation.

Violet gave her a strange look but ended up saying nothing.

Luna welcomed the silence, enjoying the morning sounds of birds instead. As much as she tried to put the note out of her head, she couldn’t shake off the tension. They ascended the stairs in front of the school, and Luna opened her mouth, ready to push the issue, but Violet was already walking away. Luna watched her go and went down a different hallway, keeping an eye out for Chance along the way.

Inside the school library, there were dozens of shelves. Books after books after books. The middle of the room had five maple desks to study at. Near the door was the librarian’s counter. She nodded at Luna as she entered. At this time of the morning, the tables were empty so she picked one in the center of the room, pulling out a notebook before setting her bag on the floor next to the table leg. Almost as soon as she started reading, the chair on the other side of the table creaked.

Her friend, Amy, sat down, brown eyes looking almost amber in the yellowish library lights. “Hey.”

“Hi,” Luna replied, watching Amy rummaging through her backpack.

Amy, being on the smaller side, was often teased for her size. That was how the two girls had met. Luna had saved her from a bully in ninth grade, and they’d become fast friends. At school, at least. She’d never hung out with her the way she did Violet but found comfort in her presence, which was a rarity for her when it came to  anyone.

***

YAWNING, CHANCE FLEXED his fingers around the steering wheel. There was a pain in his neck, and he’d almost slept in but managed to get himself up at the last minute. The morning sun glared into his eyes, and he pulled the visor down, already ready for the day to be over with.

At school, he parked his truck and looked at his reflection in the mirror on the back of the visor. He was annoyed and tired, but his face reflected none of it. Flashing himself a smile, he paused when he saw someone passing by.

Violet.

Irritation prickled in him when he remembered their conversation the previous day. She hadn’t been honest with him, had she?  Only one way to find out. He hurled himself out of the seat, catching up to her in a few strides. “Why’d you lie to me?” he demanded.

She turned to him and flinched. “I didn’t . . . lie.”

“You must think I’m a fool,” he said, grinding his teeth to hold the worse of his anger at bay. “I asked Luna to prom, and she  laughed at me. Why did you set me up like that? It was totally bogus.”

Violet shifted her weight as if she considered running to get out of the conversation. “I-I—” she stuttered, and he knew he wasn’t going to get a solid answer.

Chance shouldered his way past her, biting back all the comments he wanted to make. Nothing he could say would make the situation any better anyway.

“Wait!” she called out behind him.

Chance inhaled a long breath through his nose, debating if he should stop and hear her out or keep walking and shake off the bad mood. His curiosity won out, and he turned back to her. “You better make this good.”

Violet twined her hands together, looking at the ground. “Have you ever hung out with her after school? I could get something set up.”

Chance drew his eyebrows together, more confused than he’d been before. “Why would you do that?”

Violet shrugged. “I think it could be good for her to get out of her house for a while.”

This has gotta be another trick, Chance told himself. There was no way she would throw her friend under the bus like that.   What do I really have to lose if it is?

Despite his doubts, he was intrigued and found himself saying, “I’m listening.”


Chapter Five

WHEN SCHOOL ENDED, Luna prepared herself for the long day ahead. Before the incident with the cigarettes, she had been responsible for helping care for an elderly widow named Sidra one day a week. Others from her mosque would fill in the rest of the days when her grandson, Nazir, was busy at college. Outside of the mosque, Luna was vaguely familiar with Nazir because he’d attended the same high school as her, a senior when she’d been a freshman.

Now, she was expected to watch after Sidra three days a week until she graduated. That was fine by Luna. She got along with both Sidra and Nazir well enough, and it was a welcome respite from going home and bickering with her father.

Time passed easily with Sidra. She was a gentle woman who sat by the window and knitted, recalling stories from her younger days. Luna hadn’t met either set of her grandparents, so she considered her to be the grandmother she’d never had.

Luna set a steaming cup of tea on the end table beside Sidra and slipped back onto the couch. She’d been in the process of telling her about the seemingly endless fights with her father.

Sidra listened, waiting to speak until Luna stopped talking. “How old are you now?” she asked and picked up the mug, cradling it in her lap.

“I’m seventeen,” Luna said. “I’ll be eighteen in a few months. Plenty old enough to make my own decisions but my father insists on treating me like I’m five. He has to say something about  everything I want to try to do. It’s like he can’t accept that I’m almost an adult.”

“So young.” Sidra blew on her tea and took a tiny sip before setting the cup on the table beside her. “He probably doesn’t. It’s never easy for a parent to let their child go out in the world.”

Luna doubted that was the reason for his hostility. It had been tense between them for months. “I think he’ll be relieved to have the house to himself.”

“Now don’t say that. He loves you.”

Luna gave her the stink eye.

“In his own way,” Sidra added.

Luna wished that was the truth, but it hadn’t felt like her father truly cared about her in some time. When she was a kid, they used to be inseparable. Not for the first time, she wondered what had happened. If it was something she had done to cause the rift.

The cost of time.

“Maybe some time apart will do you good,” Sidra said, picking up her needles to resume knitting. A colorful throw draped halfway over the chair and onto the floor. Luna wondered how much bigger she would make it. “Who really knows when it comes to men?”

Luna certainly didn’t.

“But I’ll tell you one thing, you have the choice to make your future whatever you want,” Sidra said. The  click, click of her needles enunciating each word. “When I was about your age, my  baba had a suitor picked out for me based solely on dowry. I’d never met him and wouldn’t meet him until the wedding, but I was told I would love and honor this man for my entire life. And so I did.”

Luna sat in silence, trying to imagine a life like that. Her father had hinted on more than one occasion that he considered Nazir to be a good match for her, but thanks to Luna’s mother, he’d never tried to arrange anything.

