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Chapter 1

 


I hate…

Well, to be honest, I hate a lot of things. I hate
morning people. And mornings. And people. Although I have nothing
against sports, really, I detest anything school spirit-related. I
enjoy my science classes, but I’m not big on science fiction.

So, I consider it very unfortunate that, at 7:15
a.m.—a time when I’d rather walk barefoot on glass than interact
with anyone—an alien is blocking the entrance to Pearl Falls
High.

Not a real alien, of course. Andy the Alien, our
school mascot. “Andy” is neon green, with wobbly antennae and
large, teardrop-shaped black eyes. He or she saunters back and
forth in front of the doors, shuffling a small stack of papers
between gloved hands. Flyers, probably for something school
spirit-related. Which means Andy is going to stop me and try to
give me said flyer. Nope. No thank you.

Sure enough, as I dive for the door, a gangly green
arm shoots in front of me, waving one of the flyers in my face.
“We’re having a spirit booth this year at the Pearl Falls UFO
Convention,” a muffled, male voice says, “the country’s fifth
largest UFO con—”

“I know what it is.” The convention is the only
reason anyone would ever bother visiting Pearl Falls, attracting
so-called UFO enthusiasts (a.k.a. weirdos and conspiracy theorists)
from all over the country. Sidestepping the arm, I force a smile.
“And no, thanks.”

“Well, feel free to stop by the booth and…hey, wait
a minute.” I’ve already yanked open the door, but for some reason,
his words make me pause. “You’re Celeste, right? I heard about your
grandpa. I’m really sorry.”

Jesus Christ. Does the whole town know Pappy died
over the summer? Actually, given who my grandfather is—was—they
probably do. “Fuck off,” I snap, going inside.

“Sor-ry,” he calls after
me. “I was just trying to be nice!”

His apology is lost in a cacophony of slamming
lockers, squealing sneakers, and people shouting to each other
across the hall. I guess I thought the first day of senior year
would feel different, somehow. But, except for getting accosted by
an overeager space alien, everything feels pretty much the same old
so far.

“Hey, Loony Lowe!” someone yells at me. The same old
nickname. I ignore him, much more interested in the piece of paper
taped to the front of my locker. It reads, in a bold, curvy
font:

 


Show your school spirit at

PUFO CON,

the country’s fifth largest UFO convention!

Wear school colors, and stop by booth #67 to win
prizes!

 


Beneath the text is a
black-and-white photograph of a blurry, saucer-shaped object
hovering over some mountains. Not just any photograph.
The photograph.

The Lowe UFO.

“You working the convention this year, Loony?”

While I was reading, a small herd of sheep have
flocked over to me, all pointing fingers and poorly suppressed
giggles. “Working it?” a different sheep pipes up. “Her family
practically runs it.”

I scowl. “Which one of you morons did this?” Smiles
falter, and there are a lot of shaking heads and murmurs of “not
me” as the herd disbands. When I tear the flyer down, it nearly
rips in two. Crushing it up, I chuck it to the floor. It lands with
a faint, unsatisfying whuff.

My backpack, on the other hand, makes a much more
pleasing clang as I toss it to the bottom of the locker.

“Pardon me—”

“What?” Slamming the locker
shut again, I whirl around. There’s a boy I don’t recognize beside
me, his mouth hanging open. He is tall and lanky, his chin-length
hair so blonde it almost shines silver. Light blue eyes blink at
me.

“You, uh…dropped this.” When he holds up one of his
pale, slender hands, it’s clutching the wrinkled flyer. A
heavy-looking, metallic blue ring glints from his middle
finger.

“Oh.” Unsure of what to do, I accept it from him.
“Thanks, but I don’t actually need it. It’s trash.”

“I’m sorry,” he says quickly. “I can recycle it for
you, if you’d like.” Speaking of weirdos. This kid is attractive,
in a rather pretty way. But he gives awkward a run for its money.
Not to mention the navy slacks and white collared shirt. He’s
dressed like a teacher.

“I got it,” I insist. “I shouldn’t have just thrown
it on the floor, anyway. I was mad. Someone put it on my locker as
a joke.”

