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            Dedication

         
         
            To David, who was the best stepfather I could have asked for. 

            And to Ian, as always, with all my love. 

             

            Sorry about the leeches.
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            Content Warnings

         
         The Devouring Light is a horror story, intended to scare and unsettle its readers . . . but not to leave any lasting trauma. If any of the following
            are likely to cause you distress, please think carefully before you read:
         

         
         
            	abduction

            	blood

            	body horror

            	bus crash

            	death / dead bodies (shown on page)

            	death of an animal (off page, mentioned briefly)

            	dismemberment

            	drowning

            	injuries

            	leech bites

            	narcotic addiction

            	parental neglect (passing mention)

            	sickness

            	stalking

            	violence

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         From a Kurt County Police Department interview with Tristan “Trip” Filmore Prescott, suspect in the case of Barton “Shark
            Bart” Ewing, a YouTuber known for his on-camera parkour and explorations of purportedly dangerous locations, missing and presumed
            dead.
         

         
         
            Officers Present: Lieutenants Amanda Rodriguez and Gavin Stoppard
            

            Date: March 23, 2019
            

         

         
            AR: Okay, in your own words, tell us what happened the night Barton Ewing died.
            

            TFP: [Clears throat.] Oh, right. I mean, we don’t know that he died—
            

            AR: Just tell us what happened the night of March sixteenth.
            

            TFP: Okay. Okay, yeah. Well, we went to look for the Warren place.
            

            GS: The Warren place?
            

            TFP: Yeah, the Light. That’s the house where all those people died, like, fifteen years ago. [Coughs.] Hey, could I get some water or something? 

            AR: There’s water right in front of you, Trip. [TFP is heard gulping water.] Trip, you seem nervous. Why is that?
            

            TFP: [Pause.] Look, I don’t get questioned by the cops every day, okay?
            

            GS: We’re only gathering the facts, Trip. When you’re ready, please tell us exactly what happened—from the beginning.
            

            TFP: Okay. From the top, I get it. So I guess I should explain why we were there. See, this place—the Light—is kind of an urban
               legend: A bunch of celebrities got invited to a New Year’s party with this washed-up actress in an old house in the middle
               of nowhere. For whatever reason, five of them went. But then New Year’s Day rolled around and none of them showed up back
               home, and nobody heard from them ever again, not even the hostess herself.
            

            Some people say it was just a hoax, like maybe all the guests really went to live it up in Mexico or whatever. But I swear, it was real. It happened. I know, because I found the place. 

            AR: How did you find it?
            

            TFP: From the party invitation. I found it in the attic at home—it was in an old memory box of my mom’s, but I guess she decided
               to skip the party. Anyway, the invite was from Magdalena Warren, the actress who hosted the party, you know? But instead of
               an address, it had a set of coordinates. I wanted to prove it was real, show it to all our followers. Fine, to Bart’s followers.
            

            When I got there, I found an old tree with a couple holes drilled in the trunk, like maybe there’d been a sign there once. The roads around there were barely even roads, more like rough tracks with swamp water on every side. I figured the Light had to be somewhere near there, but like maybe somewhere you needed a boat to get to. There was no phone signal down there, so I went back to my car and called Bart. He said he’d come down with his boat—he has this inflatable thing he uses sometimes for his videos . . . used for his videos. It was getting real dark by the time Bart arrived. That’s the point where I started recording, so you’ll see
               everything that happened from then on in my footage.
            

            AR: I’d still like to hear it in your own words. [Pause, during which a rhythmic knocking can be heard.] That’s quite the restless
               leg you have there, Trip.
            

            TFP: What? Oh. [Knocking stops.]
            

            GS: Please continue in your own time, Trip.
            

            TFP: Oh, right. So we set out in the boat to take a look around. We only had the flashlights on our phones, which wasn’t ideal,
               and this weird mist came out of nowhere. And then we saw something in the distance.
            

            GS: The house?
            

            TFP: Nah, man. A path. Raised like a foot above water level, and I could only see it because it was made from some kind of white
               stones. I was feeling kinda spooked by this point, but we took the boat in closer to the path to check it out. For a second,
               everything seemed fine—just a gravel path between some witchy-looking trees.
            

            But then we saw a light somewhere farther out into the swamp, like this path was taking us right to it. I thought it was a
               ghost light or something. I wanted to turn back right then, but Bart still wanted to check it out. Then I saw something seriously
               weird: the path was moving.
            

            I grabbed Bart’s sleeve to try to stop him from getting out of the boat, but he lost his balance and fell into the water. It can’t have been deep, like maybe a couple feet, but Bart went down and didn’t come back up. I shone my phone light over the side of the boat where he fell in, but the water was dark, like oil or tar or something. All I could see was that glow in the distance, and it seemed to be getting brighter, the darkness
               around it almost solid, you know? I got this feeling like it was watching me.
            

