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      This novel contains scenes that describe violence and loss, including that of a young person.

      

      My family recently lost someone much too young, who meant the world to us and our community. While I did not change the content of the book following this, my perspective has forever been changed. I hope I treated the subject with sensitivity and empathy. 

      

      Rest in peace, Ryan. You are so loved. 
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          TEMPEST

        

      

    

    
      Pain explodes against my temple as it smacks into the cool glass of the window. I immediately wrinkle my nose, unimpressed by the bus driver’s ability to navigate the bumpy road, and less impressed with myself. If I had been paying attention, I would have noticed that the pavement before us had given way to dirt. But I got lost in my head, and now it hurts nearly as much as my stomach does.

      The nausea has little to do with the driver pretending that the long, yellow vehicle we have been trapped in for more than three hours now is a bumper car, though. The obvious answer to my illness is the same as it always is: anxiety. At least that’s what my therapist would call it. My parents would have said it was intuition. My mom would have punctuated her thought with a mischievous wink. My dad would have ruffled my unruly hair.

      The bus jerks again and my head whips towards the glass from the force of it. I dig my elbow into the vinyl covering below the window and grit my teeth, still bracing for impact. Thankfully, I’ve done enough to prevent any further threat of brain damage. For now.

      Scowling, I look to my left where my friend Talia sits beside me. She snickers, then shakes her head.

      “I still can’t believe you decided to come to this thing.” She crosses her legs and regards me up and down, as if something in my slouched appearance will reveal the secret reason for my eventual concession.

      This thing is the Crescentwood High School’s annual field trip to Camp Kenwick. All seniors in good standing are eligible to attend, for two days of connecting with nature. Complete with outdoor activities, campfires, and communal living spaces in rundown wooden cabins. Or, what my classmates are most excited about: no parents, minimal chaperones, and an unlimited supply of marshmallows. It isn’t paradise, and it certainly isn’t Disney World, like where every neighboring high school goes for their senior trip at the end of the year. It is a step up from a half-day at the Baltimore Aquarium, though. Considering how little fundraising our class did last year, that was a very real possibility.

      I’m likely the only member of the student body not looking forward to this excursion. My issue isn’t the threat of physical activity or camping. For me, the only problem is spending two full days pretending to be normal.

      The prospect is daunting.

      I’m not sure if I’ll ever feel normal again. Since my parents died, so many emotions have been muted to the point of nonexistence. Even now, I’m only half-listening to my classmates’ excited chatter about the latest high school gossip. I’m apparently the only one who doesn’t seem to care that Jenny is dating Sam, even though she went out with his best friend, Nick, last year.

      There are times when I feel like this is just a funk, and I’m just one day away from being the girl I know I had to have once been. But most of the time, I feel like an alien. Or a half-witted skeleton in a very convincing skin suit.

      Dissociation, my therapist called it. Or, depersonalization-derealization disorder. Brought on by acute emotional distress and grief. Check and check. It’s characterized by episodes of feeling detached from the world, as if watching a movie on the misadventures of my life, rather than living it myself.

      At first, I was thrilled to get any sort of diagnosis. It felt so validating to have a real, scientific explanation for how unreal my life was starting to feel. A legitimate reason for being so estranged from everyone else. But the more I’ve learned about it over these last few years, the less accurate I feel it is. It’s not that I feel unattached, just displaced. I’m still connected to my thoughts, feelings, and experiences. My life doesn’t feel unreal by any means, I just don’t feel real living it.

      “I’m surprised your aunt even let you come on the trip, Tempe,” Talia continues, knocking her braided Bantu buns against my head to regain my attention.

      My lips twitch into a frown. Between my parents’ tragic accident and Aunt Laura spending so much of her time as a nurse in the emergency room, she’s absolutely terrified of me getting hurt. I understand, of course, even if I don’t always agree.

      “I may have implied that this was more of a camp, like camping, than day camp,” I admit.

      Talia’s eyes go wide. “You lied?”

      “No!” I say quickly, then add, “I just didn’t show her the brochure.”

      “You’re going to be in so much trouble if she finds out.”

      I sigh. She’s probably right.

      “I just wanted to give Laura and Brian a night alone for once,” I confess. “They’ve been together for—what? Two years, now? I don’t think he’s ever spent the night.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that too much, Tempe,” she says with gravity. “They’re nurses. That’s what on-call rooms are for. Haven’t you seen Grey’s Anatomy?”

      I feel my face flush. “That is not what I meant.”

      I again set my attention out the bus’s large, smudged windows. There is nothing but miles of dark-green forest ahead of us. I always thought of New Jersey as industrial, but the northeast is surprisingly mountainous. It’s so different from Maryland’s mostly flat terrain.