“I see.” He nods, but his brow is wrinkled as if he
doesn’t quite understand. Great. Now the weird new kid thinks
I’m weird.

“Oh, Mich-ael!” a girl
calls over. This voice, I’d recognize anywhere. Mallory Isaac—the
Queen Sheep—clops over to us, her second-in-command, Ava Coolidge,
in tow.

“One thing you’ll have to learn at Pearl Falls High,
Michael,” Mallory continues, flashing her pearly whites, “is about
the hierarchy. People like me, Ava—and you, of course—are at the
top. The rest—” she makes sure to catch my gaze for this last bit—
“are the bottom-dwellers.”

Guess I have a pretty good idea who taped that PUFO
Con flyer to my locker. “One thing you’ll have to learn about this
school, Michael.” Despite my flaming cheeks, the words somehow come
out clipped and cool. “Some people, like us, are normal humans.
While others are vapid bimbos.” I mirror Mallory’s bright
smile.

Queenie stiffens, but her grin never falters. “Ava?”
she says pointedly to her friend. “Don’t you have anything you want
to say?”

Uncertainty flickers in Ava’s hazel eyes. Stepping
toward me, she flips some of her honey blonde hair over her
shoulder. “Michael is my guy. And you know
what happens to people who try to take my things, leech.”

“I’m not your guy.” The new kid’s quick, curt reply
takes me by surprise. From the stricken look on Ava’s face, it’s
shocked her, too. Shaking his head, Michael walks away.

Ava, chin trembling, watches him go. For the
briefest of moments—and I’m talking one billionth of one second
brief—I almost feel bad for her. But hell hasn’t frozen over
yet.

“Ugh. You chased him off.” A beat later, and the
cheerleader is back to her normal self, glowering at me. “It’s like
you’re hot guy repellant.”

I can’t help it. I burst out laughing. “I didn’t
chase him off. He left because he doesn’t like you.”

Both sheep gasp. “Take that back!” Ava cries.
“Leech.”

“No way, you…stupid bitch.”

“I said…” She takes another measured step toward me.
Then another. And another. “Take. That. Back.” On the last word, she thrusts out a manicured
hand, jabbing me in the shoulder. Her fingernails scrape over the
thin material of my black dress.

“Don’t touch me.” To go with the dress, I’m wearing
a pair of fingerless gloves, but underneath the black lace…God, I
hate it when this happens. I don’t know how to describe it, except
that it feels something like thousands of fire ants scuttling
beneath my skin. Whatever you do, I remind
myself, do not lose control.

“Girl fight!” There’s a shout. The sheep are back,
forming a semicircle around us. Ava shoves me again, so hard this
time I go stumbling into the locker behind me.

“Take it back,” she says, “and I won’t have to.”

“Oh, that is it.” Anger
flares up inside me. The invisible fire ants swarm. I lunge for
Ava, but she’s already grabbing a fistful of my hair. She pulls.
Crying out, I clap a hand over hers, trying to unclasp her fingers.
I’m touching her, but barely.

I hear the rattle of metal, a jarring sound in the
abruptly silent corridor, before I realize what’s happened.

“That’s enough!” Principal
Weiss cuts a path through the throng of students, red-faced and
puffed up with anger. Breathing hard, I stare at Ava, who is
sprawled on the floor against the opposite wall of lockers. To my
relief, she doesn’t look hurt, or even angry. In fact, she’s giving
me a rather odd look.

“I—” I begin to protest. “I barely touched her—”

“Both of you, in my office,” the principal booms
over me. “Now.”

Ava’s gaze remains fastened on me, even as Mallory
helps her to her feet. “Skin like ice,” she murmurs. “Eyes like
steel.” Or something like that. It doesn’t make any sense.

“What?” I blurt. “What did you say?”

But Ava has already turned away from me, smoothing
out her cheering uniform as she sulks after Principal Weiss. “Don’t
speak to her,” Mallory snaps at me before following. I let them put
some distance between us before following myself.

Principal’s office on day one? Maybe this isn’t just
any old Monday, after all.


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


“Then what happened?” My friend Tyler hunches down
in the chair next to me, kicking his combat boots onto the glass
coffee table.