            I’m not proud of myself, but I was scared out of my mind, so I quit recording and ran. Or rowed my ass out of there, I mean.
               [Long pause.]
            

            AR: Then what happened?
            

            TFP: What happened? I crapped my pants is what happened.
            

            AR: But once you’d left the boat in the swamp, what came next? Did you drive straight home? Call anyone?
            

            TFP: Oh, right. I called you guys once I had a signal. I guess it was only then that I really thought about what I’d seen out in
               the swamp. It was the Light. We found it. Or maybe it found us.
            

            AR: And that’s exactly how you remember it? Moving pathways and lights shining in the middle of a swamp?
            

            TFP: I swear, that’s what happened. It’s all on my phone. See for yourself.
            

            GS: You’re aware we searched that whole area with helicopters as well as land crews? They didn’t find any canyon or swamp or any
               trace of Barton Ewing. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to change any part of your statement?
            

            TFP: Look, I’m telling the truth. We found something—something big. And I didn’t mean to leave Bart out there. I only wanted to find the Light. I didn’t kill Shark
               Bart. You have to believe me!
            

         

         
            Police notes: 
            

            
               Footage from the suspect’s recovered cell phone does partly support this account of how Barton “Shark Bart” Ewing came to be missing, presumed dead. But as there is no further footage, it is impossible to corroborate the rest of Prescott’s version of events. 

               It should be noted that no swamp or gravel path could be found anywhere within an extended aerial search radius, nor could
                  any of the other landmarks listed by Prescott.
               

               With regard to a potential motive for Prescott to have caused harm to Ewing, private messages exchanged between the two show
                  that Prescott was frustrated at not being allowed to appear on camera in Ewing’s Shark Bart videos, something Prescott felt
                  would boost his own YouTube channel’s viewing figures and number of followers.
               

               In conclusion, it is not possible to bring murder/manslaughter charges against Prescott at this point; however, we may pursue
                  charges of reckless endangerment and obstruction.
               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Day One

         
         
            Hell don’t want your good intentions

            That road runs slick with my blood

            All these demons in my mentions

            Suck it up, suck it up

            —From “Light My Way” by Haden Romero

         

         “Can you please stop praying while I’m driving? I’m not that bad.”
         

         
         Kizi, my best friend, looks up from where she’s been muttering into her chest in the passenger seat. “I’ll stop praying when
            you stop driving like we’re running from the feds.”
         

         
         “Are you volunteering to take over?”

         
         Kizi checks her hair—dyed a vivid turquoise for the festival this weekend—in the little visor mirror, acting like I haven’t spoken. Kizi can drive but always manages to finagle her butt into the passenger seat. When I turn my narrowed eyes back to the road, I find
            I’m straddling two lanes.
         

         
         Oops. I course-correct as a station wagon blares its horn at us. I offer the driver a cheery bird, then notice Kizi gripping the
            door handle like she’s thinking about diving out.
         

         
         “Have you updated the band’s socials yet? We should let the fans know we’re coming,” I say. It’s a distraction tactic, and
            Kizi knows that. It still works. She can only angst about one thing at a time, and I know she’d rather focus on Phantomic’s
            upcoming show.
         

         
         “You could stand to be more like Kizi.” I hear Mom’s voice echo through my head in that half-encouraging, half-chastising tone that’s pretty much the only tone she
            uses with me now. “That girl has drive. Grit. That’s way more important than talent in this business, you know. She’s going to make something of herself or die
               trying.”

         
         Mom’s not wrong. I’ve never met anyone more driven than Kizi. But I don’t get angsty about performing the way she does. Instead,
            I’m wired like I’m hooked up to a car battery. I can’t wait to get out there in front of a crowd again.
         

         
         “I’ll post something now,” she says, still sounding kinda peeved about my perfectly safe driving. “Here, I’ll take a road-trip
            selfie.”
         

         
         From the corner of my eye, I see her double-checking her flawless appearance in the mirror. Kizi’s wearing a wide-brimmed black sun hat and white-framed sunglasses—a signature look she calls “beach funeral.” 

         
         “Okay, on three,” she says. “One, two—”

         
         The car immediately starts to judder, and a new warning light appears on the dash. I wonder if it’s a No selfies while driving alert or something, but my car predates selfies by a few decades; it’s a blue 1968 Lincoln Continental—the kind with a killer
            front grille and suicide doors in the back. A classic, in other words. Or a piece of crap, according to my dad. Sure, the
            hood doesn’t match the rest of the car and the tailpipe rattles whenever I turn a corner, but it’s mine.
         

         
         “Should we be worried about that?” Kizi asks, tapping a sharply pointed fingernail—painted turquoise to match her hair—against
            the flashing warning light. “It looks like something we should definitely be worried about. Remind me why you didn’t borrow
            your aunt’s car?”
         