      My parents and I moved around a lot when I was young, but Maryland is as far north-east as I’ve ever been before. They were adjunct professors at several universities across the country, hence our nomadic lifestyle for the first decade of my life.  I can’t help but wonder, and not for the first time, why we ended up planting roots in Crescentwood, of all places.

      Despite my parents’ interest in academics, I still have no idea what I’m going to do with my life come next year. Talia has it all figured out already; she was just accepted to a university in Boston and is declaring a major in marketing. I can’t think about college just yet, not when getting through this year with my sanity intact feels like a behemoth of a task in itself.

      When the bus pulls into the parking lot thirty minutes later, there are other students already lugging their bags towards the cabins. Even watching their nondescript backs disappear into the tree line, I can see there are more than a hundred kids—too many to be just from Crescentwood. I don’t know why it surprises me that there are other schools here for a field trip as well. We unload from the bus, ordered by Mrs. Terce to stay together until a camp counselor can give a welcome speech to our late party.

      The bus shifts into reverse, kicking up plumes of dirt in its wake. My stomach twists again as it finally pulls away, but this time the feeling is closer to pain than discomfort.

      

      The sun is setting by the time we return from the hike. The obstructed sun casts eerie shadows against the woods, and every time I catch a glimpse in my periphery, I nearly jump out of my skin. Settling into camp did little to lessen my senseless anxiety. I can feel myself starting to spiral in a way I know is indicative of a full-blown dissociative episode. I’m trying my best to keep it at bay until later, when I can work through it in the solitude of the night.

      We jog across the soccer field, the ground now patchy and sparse from an early autumn frost, to a wood pavilion where one of the camp counselors waits for us.

      “Welcome back, campers! How’d you do?” Remy calls out with a goofy grin.

      Talia whoops in response. The two girls from the field hockey team (Jenny of the school scandal among them) and the guys they dragged along join in with hoots and cheers. The “hike” was more of a scavenger hunt than anything, and it put us all in a festive mood.

      “We’ve got a winner here, Remy!” Talia exclaims. She simultaneously shoves me forward and jumps on top of me, squeezing my shoulders.

      “Oh yeah? You guys got everything on the list?”

      Talia proudly presents her phone to the counselor for comparison. The list contains twenty natural features or creatures that could be found on the trail. Each group was instructed to discover as many as they could, as fast as they could.

      “Our girl, Tempest, killed it. She found nearly everything by herself. There wasn’t a robin, chipmunk, or aspen that went undetected,” she assures him.

      I smile, a little embarrassed by the attention, but happy to see my friend so proud. Really, it isn’t nearly as impressive as Talia is making it seem. While the rest of the group was too busy chatting amongst themselves or horsing around, I watched. My senses felt sharp out in the woods, the fresh air doing me a lot of good. It even quelled my cramping stomach for a short time. Anyone could have spotted the robin perched on the aspen tree’s branch if they had been paying attention.

      Remy flips through the images, oohing and aahing under his breath as he makes his examination. He seems truly thrilled with our discoveries even though he must be sick of seeing the same wildlife all the time.

      Maybe I should become a camp counselor instead of going to college. I don’t know how long I could endure Remy as a coworker, but organizing scavenger hunts and hiking for a living doesn’t seem half bad.

      “So, we won right?” Jenny asks. Her white sneakers, an ill-advised fashion statement, are somehow caked in mud despite how dry the path had been.

      “Oh, it’s not a competition,” Remy informs us. “Everyone who completes the scavenger hunt is a winner, and this is a mighty fine collection you’ve brought me! Let me get your prizes.”

      He leans down to the yellow wheelbarrow beside him and seeks out a couple bags of marshmallows. Talia’s face crumples.

      “That’s such crap!” she argues. “Did we come in first or not?”

      Remy frowns and presents her with the goodies as his only reply.

      “Second?” she demands, undeterred. A box of graham crackers and a four-pack of Hershey chocolate bars follow.

      “Oh, come on! Just tell us,” Jenny insists.

      With a sigh, Remy finally concedes. “You came in fifth.”

      “Fifth!” Talia shrieks.

      “I did not sweat off fourteen dollars’ worth of makeup for fifth place,” Jenny’s friend agrees.

      “How is that possible? We practically had a bloodhound on our team.” Talia shoves her thumb in my direction to make her point.

      “You were the first from your school,” Remy says, seeming relieved to have good news to deliver us. “You even beat out Hartfield High, but the Versi Academy kids flew through the challenge. Don’t feel bad about it, though. They’re here every year.”