“Then I guess I pushed her. A little.” I pause as
the bell sounds, signaling the end of homeroom. “Harder than I
realized.” I can’t tell him that I didn’t push her at all.

The truth is, I didn’t even have to be in physical
contact with Ava to send her flying across the hall. Ever since I
can remember, I’ve been able to move things without touching them.
Even as young as four years old or so, I could channel energy
through my hands to make fallen leaves and pine needles dance in
the air around me while I played outside.

It wasn’t until much later, in middle school, I
learned the hard way you don’t want to stand out in a small town
like Pearl Falls. For a town that has a literal convention
celebrating the eccentric, being truly different is just about as
welcome here as it is anywhere else. So, I never use my ability. If
I can help it.

The door to Principal Weiss’s office is closed, but
I can still hear him reading Ava the riot act. “Go to class,” I
tell Tyler. “You’ll be late.”

“It’s only study hall.” He absently runs a short,
black fingernail along the cream-colored upholstery of his chair.
“I’ll stay until your dad gets here.” I give him a grateful smile.
“By the way, we’re competing in Battle of the Bands tonight. Seven
o’clock, at Subversion.” Tyler fronts a gothic rock band called
Spökraket. Honestly, for a bunch of teenagers obsessed with
Bauhaus, they’re pretty reasonable.

“I’ll be there.” Assuming I’m not grounded for all
eternity. Of which, after this morning, there’s a high
likelihood.

Tyler looks like he’s about to say something else,
but the door to the office suite flies open. A young man, only
slightly older than us, strides inside. His light brown hair is
tousled, his gray sweatpants and t-shirt shot through with
wrinkles. Despite his uncharacteristically disheveled look, I
recognize him instantly: Ava’s older brother, Dave. He graduated
last spring.

Just like always, he barely acknowledges our
existence, going immediately to the receptionist. “I’m here for
Ava. I’m her—”

“Brother,” the receptionist finishes for him. “I
know.” She pages Principal Weiss, then, ignoring all of us, returns
to typing.

“David?” The principal sticks his head out of his
office, frowning. “What are you doing here? Where’s your
father?”

Dave hesitates before finally answering, “At a board
meeting. He sent me to find out what’s going on.”

Principal Weiss heaves a sigh. “Alright, then. Come
on in.” He motions Dave inside. “What’s going on is that your
sister, here…” The door shuts, their voices fading.

Tyler and I fall into a companionable, if nervous,
silence. The next time the suite door opens, my dad practically
tumbles through it, still in his scrubs from the hospital.

“Celie, why is the principal’s office calling me on
the first day of school to tell me you…” Noticing Tyler, he seems
to swallow the rest of the lecture. With great effort, he softens
his tone. “Hello, Tyler. How are you?”

“I’m doing well, Mr. Lowe.” Tyler pops to his feet,
taking my father’s hand for a quick shake. “I was just waiting with
Celeste until you got here.”

“Well, that was very nice of you, but I’m here now.”
He takes the chair on the other side of me. The bell rings a second
time, but Tyler makes no move to go. “Shouldn’t you be in class
right now?” Dad presses him.

Tyler gives a defeated nod. “See you tonight?” he
asks me on his way out. I cross my fingers in reply.

No sooner has Tyler left than Ava comes trudging out
of the principal’s office, her brother not far behind. While she
keeps her head bowed, Dave glances to where Dad and I are waiting.
Our eyes meet, briefly. His are the same warm hazel color as his
sister’s, but they don’t betray even a hint of what he’s thinking.
Probably that I’m the crazy goth girl who shoved his sister into
some lockers. Loony Lowe, the cheerleader slayer.

Principal Weiss holds the door open for us. “Thank
you for coming, Mr. Lowe. Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

“You owe Ava a debt of gratitude, Celeste,” he
continues, situating himself behind a gleaming, L-shaped desk. All
of the furniture in the office, including the desk, is made of the
same polished, dark wood. This, coupled with the heavy, garnet
drapes obscuring the windows and any sunlight trying to poke
through, gives the office a rather austere vibe. Maybe that’s what
he’s going for.

“I do?” The question comes out a bit squeaky. I
clear my throat and repeat, “I do?”