         
         “It’ll be fine in a sec,” I say, aiming to sound more confident than I feel.

         
         Switching cars with Aunt Selena wasn’t exactly an option, anyway.

         
         “I don’t understand why you want to do this,” Aunt Selena said as I was leaving. “I mean, will it make you happy? Look at
            your parents—they’ve been chasing this fame nonsense their entire lives, and it’s taken over everything. And have you forgotten
            what happened on Little Stars?”
         

         
         Four years ago I got kicked off Little Stars USA a week before the finals. In ten seconds on the air during the live televised semifinals, I managed to make an ass of myself in front of the entire country, wreck my chances of getting a record deal, and hammer home the final nail in the coffin of my parents’ marriage. 

         
         Never let it be said I’m half-assed about ruining my life. Whole-assed or nothing, baby.

         
         Aunt Selena’s right about one thing, though: She doesn’t understand why I want this. She doesn’t get what I feel like when
            I perform onstage. The rush I get when I write something new that just clicks and I know there’ll be people out there who’ll hear my song and it’ll click for them too, and that’s when it kicks in, that feeling. It fills my whole body, makes me feel like a giant. It’s hard to explain, but there’s nothing else like it.
         

         
         In any case, this won’t be like it was on Little Stars. I’m seventeen now, not thirteen. And Kizi won’t let me do anything too life-destroying this time, so Aunt Selena should
            trust her if not me.
         

         
         “Can you smell burning?” Kizi says.

         
         “Burning?” I glance back to the road just in time to see a giant face on the side of a tour bus pulling up on our left. A
            face that sends my heart sinking through the car chassis and cartwheeling down the freeway.
         

         
         It belongs to Deacon Rex.

         
         Yup. The Deacon Rex.
         

         
         What the hell is he doing here?

         
         Scratch that—I know what he’s doing here. He’s performing at Rock-o’-Lantern, same as we are, except in a much better slot. Top billing, in fact. Still, I was hoping I’d get through this weekend without actually seeing the asswad’s face. 

         
         Deacon’s practically translucent in the picture, his skin almost the same icy white as his over-bleached hair. His eyes are
            an electric shade of blue—photoshopped, obviously. The tiny flying birds tattooed under his left eye weren’t there the last
            time he and I crossed paths, though.
         

         
         His band’s name, Rex Mori, sits alongside his enormous head.

         
         If I got asked about him in an interview, I’d say that I haven’t really thought about Deacon Rex since I left Little Stars USA but that I wish him all the best. But the truth is I wish him an eternity of pus-filled zits and pubic lice. Fair, I think,
            seeing as he’s the reason I got kicked off the show.
         

         
         Now Rex Mori is headlining at Rock-o’-Lantern to kick off their new album tour, while Phantomic is so far down the festival
            program, they could call it the Antarctica slot.
         

         
         “Oh my God, I can’t believe we’re this close to Deacon fricking Rex,” Kizi says, voice soft and breathy like she’s just witnessed
            a miracle. She must catch my very-much-not-impressed face, because she rolls her eyes and says, “Sure, he’s the devil or whatever.
            But still . . . he’s Deacon Rex.”
         

         
         “I’m aware of that,” I tell her evenly. Because I’m totally fine about seeing him. Cool, cool, cool. Not imagining punching him in his smug face. And not even for a second thinking that I could just turn the car around and go right back to Aunt Selena’s, where it’s safe, and live out my boring, boring nonexistence in Ratsack, Oregon. 

         
         Ugh. Yes, I could leave and avoid Deacon Rex, but the thought of giving up my music, my one big dream, makes me break out in a
            cold sweat.
         

         
         “Haden?”

         
         I watch the hulking tour bus sail away into the distance. Deacon’s probably having some wild party in there, not giving a
            crap about anyone but himself. Like always.
         

         
         “Haden!”

         
         My gaze snaps to Kizi. There are now curls of smoke snaking up around her legs. “Oh . . . that’s not good.”

         
         “Not good?” Kizi squeaks. “The car is on fire!”
         

         
         “I’m pulling over,” I say through gritted teeth, clammy hands slipping a little despite my bone-shattering grip on the steering
            wheel. Panic wells in my chest, clawing at the insides of my ribs like a trapped animal, but it’s that old familiar sentiment
            the panic brings with it that hits me hardest:
         

         
         I can’t believe I’m screwing everything up again.

         
         The engine chugs out a death rattle just as I turn into a miraculously placed service plaza. Kizi has the door thrown open
            before the wheels even stop turning, waving her arms and coughing like she’s about to die. The car judders one last time,
            then falls silent.
         

         
         “Well, what are we supposed to do now?” Kizi says, leaning back in through the open door after some of the smoke has aired
            out.
         

         
         I try to think past the still-thundering pulse in my ears. “I’ll call Aunt Selena.”