      I forgot about the other schools since we hadn’t seen them after our late arrival. The mandatory safety brief before the hike had been isolated to the Crescentwood kids, and during the welcome speech, we were warned that since the dining hall could only occupy so many people at a time, this evening would be full of activities while the different groups rotated around the campus. Luckily for us, we get first dibs on dinner, so instead of waiting for the rest of our school to finish, we are welcome to head right to the dining hall. Jenny and her friends opt to freshen up in the cabins first, so Talia and I make the trek across the camp by ourselves.

      Talia, still fuming from the ego blow of fifth place, tears into the bag of marshmallows as we walk.

      “Hey! Save them for tonight,” I say. I try to snatch the bag from her hands, but she lunges away from me, taking the bag with her.

      “We just spent an hour in the woods getting eaten alive by bugs, I think we deserve a few marshmallows.” She finally wrestles one from the bag and regards it appreciatively before popping it into her mouth.

      I shake my head. I don’t actually care too much about spoiling my appetite for dinner, but we are quite actually in route to the dining hall. That, and I am still so nauseous, thanks to my nerves, that a mound of sugar might actually make me sick.

      Thinking about my stomach ache seems to have willed it back with a vengeance. My abdomen cramps painfully, and I have to wonder if maybe it’s not anxiety this time. Maybe I’m actually coming down with something.

      “I’m starting to think this trip was a bad idea,” I mutter, more to myself than to my friend. Despite my words, I don’t want her to realize how bad of a mood I’m in. I don’t have anyone to blame for signing up but myself. Talia may be my closest friend, but she has plenty of acquaintances she could have hung out with had I decided to stay home.

      Thankfully, she’s oblivious to my turmoil and beams like she’s having the time of her life. It helps to quell the pain—at least a little.

      “Trust me,” she says. “I have a good feeling about it.”
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          JET

        

      

    

    
      High schoolers are idiots. I know because only a few months ago, I was one—though I like to think that I skipped the bumbling-idiocy phase of my life.

      For the last thirty minutes, I’ve been watching a horde of kids head-butt a volleyball over the net, try to spin the ball on their noses, or stick it up their shirts and wail as if they are going into labor with baby Wilson. Brody, at my side, is snickering at their antics, but I’m hardly amused.

      Brody notices my expression and nudges me with his shoulder. “Lighten up, Jet.”

      I don’t bother looking back at him. I’ve been counting the number of Versi Academy students every five minutes to ensure that there are still thirty-six of them. I just finished my count a minute ago, too soon to start again, so now I watch the crowd with rapt focus.

      “I’m working,” I tell him. He rolls his eyes.

      “You realize we’re not actually protectors yet. We’re basically interns.”

      “We’re cadets,” I argue.

      The official co-op program starts in college, while pursuing a degree in law & protection at Versi University. There is a high school extracurricular program too, available to seniors who think they may be interested in pursuing the profession. That’s how I’ve gotten so much exposure to protecting already, though I’ve only been a cadet since college started in August.

      “Yeah, exactly. I asked you to come because this is supposed to be fun.”

      “I am having fun,” I say in absolute deadpan. I’m not actually, but I’m not downright miserable either, so it doesn’t feel like too egregious of a lie.

      Brody is wrong, though. We are here to represent the League of Protectors as chaperones. Sure, this assignment is as low stakes as they come, hence why they allowed a few cadets to take on the responsibility. But it’s standard, on an excursion like this, to have some sort of protector presence.

      The campus where we all live and go to school is heavily warded to keep anyone unwelcome out, but that means that students are typically kept in, too. Since no one wants to feel trapped, these supervised trips give students a taste of life outside the Versi borders. But anything can go wrong in the human world. Especially now, in the age of social media, when the only thing standing between a teenager and the rest of the world is a photo posted on the internet. It’s the League of Protectors’ job to ensure that our students are safe and our society stays hidden from curious human eyes. We can’t afford to make a single mistake.

      Brody is meant to be leading the trip since he’s in his second year of the co-op program, though Andre Gonzales was assigned to join us too. I like Andre enough, even though we’ve never clicked in the way I had with Brody as kids.

      It feels close to the five-minute mark now, so I start my scan again, this time mouthing the count under my breath.

      Brody shakes his head. “Jet, if this is what it looks like when you’re having fun, then you need an intervention even more than I thought. You should really try being a normal college student at some point. Maybe go to a party. Or even,” he mocks a gasp, “date.”

      I frown, but not at Brody’s words because I’m not truly listening to them. I start my count again.

      “I’m sure Elisa would set you up with one of her friends. Though they’re all a little on the wild side, which would probably stress you out. Maybe we could find you someone who is⁠—”

      “Thirty-five,” I say.