“She confessed to starting the fight, said you were
only trying to defend yourself.” He pauses as though to let that
sink in, steepling his fingers on top of the desk. “According to
her, she was pulling your hair. You were trying to get her off you,
but you don’t know your own strength. Allegedly. I’m not sure I buy
that last bit, but if I’m not going to punish Ava for a fight she
instigated, I can hardly punish you for defending yourself. Both of
you appear unscathed.”

“Excuse me,” my dad jumps in. “You aren’t going to
punish Ava? Not even a detention? She attacked my daughter.”

Weiss peers at us over his wire-framed glasses. “You
try and give Niles Coolidge’s daughter detention. Let me know how
that goes.”

“It’s okay, Dad,” I insist before he can, as the
breath he’s sucking in seems to indicate, argue the point. “Ava did
start it, and she was pushing me around. But I fought back.”
Considering I could hear Weiss yelling at Ava through the door only
minutes ago, his abrupt calmness and leniency is strange, to say
the least. But I’m not going to dwell on that right now. This is
the best outcome I could have hoped for. I guess it pays when your
arch nemesis is the daughter of the wealthiest man in town. Really,
her family practically owns Pearl Falls.

“This is, however, your first strike,” Weiss adds.
“One more strike, and it’s detention. Two more, you’re
suspended.”

I shake my head vigorously. “It won’t happen again.
Cross my heart.”

“I don’t expect it will. Despite the fact you dress
like you’re in a Satanic cult, I know you’re a good student,
Celeste. If Ava picks on you again, tell one of the teachers. Or
come directly to me.”

Well, that’s never going to happen. I smile anyway.
“Sure thing, Principal Weiss.”

“I have to go back to the hospital,” Dad tells me
once Weiss has walked us out of the office. “But are you okay?
You’ve had an…eventful first day of senior year, to say the least.”
A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. Despite his earlier
exasperation, he seems to have already forgiven me for the early
morning summoning.

“Ava’s a bully, but I’m doing fine,” I assure him.
“And I didn’t mean to push her so hard. You know that, right?”

“I know. Just promise me next time—if there is a
next time—you’ll walk away. Don’t let her jeopardize your good
standing at school. If it gets worse, come to me, and we’ll get
Principal Weiss involved again.”

I nod. That’s as much of a promise as he’s going to
get out of me. “Does this mean I can go see Ty compete in Battle of
the Bands tonight?”

“Get through the rest of the day without any more
excitement, and we shall see.” When he pulls me in for a tight hug,
I catch a whiff of sandalwood soap, mixed with the slightly
antiseptic smell of the hospital. “I love you, honey.”

“Love you, too.” I watch him leave before heading to
A.P. English. First period is almost over, but I have a note from
the office excusing me from class.

As I walk, I replay the altercation with Ava in my
mind. What was it she said as the fight broke up? Something about
ice and steel? I can’t remember now. Whatever it was, I must have
misunderstood her.

Annoyance and relief clash inside me. I am kind of
grateful she ‘fessed up, but why bother trying to get me out of
trouble? She hates me. We hate each other. Does she truly believe
what she told Weiss: that I don’t know my own strength?

Or does she suspect there’s something…different
about me?

 








 


 


 Chapter
3

 


My dad pulls up in front of Subversion. From the
outside, it’s a nondescript, brick building, with a charcoal awning
and shaded windows. Most of the people heading inside are
black-clad and metal-studded, but I recognize a few people from
school here, like me, for the show. Subversion is, after all, the
most popular nightclub in Pearl Falls. Or at least the closest
thing we have to a nightclub.

“So,” Dad says, putting the car into park while we
idle outside, “I expect you and the Lost Boys to be done around,
say, nine o’clock?” I give him a blank stare. “The Lost Boys? The
eighties vampire movie with Kiefer Sutherland.”

Thanks to Tyler’s obsession with old horror and
sci-fi movies, I actually do get the reference. But I won’t give
him the satisfaction of understanding one of his dad jokes. “The
concert isn’t even over until ten. Plus, Ty said he’d drive me
home.”

“Nine thirty. Final offer,” he adds before I can
protest. “I want you to have fun with your friends, but it is a
school night.”