         
         “What’s she going to do over the phone?”

         
         “Well, hopefully she can talk me through how to fix it.”

         
         “Fine.” Kizi sighs loudly. “I’m going to get snacks. I feel like my blood sugar is dangerously low.”

         
         She’s turning to leave when I call after her, “Goodbye forever?”

         
         Kizi stops, the corners of her mouth twitching up. “Goodbye forever, jackass.”

         
         A truck parps its horn as she sashays across its path between the gas pumps, heading for the low sprawling building beyond
            the tiny gas station. The sign above the grimy glass doors invites shoppers to Enjoy the Delights of Cindy’s Mini-Mall!

         
         It’s okay, I tell myself. I can fix this. Kizi’s annoyed, but only like a level two on the pissed scale.

         
         I know this because when she’s really mad, there’s no way Goodbye forever will get even a smile-twitch out of her. She yelled it at me once as she was storming out after we had a huge argument about
            a cover song she wanted to do, and I found it so hilariously dramatic I couldn’t stop laughing. Then she started laughing
            too, and it was like our fight never even happened. Now it’s kind of become our check-in: We cool? Yeah, we’re cool.

         
         I finally unpeel my grip from the steering wheel, leaving faint indentations in the leather.

         
         We can still get to the festival in time for our sound check. . . . I just need a plan.

         
         Aunt Selena’s phone rings twice before I’m sent to voicemail. I guess she can’t talk right now. Great. I leave her a message, trying to sound breezy as I describe in as few details as possible the situation with the car and
            how we need to get it back on the road to get to our show at Rock-o’-Lantern. After I hang up, I drag my fingers through my
            barely there pixie hair—Kizi’s handiwork, seeing as she refused to let me buzz it all off—and try not to freak out.
         

         
         I mean, technically our show isn’t for two more days, at eleven on Sunday morning. But we’ve been given only thirty minutes this afternoon to
            do a sound check and a bite-size stage rehearsal, so if we miss that, we’ll really be winging it on Sunday. And Kizi will
            absolutely blame me if anything goes wrong.
         

         
         Anything else.
         

         
         My gaze wanders across the parking lot to the mini-mall Kizi disappeared into. That’s when I catch sight of something truly
            horrific.
         

         
         “You have got to be kidding me,” I spit.

         
         Deacon Rex’s giant brooding face stares back at me from the side of his idling tour bus.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Something makes a snapping sound in my hand. It’s my phone case; I’m still clutching it.

         
         I release my death grip on the phone and shove it into one of my many pockets.

         
         Is Deacon sitting on that bus, watching me through one of the tinted windows, snickering to himself about the state of my
               car?

         
         I feel exposed, suddenly, under Deacon Rex’s hateful gaze. Head high and eyes front, I stride across the lot, past the gas
            pumps, and follow Kizi into Cindy’s Mini-Mall.
         

         
         The door squeals as it opens, like I’m walking into a haunted house at a fairground instead of a mini-mall next to a freeway. Inside, it’s even more grim than I imagined from the nicotine-colored exterior: buzzing strip lights give the cracked linoleum flooring the appearance of diseased skin, while the storefronts facing out onto the foyer are mostly empty and dark. 

         
         Only two places in the mall appear to be open for business. One is a diner called Cindy’s, and the other is a convenience
            store that hasn’t even bothered to name itself; someone has simply put a neon Beer sign up in the window next to a yellowed sheet of paper with the word News handwritten in bubble letters.
         

         
         I spot Kizi inside Beer-News and head over. She’s crouching low to scrutinize every candy bar and doesn’t turn around as I
            approach, but there’s no way she can miss the echo of my boots on the linoleum.
         

         
         “Couldn’t get through to Aunt Selena so I left a voicemail,” I tell the back of her head.

         
         “Uh-huh,” Kizi says without looking up. “So I guess we just hitchhike with the next serial-killer type we see passing through?”

         
         “I guess so,” I deadpan. There are a great many things I love about Kizi, but I can’t deal with her weird jokes right now.
            “Or I could try getting us an Uber.”
         

         
         “Fine,” she says. “I’ll meet you outside.”

         
         I backtrack out of Beer-News and check my phone for messages. There’s no reply from Aunt Selena yet. Damn.

         
         Someone plows right into me, almost knocking the phone from my hand. “Hey—”

         
         “Sorry, sweetheart, no selfies right now, okay?”

         
         “What . . .” I trail off as my eyes meet a pair the color of dusty denim.

         
         It’s him. Deacon Rex. Still talking with a strong London accent like he’s playing the lead in Oliver! even though he’s lived in the United States since he was ten.
         

         
         Deacon grins, seeming to mistake my horrified expression for something like awe.

         
         “Oh, go on, then. I hate to disappoint a fan.” He leans in so our faces are side by side.