      Brody’s brow pinches, though his smile never falters. “Okay, I didn’t expect that, but if that’s what you’re into, no judgment here. We should probably just get you on an app, in that case, though.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, Brody. Thirty-five students. We’re missing one.”

      “Missing one?” he echoes. “How could we be missing one?”

      I put my hand on his shoulder and give him a sweet smile. “Because their chaperone is an idiot.” It takes him a moment too long to understand and look properly affronted, therefore proving my point. “Keep a close eye on the rest of them. I won’t be long.”

      “You know who it is?” he asks. I give a sharp nod.

      “Isaac Grant.”

      It’s not a great sign that I know his name so early on in the trip, but it does benefit me in this case. Since I know who it is, and have already committed his trace to memory, it will be easy to track him. Which is good.

      If he’s unsupervised for too long, he could risk exposing the entire preternatural world.

      

      Isaac couldn’t have gotten far considering the intervals of my scans. Even if he was moving at an inhuman speed—which despite his pesterance so far this trip, I truly doubt he’s that stupid—I can move just as quickly, away from prying human eyes. I pass into a thick pocket of woods behind a large shack they call the dining hall. There is a buzz of excited chatter from inside that I have to tune out to get focused on the task at hand.

      Tracing is not much different than tracking a wild animal. It requires every sense to be on high alert, and a quick processing of every new morsel of information to make fast and accurate decisions. One wrong choice will have you following the wrong path, costing valuable time.

      I don’t make the wrong choice, though. I never do.

      I step onto a path that would look almost indistinguishable to the untrained eye. I was led there by a whiff of a scent that is unique to Isaac. Not a bad scent, and nothing a human would ever be conscious enough to notice, just a hint of something in the wind that has my instincts pulling me this way, instead of that. There is phantom heat clinging to the trees too, as if a warm body just passed through.

      Once I’m locked in on Isaac’s trace, his scent becomes strong enough to taste. I can see a shimmer of his trace in the air, a perfectly laid out path for me to follow. There is a humming too, faint over the call of birds and scurrying feet of woodland creatures, though the volume of it increases with every step I take in what I know is the right direction.

      This skill is a blend of the physical and the metaphysical. It is one that I learned in the Protector Program, though my affinity for it goes far beyond the norm, even for what we are.

      My next step brings me into a clearing where the carcasses of three bonfires lie. There are long logs of wood embedded into the ground, as if to be benches, facing each fire. It’s nearly abandoned now, still too early in the evening to begin preparations, I presume, but it won’t be that way for long.

      Isaac is on the far end of the clearing, looking up at a large oak tree. It’s the perfect kind for climbing, thick and sturdy, with well-spaced limbs. You could easily secure your foothold on one branch while reaching for another. Guessing from the introspective look on his face as I approach, Isaac’s considering that same thing.

      Not that it really matters to him. Since Isaac can shapeshift into a monkey, he can successfully climb almost anything in his animal form.

      “Don’t think about it,” I warn, my voice a low growl. The kid stumbles back as if I appeared from thin air and had not made many large, though admittedly silent, strides towards him.

      “Woah, where did you—” his question dies out as he realizes who he’s talking to. Then he takes a large gulp of air. “Listen, man, I wasn’t going to, uh, do anything. Okay?”

      “Right,” I say, my tone clipped. I’ve been more irritable than usual today, a fact that unnerves and—yes—irritates me all the more. I can’t pin down what has me so on edge, which won’t serve Isaac well for this conversation.

      Except that I’m certain he has no malicious or criminal intent—he’s just dumb and fifteen. He likely resents that he has to remain human for the duration of this trip, but I don’t think exposing our secret society is his goal. He just wants to let loose.

      I get where he’s coming from, I really do, but it’s the one rule all students must swear by before being allowed on one of these supervised excursions. It’s not the only rule, of course, but it’s the most important rule in our world.

      I decide to let him off with a sigh, though the sound still slips into a rumble of a growl that happens to bare my canines.

      “Let’s get going or we’re going to miss dinner,” I tell him. “And no shifting. I’m serious, Isaac. If I hear even a whisper about werewolves tonight, you’ll have me to answer to.”

      He swallows hard. “Yes, sir.”

      I put my hand on his shoulder to push him forward. He takes off in a jog, putting several feet of distance between the two of us as we make the short trek back towards the dining hall. When we break through the woods back into the view of the volleyball courts, Isaac lumbers away from me and back towards his friends with his tail between his legs—figuratively, thank the Universe.

      Across the open space, I see Brody talking with one of the camp counselors. A moment later, the counselor leaves and Brody cups his hands in front of his mouth to call the high schoolers to attention.

      “Alright, Versi Academy, it’s time for dinner. Let’s line up to give the Crescentwood kids some breathing room, yeah?”