“Fine. Nine thirty it is.” Unbuckling my seatbelt, I
hop out of the car. “Later.”

“Love you!”

“Love you, too.”

Inside, smoky darkness and industrial rock music
slam me. A few roving strobe lights provide some minimal
illumination, glinting off the network of metal pipes on the
ceiling, the beer bottles clutched in gloved hands. The air smells
both bitter and sweet, a mingling of pot and menthol. With the
steadily thickening crowd, it’s warmer in here than it is outside.
I peel off my jacket, knotting it around my waist.

No sign of Tyler or his bandmates. They’re probably
getting ready backstage. In the meantime, I head to the restroom to
double-check my makeup.

The ladies’ room is clean—mostly—but reeks of
cigarettes. Tucking some of my thick, dark brown hair behind my
ear, I lean into a mirror splattered with soap and makeup stains,
touching up my eyeliner. I am wearing a different pair of black
lace gloves than I wore to school today. These extend all the way
to my elbows, forming an intricate pattern of flower petals and
leaves over my warm bronze skin. I like the elegance they add to
the rest of my outfit, a pair of black leggings and a strapless
corset top. More importantly, I like the way the cool lace soothes
the occasional prickling at my fingertips.

A stall door bangs open. I jump, nearly smudging my
eye makeup.

“Well, well.” Mallory clops up to the sink next to
mine, the stench of hairspray and cigarette smoke clinging to her
platinum hair. “If it isn’t Loony Lowe. Try to keep your hands to
yourself tonight. Ava is more forgiving than I am.” Turning on the
faucet, she begins washing her hands, even though I’m pretty sure
she wasn’t in here to actually use the facilities.

“Smoking kills, you know.” Tyler smokes, too. It’s
the only thing I hate about him.

“You’re one to be doling out wellness tips. I hear
you and bat boy swap herpes as often as saliva.”

Beneath the lace gloves, the fire ants scuttle. I
fist my hands behind my back. Weiss and my dad are right about one
thing. People like Mallory and Ava aren’t worth it.

Shaking out her wet hands, she glances around the
bathroom, probably for a paper towel. Seeing none, she carefully
wipes them on her black halter dress. “I do hope you enjoy the
show.” Her scarlet lips curl into a rather chilling smile, even by
Queen Sheep standards. With a wink, she leaves.

I curse under my breath before following her
out.

When I emerge, Mallory has, thankfully, already been
swallowed up by the crowd. I spot a couple vacating a two person
table and swoop in to grab it before it’s even been bused.

“Twice in one day.” I’ve barely sat down when none
other than Dave Coolidge appears at my table, a rather cocky half
smile on his handsome face. I mean, he’s definitely not my type,
but I can admit he’s handsome—right? “If I didn’t know better, I’d
think I had a stalker.”

Compared to how he was at school, he’s downright
chatty. And, considering what went down this morning, oddly
flirtatious. “Or maybe I do.” In faded blue jeans and a snug white
t-shirt, he sticks out among all the leather attire and body
piercings. Not in a bad way. “Did you want to sit down or
something?”

The cocky smile wavers. “Can I get you something to
drink?”

Holy crap. “You work here?”
He shrugs a shoulder, nodding. “Okay, I’m sorry, I have to ask—why?
Did you already fritter away your trust fund on drugs and
hookers?”

Dave chuckles, but even in the dim light I can tell
his face flushes pink. “I’m out in the real world, now. Just trying
to make my own way.”

Drugs and hookers, then. “Well, more power to you.
I’d like a vodka on the rocks, please.”

“Ha, ha. Try again.”

It was worth a shot. “A diet Coke with a lime.”

“Coming right up.” He checks on the table next to
mine before heading over to the bar. I feel like an idiot for
asking him if he wanted to sit down. Of course he wouldn’t. He is
literally being paid to be nice.

A few minutes later, Dave plants a frosty glass in
front of me. “Thanks. By the way,” I continue before he can move
on, “I am sorry about today. With Ava. Things got way out of
hand.”

“Don’t sweat it.” I don’t know what else I expected
him to say. It’s not like he’s going to reveal his true feelings
while at work. “I know how my sister can be. She’s…”

“A huge bitch?”