         
         “What are you doing? Get off me!”

         
         A guy I hadn’t noticed before looks up from his phone and strides over. He reminds me of a bull—all muscles up top, no neck
            to speak of, and legs that are skinny by comparison, like he’s never heard of a squat. I assume he’s Deacon’s bodyguard or
            roadie or something.
         

         
         “What’s going on here, D? This kid bothering you?”

         
         Kid? I’m the same age as Deacon, who I’m guessing is technically this guy’s boss. And the bothering is coming very much from his direction, not mine.
         

         
         “It’s okay, Marv, only a misunderstanding,” Deacon says, turning to me again with the same serious expression as the one on
            the side of his tour bus. “I should’ve asked before invading your space, shouldn’t I? Forgive me?”
         

         
         “I . . .”

         
         My stupid brain won’t give me anything more useful than that one word. It’s barely even a word, just a letter. The sound of
            an internal malfunction.
         

         
         Deacon winks. “Cheers, love. Catch you later.”

         
         And with that, he strides toward the main entrance.

         
         Crap. How could I freeze up like that? I never freeze up.
         

         
         Well, guess what, kiddo. Dad’s voice is low and sharp as a knife in my head. You found yet another way to screw up.

         
         I’ve been imagining confronting Deacon Rex for the past four years—four years, two months, five days—and not only did I miss
            that opportunity, but he doesn’t even remember who I am.
         

         
         “I’m Haden Romero!”

         
         My voice rings out around the dead space at the center of the mini-mall. Deacon’s deep in conversation with his muscle-bound
            buddy and doesn’t look back as he heads out through the swinging glass door. In the window booth of the diner, a guy in coveralls glances up from his newspaper at my shout, gives me a hesitant thumbs-up, then goes back to reading.
         

         
         “I need to pee,” I tell no one, and follow a sign directing me to a grungy-looking door.

         
         The restroom is unisex and has those blue-tinged lights that make it look like a morgue. I choose a stall and lean back against
            the door. I don’t actually need to pee, but I do need a minute to get my head together. My stomach roils in warning—something it hasn’t done in a while. I try to tell myself
            it’s just leftover stress from the whole car-on-fire situation, but that’s a lie. It’s seeing him again. Seeing him and feeling like a total loser because he’s got everything I’ve ever wanted while I can’t seem to stop screwing
            up.
         

         
         And with that thought comes the unwanted memory of Li’l Deke—Deacon Rex, now that his voice has broken—watching me, eyes glittering in delight, as I was dragged offstage during our live TV show. 

         
         I lurch forward over the toilet and just let it all out.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         My life was hell after Little Stars. Hell. The paparazzi were everywhere. Mom kept up her It’ll pass, you’ll see! facade for a while, but I don’t think Dad ever got over his utter disappointment in me. He started coming home less and less
            and never quite looked me in the eye when he was there. It was like he thought my failure would rub off on him somehow.
         

         
         Nobody in the industry wanted to know about me after that. I was too difficult. Too emotional to work with. I was written off at the age of thirteen.
         

         
         When I’m done throwing up, I wipe my mouth on the back of my hand and wait. Gradually, my breathing evens out.

         
         What am I doing?

         
         I can’t let Deacon throw me off my game like this. Not again. Not when I’m about to break out—for real this time.

         
         I’m Haden Romero, damn it. Soon, that’s going to be a name the whole world knows—and not just because I swore at Deacon fricking Rex on TV.

         
         With a firm nod, I’m about to leave the stall when I hear someone coming into the restroom, huffing like they just ran a marathon.
            I press my eye to the crack between the door and the frame. The person appears to be a white guy in his mid-twenties—lanky,
            blond, and pretty haggard-looking, like if Dylan Sprouse had spent a year chained in a basement with no access to bathing
            facilities.
         

         
         His eyes are dark-dark, blue or maybe gray, but totally absent of light. Like a black hole—just empty. It’s a strange thought to have, and I don’t know where it came from, but it feels true.
         

         
         On the floor at his feet sits an enormous red suitcase. It’s a hard-shell case, and it must be heavy for him to be breathing
            like that.
         

         
         He turns abruptly. I hold my breath while he peers at the toilet stalls one by one, his gaze so sharp, I instinctively shrink
            back before it reaches me. But as I lean carefully against the side of the stall, I realize there’s something familiar about
            the guy, and it’s not only the Sprouse-ness. My mind races, trying to place him. There’s an image of him in my head—a little
            younger, maybe? A little cleaner? But I can’t figure out where I know him from. It’s definitely not from school.
         

         
         A dull thud echoes through the restroom, followed by a muttered curse. By the time I’ve edged back to the crack in the door, he’s kneeling next to his luggage, which seems to have tipped onto its side on the tiled floor. 