      He is immediately ignored, not that he seems to mind. The hoard of students barrel towards the dining hall at the same moment the kids on the other side throw open the doors and pour out. I shake my head, now a bit amused, though I maintain my watchful perch on the other side of the disarray. I’ll do a count the moment I’m inside, though I don’t think a single one of the thirty-six students would dare miss dinner.

      I’m still overseeing when a shimmer catches my eye. It’s not like the trail I saw before when I tuned into Isaac’s trace, though it’s not dissimilar enough for me to ignore it either. It’s like the aura of an ocular migraine, a small floater in my vision’s periphery.

      I turn to the shimmer, looking for the source, but see nothing unusual. Some are still fighting their way in and out of the dining hall with an equal amount of thoughtless conviction. A new group has entered the mix too. The Hartfield High students are coming to play volleyball while the Crescentwood students are corralled into a corner where they are being given instructions for the third activity in the rotation.

      Perhaps the strange shimmer I saw is nothing more than the residual effects of having just tapped into that talent for Isaac a few minutes before. But then I remember the sensation I’ve been feeling most of the day: on edge, as if standing on the cusp of a cliff and being unsure if the fall is five feet or five hundred.

      Again, there’s that shift in the atmosphere as the three groups converge, and it’s enough for me not to risk ignoring the shimmering warp in my vision. I know I have a job to do inside and that I’m wasting my valuable time by standing here, observing insignificant humans, but something about this situation suddenly feels off-kilter and I find myself rooted in my place. My eyes scan the crowds of kids for whatever the offending thing may be that has me in such a state, but there is still nothing to go off of. No shimmering trail or obvious hum, that’s for sure.

      I’m not sure how, when, or why I start to trace, only that I find myself doing it. My eyes rake over each person in the clearing while I try to taste a hint of something unfamiliar. There is a confluence by the dining hall door, most of which are fairly unfamiliar given that I don’t know all the Versi Academy students personally.

      Still, there is one that is stranger than the rest. It is a bit sweet, like the mild nectar of a honeysuckle, nothing more than a wisp of fragrance on the newly autumn wind. I shut out everything except for that scent, that taste, and immediately a shiver shoots down my spine.

      There has to be a hum of the trace in this crowd, I just need to hear it over the discord. I close my eyes and try to tune into the sound. At the same time, I let my nose twitch towards the delicate deliciousness.

      Even humans have traces, with their own distinctly earthy flavor that marks them as such. Each species has their own identifiers that makes it easy for someone like me to decipher between them. Human traces are so muted that it would take a considerable effort to tune into one and then follow successfully. Yet my senses take several wrong turns in my search, bumping up against the dull hums of one human or another.

      I’m about to give up, frustrated by the difficulty since my ability to trace has never failed me before, when I run into a brick wall. Complete and utter silence. Silence like I’ve never heard from a trace of any living creature. Silence like the work of something unnatural—or preternatural, in our case.

      My eyes fly open and are met with the profile of a girl with all the makings of a human, except for a dull barely-there shimmer in the air around her that I ordinarily would have dismissed as a trick of the setting sun. There is nothing particularly disparate about her in the way of most preternatural. No abnormal beauty, unnatural stillness, or a feeling that is inexplicably wild. No, she’s kind of pretty—but nothing that would halt you at first glance. She shifts awkwardly on her feet under the attention from her companions, her eyes unfocused as she scans the crowd, though seemingly unseeing.

      Then she turns towards me. She looks through me, at some point beyond. Her eyes are as strange as I’ve ever seen, which is saying something since before now I thought the oddest eyes were the ones that looked back at me in the mirror every morning. Even from this distance, they are a kaleidoscope of deep green and stormy gray, like a storm at sea.

      It’s a coincidence, it has to be. Plenty of humans have pretty eyes, that doesn’t make her preternatural. Maybe there’s something wrong with her that dampens her trace. It makes no logical sense, and it may be a mystery, but it’s not my problem to solve.

      But a human’s trace doesn’t shimmer, or taste the way hers does. And my first thought, before my analytical brain kicked in, was that her abnormal silence must be due to preternatural manipulation.

      My instincts are confirming what should be an impossibility. There is another shapeshifter at Camp Kenwick. And although I can’t explain it, I know there is something different about her, something that tells me she isn’t part of our world, which could be a very dangerous thing.

      I make my way into the dining hall and appear behind Brody, who is just sitting down with a full plate of burgers, hot dogs, and pasta salad. I set a hand on his shoulder and lean in to whisper, “We have a problem.”
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          TEMPEST

        

      

    

    
      By the time we make it to the bonfire that night, we’ve eaten more than half the bag of marshmallows. The chocolate isn’t faring much better, so we’re mostly left with broken bits of graham cracker that Talia is still managing to burn the edges off with two twigs she’s holding like chopsticks.