He grimaces, but also doesn’t argue. “I know I
shouldn’t make excuses for her. It’s just that ever since our mom…”
Dave hesitates again, worrying the pencil tucked behind his ear.
“After our mom died, she was never really the same. Acting out.
Pulling crap like today.”

“Died” is putting it delicately. Everybody in Pearl
Falls—heck, maybe in all of Oregon—knows Anabelle Coolidge was
murdered. And, like many of the strange things that have happened
in this town, her murder remains unsolved. “Well, she should join
the club.” I raise my glass as though giving a toast, some of the
ice-cold soda dribbling over the sides. “The Absent Mothers Club.
At least your mother didn’t leave you on purpose.”

To this, he doesn’t seem quite sure what to say. I
am wondering if I should say something else, apologize—this time
for being so incurably awkward—but the twang of a guitar chord
rescues me from indecision. Dave takes the opportunity to flee.

Spökraket has taken the stage, Tyler stationing
himself behind the mic. Like most of the Subversion crowd, he’s in
head-to-toe black, from his skinny leather pants to the top hat
sitting slightly askew on his obsidian dyed hair. His face is
painted to resemble a skeleton. “Good evening, ladies, gentlemen…
others. We are Spökraket.”

His bandmates bear down on their instruments, all
flying fingers and banging heads. Even from the first few notes, I
can tell it’s going to be their very boisterous, very discordant
cover of Welcome to the Black Parade. But Ty has barely started
singing when an earsplitting creak sounds above the music. A moment
later, a deluge of red liquid pours from the ceiling, splattering
the band and their instruments, but most thoroughly dousing
Tyler.

The music stutters out. My friend stands there in
shock, one hand still wrapped around the microphone, rivulets of
red oozing down his pale face. The adults in the room look annoyed,
thinking, perhaps, it’s a stunt gone wrong. Part of the show. I’ve
seen Spökraket perform enough times to know that it’s not.

On the other hand, our classmates in attendance are
laughing their asses off. When a bucket drops from the rafters,
sending up another explosion of crimson as it clatters onto the
stage, they only howl harder.

“It’s only a little blood, Count Fagula!” someone
shouts above the mocking applause and jeers. I’d like to find them
and ram their face into a pool of the red stuff, but I’m more
concerned with following Ty, who has finally emerged from his shock
and is stumbling toward the back of the stage.

I do hope you enjoy the
show. I recall Mallory’s conspiratorial wink, the cold curl
of her lips. Scanning the club, I don’t see her or any of her
flunkies, but if I had a trust fund of my own, I’d bet it all that
they’re behind Ty’s humiliation.

That telltale, pins-and-needles sensation stirs in
my palms, and I am extra grateful for the gloves, for the coldness
of the still mostly full drink I’m clutching. Setting it back down
on the table, along with a few bucks to cover it, I race outside to
find Tyler.

 



 


 


 


 Chapter
4

 


I find Tyler behind the building, wiping off his
face and neck with a bunch of paper towels. “Cold tomato soup,” he
says, seeing me. Pausing, he lifts an arm, sniffing his jacket.
“Campbell’s?”

“I’m so sorry, Ty.” I feel a bit helpless as I watch
him futilely brush at the stains on his clothes. “What can I
do?”

“Tyler?” Before he can answer me, Ava, of all
people, comes running around the side of the club. How I didn’t
pick her out already amongst the Subversion crowd is a mystery for
the ages, because she is wearing the pinkest dress I have ever
seen, her honey-colored hair bobbing in stiff curls around her
face. She looks like a freaking strawberry cupcake. “Are you al…”
Trailing off, she skids to a stop a few yards away.

“That’s right,” I call over to her. “Any closer, and
I’m happy to finish what you started this
morning.”

“I didn’t do this.” Her tone is firm, but she
doesn’t dare come any closer. “Cross my heart, hope to die. All
that.”

“Maybe not.” I glance at Ty. He continues brushing
himself off quietly, but he’s giving the cheerleader a hard look I
can’t quite interpret. “But your monster of a best friend did. So,
as far as I’m concerned, you’re guilty by association, and you can
all go to hell.”