         
         I wait quietly, watching. There’s something off about this guy, and my internal alarm bells are definitely ringing.

         
         He gets back to his feet and leans heavily against one of the sinks, staring at his own reflection.

         
         “Sugar wishes she could make it, but she asked me to come instead. . . .” He shakes his head, clears his throat, then smiles
            in a way that sends a creep-line running all the way down my spine. “Sugar wanted to introduce us, but she got called away. . . .
            Damn it!” He smacks his palm against the counter and drops his head, still muttering to himself. “Come on, don’t screw this up now.
            The GPS is taken care of. Getting on the bus is the last step.”
         

         
         Okay, I’m officially ready to get the hell out of here. Now that he’s braced against the sinks, he’s not really blocking the
            exit. But just as I’m about to throw open the door and dash out, he raises his head and talks to his own drawn reflection
            again, like he’s trying to cement his resolve.
         

         
         “I only need to bring Rex to the light. That’s all. This one last thing and it’s done.”

         
         Rex?

         
         The fact that Deacon Rex is here, in a service plaza in the middle of nowhere, can’t be a coincidence. What does bring Rex to the light mean?
         

         
         Whatever it means, it doesn’t sound good.

         
         I can’t shake the feeling that I need to get out of here without this guy realizing I’ve heard whatever he’s—
         

         
         In my pocket, my phone starts blaring out Phantomic’s new demo track. I snatch my phone out, meaning to reject the call, but my trembling fingers accidentally hit Accept. 

         
         “Haden, where the hell—”

         
         I stride from the stall with only the quickest glance at the creep with the suitcase. He’s still at the far end of the restroom,
            but he’s watching me, standing so still it’s like the clock stopped.
         

         
         “You.”

         
         He’s recognized me. Usually I’m okay with being recognized—not that it happens often, honestly. But this feels like a hand
            seizing my heart and squeezing.
         

         
         “You’re Haden Romero. . . .”

         
         The guy breathes my name like he’s weighing up a prospect, and I don’t want to be alone with him when he figures out what
            he wants to do about it.
         

         
         Vaguely, I realize Kizi’s still cussing me out through the phone.

         
         “Hey, I’m on my way back from the restroom,” I tell her, voice high and overloud. Kizi stops mid-rant. The guy takes a step in my direction, a new glint in his eyes
            that I definitely don’t like. I hurry away from him, heart pounding so hard that I have to strain to hear his footsteps behind
            me. “Are you ready to leave? Like, right now?”
         

         
         There’s a pause before Kizi answers—long enough for me to reach the restroom door and pull, only to find a mop handle wedged against it.
         

         
         “I’m on my way,” Kizi says, clear and deliberate. Whatever she heard in my voice has clued her in to the fact that there’s
            something up.
         

         
         “No, meet me outside. I’ll be out in one sec,” I say quickly, my phone now pressed between my ear and shoulder as I try to
            unwedge the mop.
         

         
         Why won’t this thing budge? It’s like it’s cemented into the damn doorframe!

         
         Behind me I hear his clipped footsteps heading closer. My spine goes rigid. I tug frantically at the mop, changing the angle,
            expecting at any second to be grabbed.
         

         
         Just need to get the damn door open—

         
         The mop jerks loose and flies from my hand. There’s a sharp grunt from the guy at my back, but I’m not about to stop and ask
            if he’s okay. I throw open the door and sprint out of there.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         I’m halfway to the mini-mall exit before I realize there’s no sign of Kizi. I thought she’d be on her way to meet me outside.

         
         Where is she?

         
         She must’ve already been waiting by the car when we spoke. I rush toward the main door leading out to the parking lot. When
            I get outside, I see the Lincoln still sitting there, but no Kizi.
         

         
         “Kizi!” I yell, turning in a full circle. Still no sign of her. But no sign of the restroom creep either. Hopefully he won’t
            follow me outside in broad daylight, but creeps don’t always play by vampire rules.
         

         
         I’m hitting Redial when I spot Deacon Rex leaning against the side of his tour bus. And however low my opinion of him may be, I kinda have to warn him about what I heard in the restroom. 

         
         He’s wearing a pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses and signing an autograph for a kid who can’t be more than ten. The boy
            is happily skipping back to his mom when I reach Deacon.
         

         
         “Hey, I know you don’t remember me, but we were on . . .” I begin, then try again. “That doesn’t even matter. Look, I overheard
            some weirdo in the restroom talking about hijacking your bus or something, okay? I thought I’d better let you know about it.
            So this is me letting you know. Bye.”
         

         
         I’m about to turn away when my phone starts to play our new track again, and Kizi’s face appears on the screen. I fumble to
            answer but the ringing stops before I can swipe. When I look up, Deacon is squinting at me over his sunglasses. Then his gaze
            travels past me.
         