“How did you do it?” Luna asked.

“I had to,” Sidra said. “You are a strong, smart girl. You will do what you need to as well.”

Embarrassed by the sentiment, Luna looked at the clock for a distraction, surprised at how much time had already gone by. “Nazir will be by tonight, won’t he?”

“Oh yes,” Sidra said, pausing her knitting. “You go ahead and get home now. I’m sure your father is worried.”

I’m sure he’s not. Out loud, Luna said, “Thanks.”

“Things will get better, darling.” Sidra smiled politely. “Keep your head up.”

Sidra’s story occupied Luna’s mind the entire walk home. Her father had never gone as far as Sidra’s had, but she felt cold when she remembered his threats the previous day.  Fathers are supposed to provide love and guidance. Luna felt none of either from him. When she was younger, she used to blame herself, as if maybe she had failed as a daughter somehow.

Now, she wondered if the coldness came from never wanting a daughter to begin with. He’d wanted a son, and the fact that he never had any other children meant no one would carry on his family name. 

 Maybe that’s a good thing, Luna thought as she walked up the concrete path to her house. Though she couldn’t deny the fact that sometimes, she wished she had a sibling. Someone to share in her upbringing who could understand her better than anyone else in the world.

In the house, her father wasn’t occupying his usual place on the couch, and there was no note on the fridge saying he’d gone out, so she guessed he’d gone to sleep early. Nearly as soon as she slipped her shoes off, the phone started to ring in the kitchen. Afraid the sound would wake her father, she hurried to answer it.

“Hello?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

“Luna, what’s up?” Violet’s cheery voice a contrast to Luna’s mood.

It wasn’t as if they  never called one another. When they were younger, they’d spend hours on the phone, but it had been a long time since they’d had a conversation like that. “I just got home from visiting Sidra,” Luna told her finally.

“Whatcha got planned for the rest of the evening?”

Luna longingly thought of her copy of  Hamlet. “Nothing really. Sleep, I guess.”

“We should hang out, I’m bored.”

Luna’s instinct was to tell her that it was too late in the day, but when she looked at the clock, she was surprised to find it was only seven p.m.  I’m getting old. Fighting back a migraine, Luna said, “I guess. Where do you want to meet?”

“There’s a good restaurant over on Fifth. We could eat, then hang out at the park.”

“Isn’t that place expensive?”

“Don’t worry. I got us covered.”

“If you insist,” Luna said, out of possible excuses.

“Rad. I’ll see you around eight.”

“Okay,” Luna agreed, and the line went dead.

Her gut told her something was wrong, but she couldn’t put her finger on what. She didn’t think too much of it. Everyone was weird at this point in the year. Sentimental for what would be ending soon and the changes that were coming.  She wants to spend time with me before I leave, Luna told herself, and when she put it like that, how could she possibly say no?

Luna put her boots back on and slipped out the door. She drew in a lungful of crisp spring air and started to walk. The dusk sky was beautiful in the way the day blended into night. By the time the restaurant came into view, Luna’s stomach rumbled with hunger, reminding her that she had yet to eat dinner, and she picked up the pace. Orchestra music played from the speakers as she walked in. The lighting was dimmed, hanging bulbs above each individual table providing highlights throughout the space. A dozen smells assaulted her nose, rich and pungent. The maître d’ looked up at her from his podium as she approached.

“Excuse me, I’m looking for someone,” Luna said to him. “Girl my age, about yea high, blonde hair, blue eyes, kind of on the heavy side?”

He looked thoughtful before he gestured to a table toward the back of the room. “Could you mean her, perhaps?”

Luna looked in that direction and caught blonde hair clipped in place by a green headband. It was Violet, all right.

“Yes, thanks.” Luna dashed off before he could respond. “Finally found you,” Luna said, slipping into the seat across from Violet. “I thought you ditched me.”

Violet took a sip from her glass of water. “No, I just figured you’d be more comfortable sitting at the back of the place. It’s calmer here.”

The waiter approached, taking Luna’s drink order. When he left, Violet said, “It’s a nice restaurant.”

“Seems so,” Luna replied, tapping her fingers on the table. And it did.  Way too nice. “What made you want to hang out here?”

Violet shrugged. “Call it a celebration meal, I guess.”

“Celebration?”

“For graduation.”

“That’s like a month away.”

“So? I know you’re excited for it.”

Luna couldn’t argue with that. The waiter delivered her drink and she took a sip before watching him go. Then she noticed a figure with platinum hair and black clothes maneuvering through the restaurant. A  familiar figure. Her heart dropped.

Chance Welfrey.

Before she could point him out to Violet, he approached the table, grinning. Rather than being flustered, the way Violet usually was when Chance was nearby, she beamed at him. “Glad you made it,” she said and stood up so he could slip into the booth across from Luna.

A stunned chuckle fell from Luna’s lips. “Forget this, I’m out,” she said, slamming her cup on the table with a  thunk.

“Come on, Luna, don’t be like that,” Violet begged, looking genuinely hurt. “Just because I invited other friends doesn’t mean you have to leave.”

Other friends. The words bounced around Luna’s head. Since when were Violet and Chance  friends? Luna stared her down. If it had been anyone else, she would’ve continued on her way, but because it was Violet, she gave in. “Fine. It’s fine.”

“Thank you,” Violet said, pleased, then slipped into the booth beside her.

Chance gave her what she imagined was supposed to be a heartwarming smile but came across as creepy instead.

Luna stared down at the table, not wanting to make eye contact. It was silent for an entire minute, and










































































cover.jpeg
KAYLA FREDERICK