“I had no idea she was planning something like this!
Oh, God, this is all my fault—”

“There you are.” Next, her brother appears, cutting
her off. His gaze flicks to Ava, then to me, before settling
somewhat reluctantly on Tyler. “Look, man, you might want to make
yourself scarce. My boss is fuming right now.”

“Right,” Ty finally grinds out, balling up the
sodden paper towels in his hands. “Because clearly I am the one who
drenched myself in soup.”

“I know it’s not your fault, but he’s looking for
someone to blame. And whoever did this is long gone.”

“Whoever did this.” I roll my eyes. “It was Mallory
and her army of bimbo sycophants.”

“Hey.” Ava recovers herself enough to scowl at
me.

“You’re not completely blameless, you know. This is
her retaliation for our fight earlier.” I should have realized
she’d go after my friends instead of confronting me directly.
Coward.

“Guys.” Tyler is looking away from us now, head
tilted toward the ink-dark sky. “What is that?”

“And they say I’m
self-centered?” the heiress scoffs. “Not everything is about you,
Celeste.”

“Guys—”

“Maybe not,” I shoot back, “but at least I’m not
also a spoiled, heartless, crazy bi—”

“Everybody shut up!” At
Tyler’s shout, both of our mouths snap closed. He is pointing
excitedly upward, the soup fiasco momentarily forgotten. “Look!
Just look!”

“At what?” Dave asks. The three of us follow Ty’s
insistent gaze.

“He means that shooting star.” Ava chances a few
steps closer to us.

“Does that look like a shooting star to you?”

“Okay, how about we all back off my sister…”

I scour the sky, their bickering fading into the
background. Despite some cloud cover, I do pick out a few stars,
twinkling their little hearts out. Otherwise, they aren’t doing
anything out of the ordinary. Well…except for one star, much larger
than the others and perfectly oval. I watch it flit slightly to the
right, then the left, before it settles into a wobbly hover.

“Who has a phone?” Tyler’s urgent voice breaks
through my concentration. “Someone give me a phone, I don’t have
mine.”

With a sigh, Dave fishes his phone from his back
pocket and hands it over. “It’s a plane or something,” Ava insists
as Ty begins recording a video.

“I’ve never seen a plane that moves like
that.”

“What do you think it is, then?”

“A UFO,” I mutter. It’s a ridiculous thought, for
sure. But it wouldn’t be the first time someone has seen a UFO in
the skies over Pearl Falls.

“You mean like aliens?” Ava gapes at me. “You’re
crazy. You’re both crazy.”

“They don’t call me Loony Lowe for nothing.”

“It’s an object,” Tyler points out. “It’s flying.
And we don’t know what it is. Hence, it’s an unidentified flying
object. That doesn’t have to mean it has little green men on it—”
He cuts off as the object, whatever it is, shoots off toward the
Tualatin Mountains, vanishing into the dark. “Did you see that?
Incredible!”

“Amazing.” Dave doesn’t sound very
amazed. “Can I have my phone back now—”

The question has barely left his
lips when a burst of light shudders above the mountains, the sky
flashing electric violet before night settles back into place.
“Okay,” he concedes. “That was weird.”

“That was lightning,” his sister
argues. “Honestly, you all sound like a bunch of conspiracy
theorists. Like those lunatics who attend PUFO Con every
year.”

“I’m one of those lunatics who
attend the convention,” Tyler says, returning the phone to Dave.
“And don’t call it PUFO. That’s offensive.”

“Case in point.”

I am half-expecting—well, maybe
fully expecting—Ty to want to go on some frantic drive into the
mountains to hunt for the source of the strange light. For better
or worse, a flustered, middle-aged man who I presume to be the
manager chooses this moment to interrupt our bickering.

“You.” He stabs a finger toward
Tyler, who turns a shade whiter than his stage makeup. “That was
some stunt you pulled.”

“I am so sorry, sir,” my friend
blurts, panicked, “it won’t happen ag—”

“You’re right it won’t happen
again because, as I just told your buddies, you will never
play here again. Now,
get out of here before I call the cops.”

“It wasn’t his fault,” I protest,
but the man ignores me, storming back into the club.