         
         “Would this hijacker you mentioned be the person currently sprinting toward us with a can of . . . I want to say insect repellent?”
            he says, sounding maddeningly unfazed.
         

         
         I turn, expecting to see the guy from the restroom, but instead find Kizi running over to us, one hand holding her hat on
            her head as her blue hair whips around her and the other gripping what does indeed look like a can of bug spray. She jerks
            to a stop a few feet away.
         

         
         “Is everything okay?” she says. “I, ah, thought there was a . . . situation?”

         
         She looks from me to Deacon and back again and I can tell it’s physically paining her not to say something to the effect of Oh my God, it’s theeeee Deacon Rex! But we don’t have time for Kizi to cycle through all the stages of wow.
         

         
         “He has a stalker,” I explain. “I overheard some shady guy in the restroom talking about him in a really creepy way.”

         
         “What did he look like?” Deacon asks, still seeming to take it all in stride. “I should let Marv know who to watch out for.”

         
         “He was blond. White. Kinda dirty. But it was more about how he was acting than what he looked like. . . .” I trail off when
            I see the amused and confused looks I’m getting from Deacon and Kizi, respectively. “I’m telling you, he was being super-weird!
            Like talking to himself about needing to get on the bus so he could ‘bring Rex to the light,’ whatever the hell that means.
            And he blocked the door with a mop.” Damn it, I’m not explaining this well. “Look, I wouldn’t have come running out here to
            tell you if I didn’t think it was something to worry about!”
         

         
         “This is so bloody typical.” Deacon takes off his shades and starts cleaning them on his too-tight T-shirt. “We were only supposed to stop for a quick photo op with the chair of my fan club. First she’s a no-show, and now there’s some weirdo out to bundle me in his boot.” It’s only now that I realize he looks like he’s already spent a week in a stranger’s trunk. There are dark circles under his eyes, and his expression is pinched with exhaustion. What is it with everyone around this place? “Honestly, I don’t have the energy to deal with this.” Deacon puts the sunglasses back on like that somehow closes the matter. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’d better shoot off while the coast’s clear.” 

         
         He saunters to the open door of the bus. I make out the hulking shape of Marv leaning over from the driver’s seat, no doubt
            wondering who’s bothering Deacon now. But then Deacon stops and turns back to us.
         

         
         “Will you two be all right out here? I mean, if the guy is dangerous, you probably shouldn’t hang around.”
         

         
         “Our car broke down,” Kizi says quickly, all signs of being awestruck brushed aside now that she’s had a moment to reset her
            Kizi-ness. “We’re supposed to be headed to Rock-o’-Lantern like you, but it looks like we’re stranded.”
         

         
         I throw her a shut up glare, but Kizi is pointedly not looking at me.
         

         
         “I guess we’ll hang out here waiting for an Uber and hope the guy doesn’t try to murder us after we came to warn you,” she continues. Kizi twists a lock of her blue hair around her
            finger, somehow looking nonchalant and fearful at the same time. I wonder when she practiced that look in the mirror. “That’s a big bus you have there. Must be room for, what, twenty, thirty people inside?”
         

         
         “Kizi,” I say, voice low-low, “you’re not seriously—”
         

         
         “It would really suck to miss our sound check,” she adds, cutting right across my objections.

         
         Deacon chuckles, and now I want to kill both of them.

         
         “Why don’t you two get a lift with us?” he offers, right on cue. “Like you said, there’s plenty of room. And I suppose I do
            owe you for the warning.”
         

         
         That’s not all you owe me for.

         
         “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver. I’ve put all our stuff right there for your roadie to load for us,” Kizi tells him, indicating
            a neat stack of bags and instruments I hadn’t noticed before. Our bags and instruments. She doesn’t wait for a response before turning to climb the steps onto the bus. I scrub my hands through
            my hair, no doubt leaving it sticking out in wild tufts.
         

         
         She’s right. We need to get on this bus or we’ll miss our sound check. And I can’t be the reason we lose our shot. Doesn’t
            make it suck any less that it’s Deacon fricking Rex coming to our rescue right now.
         

         
         I’m partway through a calm-breathing exercise when I spot something moving near the mini-mall entrance, and all the air in
            my chest turns solid. It’s the guy from the restroom. We lock eyes for a second—long enough for me to catch the way he’s staring
            at me.
         

         
         Hungrily.

         
         Then he ducks back through the filth-glazed doors and disappears from view.

         
         My pulse whoomp-whoomp-whoomps behind my eardrums, and my feet feel itchy with the need to move—my fight-or-flight response kicking in. 

         
         “Fine,” I say, even though I’m the only one still standing on the asphalt. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         
            I wear a grin and bear teeth

            Smile a mile wide and venom underneath

            You never knew, never saw the color of my rage

            Till you put that paw through the bars of my cage

            —From “Cellmates” by Haden Romero

         

         Tinted windows cast a muted light over the inside of the tour bus. There are black leather sofas lining both sides of the
            narrow space that I guess is the equivalent of a living room, and a plasma TV hangs on the wall between this area and whatever
            lies beyond.
         