      We’re arranged around a roaring fire in the center of a large open field on the far side of the campground. There are two additional fires, all with log benches around them for people to sit. I don’t think the intention was for the three schools to segregate themselves, but despite the talk of the students today about flirting with the other kids, everyone is now shyly sticking to their usual cliques.

      I, for one, am glad for it. The crowd is making me jittery with nerves, and my stomach is still cramping. After picking at my dinner, I finally broke down and popped a couple of Tums to see if that would settle it, but it proved futile. I’m sure all the sugar I’ve consumed since isn’t helping matters.

      My classmates are laughing loudly at a story that Heidi from our European History class is telling, but I tune them out to focus on people watching. It’s hard to see with only the orange glow of the fires to light the night. Harsh shadows obscure the profiles of most of the people in my line of sight, so I don’t notice what is happening until I’m in it. My vision warps around the edges, giving the scene in front of me a warbled quality. It’s not truly my eyesight faltering, it’s my cognitive perception that has fallen away.

      After staving off a dissociative episode for the better part of the day, it snuck up on me and dragged me under without the normal warning signs I know to take heed of. Unfortunately, recognizing that I’m in a dissociative state is not always enough to bring me back from the edge. Instead, it becomes something akin to an out-of-body experience married with sleep paralysis. I’m still rooted in my body, but half of my mind seems to disconnect from the other. So, while I’m observing myself from a sort of bird’s eye view, I am also still acting as me. My lungs inflate and deflate as normal. My eyes still scan the crowd. I hear myself give Talia a generic reply to an equally generic comment, my friend having no idea that I am no longer in control.

      My gaze gets locked on the fingers of the flames in front of me, and in my suspended state, I swear they’re changing into shapes with the wind.

      Thankfully I’m pulled out of it by Talia’s touch on my shoulder.

      “What do you think, Tempe?” she asks.

      The world snaps back into focus with a dizzying clarity. Talia reaches past me to grab the final marshmallow from the crumpled bag and my gaze follows the white glob while I try to orient myself again. “Hmm?”

      “Heidi decided the love of her life is that guy from Harfield High,” she tells me, nodding towards a nondescript shadow of a boy at the next fire over getting shoved around by a group of similarly unremarkable guys.

      I pretend to need a moment to locate the boy in question, but really I just need an extra second to recover. Then, I snort. “If anyone is having a love affair, they better do it fast. We’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “Oh, why can’t you be romantic like the rest of us!” Talia complains. “I, for one, have my eyes on a few guys.” Her eyes move to scan the throngs of people around us. Chuckling, I follow her gaze until my eyes meet a pair of startling sapphire blue ones from across the fire.

      I take in a sharp breath. They’re so unlike anything I’ve seen before, both in color and intensity. And they’re watching me.

      I can barely make out his face between the flames and shadows, so I tilt my head to get a better angle. I watch him to see if it will somehow reveal why he’s watching me. It doesn’t, of course, and after several more seconds of this staring contest, I have to drop my gaze. My cheeks are burning as I look back to the fire.

      This time, when I watch the flaming fingers and my mind starts to slip away, I let it. The fire is shifting again. Orange and yellow heat flickers from lions to wolves to beetles. Though I know it isn’t real, only a figment of my imagination, I let myself be comforted by the illusion.

      

      I roll myself out of the bottom bunk when the dim red hue of the digital clock on the cabin wall blinks to two a.m. My eyes are heavy with the desire to sleep but it still refuses to come. I head to the bathroom, not because I have to go, but because I need to get out of bed.

      My therapist suggested this technique for managing my insomnia—leaving my sleeping area to do something else until I feel tired again. Unfortunately, switching on the fluorescent bathroom lights has me feeling wide awake and I know sleep is still a long way away.

      For lack of anything better to do, I read the labels on my cabin-mates toiletries left lying about from the mad rush of twelve teenagers sharing four shower stalls. When that gets boring, I brush my teeth, spit and rinse, and try to brainstorm another way to pass the time.

      Only one thing comes to mind. I need a change of scenery.

      As quietly as I can manage on the squeaking wood floorboards, I slip out of the bathroom and cross the cabin to where my sneakers lay in a pile by the door. The hinge squeals in protest as I pull it open, but there is only that single sound before I am out in the cool autumn air. Yesterday was the last day of the month, making it now the early hours of October.