The four of us are left standing
in a heavy, awkward silence. Dave breaks it first, clearing his
throat. “My shift is over. I can drive you home,” he tells Ava. She
nods.

“See you tomorrow.” I guess this
must be directed at us, but she’s looking at her feet as she and
her brother head toward the parking lot.

“I’m so sorry, Ty,” I say once
they’re out of earshot. “This sucks.”

“It is what it is.” He watches the
siblings’ retreating forms, his expression inscrutable. Eventually,
his deep brown gaze swings back to me. “Let’s go. I’ll take you
home.”

“What do you think that was?” I
ask later when we’re in the car. Tyler’s station wagon looks like
it has seen better days. The leather seats are peeling, and the
dashboard could use a good dusting. A pine scented air freshener
dangles from the rearview mirror, but it’s not enough to compensate
for the lingering stench of cigarette smoke. Not that I have room
to judge. I don’t even have a car, clean or otherwise.

“The UFO,” I clarify when he
remains silent. “And that weird light.”

He shrugs. “Princess is probably
right. It was just heat lightning. Although…” Up ahead, the traffic
light we’re approaching changes quickly from yellow to red. Tyler
slams to a rather abrupt stop. “I’ve seen a light like that
before.”

He has? “When?”

“The night my dad went
missing.”

“Oh.” He’s never mentioned this to
me before. In fact, he rarely talks about the night his father
disappeared. It’s been five years now. I wait for him to continue,
to confide in me, but he doesn’t elaborate. The light changes, and
we surge forward, racing down the empty, dark road.

We say nothing for the rest of the
drive.

 



 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


“I heard,” my friend Jamie
says without preamble, plopping down at the desk next to mine,
“that Queen Bitch did something particularly bitchy to Tyler
yesterday.”

Around us, the A.P. Physics room buzzes with
chatter. I have taken the back corner desk, my only other neighbor
a giant Doctor Who poster tacked to the wall. I love science.
Science fiction, however, isn’t really my thing. Let’s just say it
hits a little too close to home. But I know enough about the show
from my dad to understand there have been multiple incarnations of
the Doctor. This one is the guy with the bowtie and some red-haired
chick.

“I guess the whole school knows by now.” I glance at
the other sci-fi-themed movie posters plastered about the room,
most from things I haven’t seen. One even has a UFO on it, hovering
above the words “I Want To Believe.”

“The rumor mill is saying they went all Carrie and
dumped a bucket of blood on him at the show?” She cocks her head
toward where Mallory and Ava are sitting in the front row, both
sporting school colors and sky-high ponytails.

“It was soup,” I correct her. “But, yeah, it really
sucked. Subversion won’t even let them play there anymore.”

“Ugh. Skanks. I wish I could’ve been there.” Jamie
was out sick yesterday. She reaches into her backpack, pulling out
a sketchpad and pencil. As usual, her clothes—today, a light gray
t-shirt and denim overalls—are splattered in several places with
brightly colored paint. Flipping open the book, she resumes work on
a partially completed sketch. “We should plot our revenge.”

“I’m not sure it’s worth it.” I tell her about
yesterday, and Ava getting us both in trouble. “I really can’t face
Weiss again. I just want to graduate and get out of this
godforsaken town.”

“I hear you.”

The bell rings, and Shelly Grason, our physics
teacher, hops to her feet at the front of the room, brandishing a
metal pointer stick. Her dark brown hair is frizzy and flecked with
gray, her skirt covered in physics formulas. “Alright, folks,” she
calls above the noise, which, despite the bell, hasn’t dwindled.
“Let’s quiet down and get started.”

“I’m Mrs. Grason,” she continues as the room at last
falls into reluctant silence. “Many of you know my son, Tyler.”
Catching my eye, the corner of her mouth quirks up in a small
smile. “This year, we are going to take a journey through space and
time. We are going to learn how the universe works. All of that wibbly wobbly, timey wimey stuff.”
She pauses, seemingly in expectation. “That was a Doctor Who
reference, for the less geeky among us. It will be on the next
quiz.” Some people laugh, albeit uncertainly.

Mallory thrusts a tan arm into the air. “Excuse me,
Mrs. Grason?” She presses on before the teacher can respond. “Are
we going
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