         
         Deacon slumps onto one of the leather sofas next to a guy with red hair who’s holding a game controller. He blinks up at me
            and Kizi like we woke him from hibernation.
         

         
         This is Shane Eriksen, the bassist in Deacon’s band—information I’ve absorbed while trying not very successfully to ignore Deacon Rex’s entire existence. 

         
         Shane has a single gold hoop earring and the type of freckly white skin that doesn’t so much blush as bruise red when he’s
            embarrassed. Or in the presence of a hot girl like Kizi, as he is now. This guy looks like a heart-eyes emoji with a neck
            rash.
         

         
         “I’m Kizi K-O,” Kizi says, giving her stage name.

         
         She runs her hand absently over her charm bracelet and the collection of charms I know she secretly feels are her armor. In
            addition to Jesus, which her mom gave her, there are a moon and a blue wave-shaped crystal that represent her two older sisters
            and a devil’s trident I got her as a joke. For her dad, Kizi has a miniature om symbol, and a cherry blossom for her Japanese
            grandmother, who gave her the bracelet. At the center of them all is the crystal star that Kizi bought for herself.
         

         
         “I’m the lead singer with Phantomic,” she adds grandly. Kizi’s facing both guys on the sofa, but I notice her focus is squarely
            on Deacon. I practically pull a muscle rolling my eyes. “But maybe you already knew that?”
         

         
         There’s an expectant pause, but it’s obvious Shane has no idea what she’s talking about.

         
         My mouth still tastes like vom, so I pop the last stick of gum from a pack in my pocket while I wait for Kizi to finish selling
            her soul.
         

         
         “Shane,” the guy slumped next to Deacon replies with a half-assed wave. Kizi cocks her head to one side like she’s thinking, and I bite back a smirk. Of course she’d pretend not to know who he is. She did the same thing the first time I met her, and Kizi knew damn well I was that
            bratty kid who’d had a meltdown on live TV. I walked into the school music room—I’d gotten in the habit of spending lunchtime
            there so I could avoid the whispers and stares of the kids in the cafeteria—and saw Kizi and Cairo setting up to rehearse.
            They were arguing, of course, and watching them, I couldn’t help wondering with a small twinge of jealousy if they were together.
            (They weren’t; I learned pretty quick that Kizi’s so straight, she makes a spirit level look crooked.)
         

         
         I’d forgotten the door had a tendency to slam shut, and when it did, they both turned and glared at me, and for an awful,
            silent second I waited for the sneers and snarky comments I was sure were coming. But when Kizi spoke, it was with the faintest
            hint of a smile.
         

         
         “Who the hell are you?” she said. And I could tell she knew but that she also believed that whatever she and Cairo had going
            on was way more important than me and my BS. I think if I hadn’t already caught the superhot girl on drums—Cairo—checking
            me out, I might’ve fallen in love with Kizi right then.
         

         
         (Drummers, though, am I right? Show me a girl with amazing drumming skills and well-defined delts, and I’ll show you a Haden
            Romero who can’t form a coherent sentence.)
         

         
         Maybe it sounds strange that I was grateful Kizi acted like she didn’t know me, but in those few words, she was letting me decide how I defined myself, and I hadn’t been allowed to do that since Little Stars. Somehow that made me more determined to be who I wanted to be, not who everyone had already decided I was.
         

         
         Kizi’s words seem to have the opposite effect on Shane, though. When he speaks, it’s like he’s not sure who he is or if he’s
            even on the right bus.
         

         
         “I’m, uh, Rex Mori’s bassist?”

         
         “Oh, of course,” Kizi says with the tiniest of indulgent smiles. “Love what you guys do. I’ll definitely catch your set tonight if I can fit it into my schedule. Oh, and this is Haden. She does
            all the background stuff in the band.”
         

         
         Background stuff. Sure, that’s what I do. Thanks, Kiz. It’s not like I write all the music and lyrics, play all the instrumentals, produce the samples and beats, and
               mix everything while singing backing vocals live onstage.

         
         I take a deep breath and remind myself that it doesn’t matter. I’m not trying to impress anyone here, especially not Deacon
            Rex. I do wonder if he’ll finally realize who I am after hearing my name, but there’s not even a flicker of recognition.
         

         
         Typical.

         
         Deacon glances up and smirks when he finds me watching him. “By the way, I think our drummer’s having a nap—”

         
         “Or a dump,” Shane cuts in with a finger gun, then blushes violently again when Deacon side-eyes him.

         
         “So if you two want to hang out in the other bunk room, that’s fine. Or you can chill with us here. Anyway, make yourselves at
            home. But
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