      I’m not scared as I traverse the quiet campground despite the dark of the night. The chirps of crickets are good company as I head down to the wood dock that overlooks the lake. Rows of dirty kayaks are scattered in front of the boat house, so I keep going to the further of the picnic tables on the sandy shore. I perch myself on the tabletop and stick my feet up on the bench below.

      The waxing gibbous moon is just shy of full birth, casting the shore with ghost light. I watch its reflection ripple on the black water of the lake until my eyes begin to fall closed again. The wake gently ebbs and flows against the shore, like nature’s lullaby.

      “Oh, woah,” a guy’s deep voice calls out. “I didn’t see you there.”

      My eyes shoot open and I immediately feel alert. I don’t think I fell asleep, I swear I only closed my eyes for a moment, but I didn’t hear footsteps approaching. I didn’t hear anything at all until this guy ten feet away from me cried out.

      I’m half a second away from panicking—I’ve watched enough Dateline to be fearful of meeting anyone in the darkness of night—but the guy chuckles, and the smooth sound of it is disarming.

      “That’s pretty impressive. People can’t usually sneak up on me.”

      I crack a smile despite my nerves. “I was here the whole time.”

      “Fair point,” he says. He takes a step closer, coming into the moonlight. Once my eyes adjust to the change of shadows, my breath hitches with surprise. It’s the guy from the bonfire. The one with the intensely blue eyes.

      Without the amber glow of the fire casting shadows against his chin, he seems a little less intimidating, but no less mysterious. Recognizing him, I let my guard down, but only a little.

      I’m honestly more afraid of this guy being a camp counselor than a serial killer. The counselors made an entire announcement at dinner time about their zero-tolerance policy for breaking curfew, and the last thing I need is to get in trouble for my late-night excursion.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” he asks good-naturedly and takes a step closer.

      He’s in the moon beam now and for the first time, I get a full look at him. I have to hold my breath to catch my gasp from escaping. His skin is tan and clear, and he has thick, black hair that’s slightly mussed in the front, like he has been running his hands through it. It gives a rebellious edge to his otherwise rigid appearance.

      “Insomnia,” I tell him.

      “I know the feeling,” he says. The smirk that pulls at the corner of his lips has me believing that he truly does. Despite my nerves, I find myself smiling too.

      He takes that as an invitation and gestures towards the picnic table. “May I?”

      I nod and watch as he climbs up beside me. His posture matches mine, his feet up on the seat below as he leans back on his palms.

      “I’m Jet,” he offers.

      My brow quirks up. That name is almost as unique as mine.

      “Tempest,” I say. “Some people call me Tempe, like the city.”

      He hums, like he’s considering it carefully. “What school are you from?” he asks after a moment.

      “Crescentwood. What about you?”

      “Versi. Crescentwood is in Maryland, right?”

      I nod. “About thirty minutes from Baltimore.”

      “Do you get to the city often?”

      “Not so much anymore. When my family first moved, we would go back and forth all the time. My parents used to work in the city.”

      “Used to?”

      I nod and turn my gaze away towards the lake to watch the gentle rippling of the water. “I lost them a few years ago.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice soft.

      I rake my teeth over my bottom lip. Even after all this time, nearly four years, it’s hard for me to know what to say when someone tells me they're sorry for my loss. I want to agree, but that doesn’t seem polite.

      I know talking about my dead parents isn’t a great anecdote, so I’m grateful that Jet spares me from having to think of a way to change the topic.

      “I’ve never been into city life. I need to be out in nature, like this.” He gestures to the glittering lake in front of us.

      “You don’t get enough of it up in Nowhere, Vermont?” I tease. Earlier tonight, at the bonfire, I heard a few of the kids from Versi Academy talking about their remote boarding school.

      “Peru, Vermont,” he corrects me kindly. “It is in the middle of nowhere, though. The middle of the Green Mountain National Forest, actually.”

      My brow pinches as I try to map it in my head. He must have misread my expression because he asks, “Alright, what makes Maryland so special?”

      A bitter laugh escapes me. “Absolutely nothing,” I say.

      I didn’t quite realize the extent of my dislike for my current home, but I suppose that living in sixteen cities, between nine states, before my thirteenth birthday could color my opinion without me realizing it.

      “It’s all perfectly mundane,” I continue. “And school is the worst part.”

      He cocks his head. A silent question.

      “It’s nothing but repetition and regurgitation,” I complain. “They put so much emphasis on setting you up for a successful future but do nothing to propel you towards it. I’m a good student and yet I feel like I have no idea how to apply anything I’ve learned to the life that I want.”

      “What kind of life do you want?” he asks, seeming to be genuinely curious.

      I falter. It’s a fair question, seeing as I was the one to bring up the subject, but no one has ever asked me before. Despite my words, I have no idea how to answer. All I know is that for some reason I’m not ready to commit to the AP-classes-to-college pipeline, and I’m less sure of how I could even afford it.

      “Honestly,” I start, and it doesn’t occur to me until after the word passes my lips that I want to be honest with this stranger. Maybe because he’s just that. “I haven’t thought about it since my parents passed. I’ve worked through a lot of my grief, but I still don’t know how to move forward without them. I feel like I’m stuck in quicksand, drowning in a life that I’m not supposed to be living.

      “Sorry,” I say quickly, realizing how much I’ve confessed and how unfair that is to this poor guy who was probably looking for the same escape that I was when he came out here. “This is why I don’t sleep,” I joke.

      “No, that’s okay,” he says softly.

      His eyes shine with compassion as he watches me, and I realize that they aren’t sapphire blue at all. They’re more vibrant, like Lapis Lazuli—teetering on the edge of looking totally unnatural. There’s a glint of curiosity there still, but another emotion too. I can’t tell if it’s surprise or something else. It’s that expression that convinces me more than his words.

      We fall into a comfortable quiet. Intimate even.

      “I know what it’s like to be desperate to reach for something and keep coming up empty-handed,” he says, surprising me with his admission.

      His brow is furrowed now, and with his deep scowl, he looks as if he is made of nothing but harsh angles. It’s his turn to pointedly watch the water, as if afraid to meet my eyes. Before, I wanted to shift away under his severe gaze, but now that it's being withheld from me, I crave it.

      Is he always this intense? It works for him, surely. He’s alluring without the air of mystery, but with it, even as unromantic as my friend has accused me of being, I can’t help but fantasize about the secrets Jet may keep.

      I bite my lip, considering my words before speaking again. “This probably sounds dumb—obviously I know that I’m only seventeen—but I just feel like my life has veered completely off-course and I have no idea how to get back on track.”

      Jet is quiet for a long time. Long enough for me to get self-conscious that I shared too much. That I stretched the vulnerability we’ve woven too thin and now the thread connecting us is going to snap. But to my surprise, he smiles and—damn. It’s a good smile. A great one, actually. Two rows of white teeth that look a little sharp, though it suits him well. It’s the kind of smile that makes your heart race, though you don’t know if the nerves are from excitement or fear.

      “You should transfer to my school. We do things differently than other places.” The corners of his lips twitch higher, as if he told a joke, but then he seems to catch himself. He gestures to the camp behind him and explains. “This is a fairly ordinary weekend for us, just without the long bus ride.”

      “Maybe I should,” I tease.

      There is still amusement in his eyes, even as his lips fall back into their neutral line, though he’s no less beautiful this way.

      For a moment, I’m terrified of what comes next. Mostly because I don’t know what is meant to come next. I don’t usually share secrets with strangers in the middle of the night, and I certainly don’t enjoy it as much as I am now. A blush crawls up my neck and onto my cheeks. Thank God for the dark night and cool air.

      Jet clears his throat and adjusts himself to sit up a bit straighter. I suck in an anxious breath and look around for something to inspire a subject change. Fortunately, or unfortunately, in this case, I see one. There is a flash of light in the darkness to my right. The white beam of a flashlight moves against the trees across from us and I curse.

      “We should go,” I say, getting to my feet.

      Jet turns his head and must spot the nearby form with the flashlight, but he doesn’t seem concerned. “Don’t worry about it. I’m actually a chaperone.”

      I frown. I would have guessed that he was older than me, but he didn’t seem that much older.

      “I can’t really take that chance. If I get in trouble they’ll call my aunt and I don’t need that.” At Jet’s frown, I explain. “She worries.”

      He opens his mouth, probably to argue, but I’m already walking away. I need to get out of here for more reasons than just the threat of getting caught breaking curfew. I don’t know what to make of Jet or the connection I’ve forged with him, however fleeting it may have been.

      I wish, for the millionth time since starting high school, that I possessed the ability to act normally in social situations. But no, show me a hot guy by a quiet lake and my instinct is to act like an absolute freak.

      “It was nice talking to you,” I call back to him, though I keep my voice hushed.

      “Goodnight,” he says, and his tone is such a rich purr that I feel a shiver spread across my shoulders before shooting down my spine.

      I hustle off the sand and set off on the dirt path that leads back to my cabin. I find myself fighting a smile the entire way. I’m across the clearing, only a few strides from the short set of stairs that leads up to the cabin’s doorstep when I yawn. My eyes feel heavy too, and I hope it means I can finally get some rest. But as I reach the stairs, a familiar voice calls out for me to stop, though it’s not the deep timbre that a small part of me was hoping for. It’s Remy, the camp counselor.

      “And what exactly do you think you’re doing?”
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