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      Thank you for downloading this ebook collection of three full-length novels and beginning your journey into the Hidden world!

      The Hidden Saga: Beginnings contains Hidden Deep, Hidden Heart, and Hidden Hope, the first three books in the award-winning Hidden Saga series by author Amy Patrick-- more than 750 pages of fantasy, magic, romance, and mystery!

      

      He isn't supposed to even talk to a human, much less fall in love with one...

      

      Ryann Carroll has just run into the guy who saved her life ten years ago. You might think she'd be happy to see him again. Not exactly. She's a bit underdressed (as in skinny-dipping) and he's not supposed to exist.

      

      Lad knows the law of his people all too well: Don't get careless and Don't get caught.

      It's allowed his race to live undetected in this world for thousands of years, mentioned only in flawed and fading folklore. Lad's never been able to forget about Ryann since that night ten years ago. When he sees her again, his fascination re-ignites and becomes a growing desire that tempts him to break all the rules. He isn’t supposed to even talk to a human, much less fall in love with one.

      

      And the timing is atrocious. The Assemblage is coming, the rift between the Light and Dark is widening. Lad may have to trade his own chance at happiness to keep the humans, especially Ryann, blissfully ignorant and safe.

      

      *100,000's of copies sold and millions of pages read for the series. More than 3000 worldwide Five-star reviews for the series and 11,000+ ratings on Goodreads. Read the first three books in this special bundle deal and begin the epic, thrilling, and deeply romantic journey into the series readers call “addictive” “riveting” “magical” and "captivating from the first chapter.”

      

      Praise for the Hidden Saga

      

      - "I absolutely fell in love from book 1 and couldn't stop until they were all done.”-Goodreads Reviewer ★★★★★

      - "I never imagined I could love a collection this much! I highly recommend every single book in this series."-Goodreads Reviewer ★★★★★

      - "I loved this entire series. The characters, the forbidden romance, the entire hidden society--it's like a fairy tale but more fun."-Goodreads Reviewer ★★★★★

      - "Well... I was hooked from the second paragraph of book 1... I just finished the 9th book. A million well-dones!" -Goodreads Reviewer ★★★★★

      - "You HAVE to read the whole series!" -Goodreads Reviewer ★★★★★

      -"I don't leave reviews but I do read. A lot. I finished the whole 10 book series between Dec 25 and January 5th. It's an amazing series. I can't even describe how much I loved these books."-Goodreads Reviewer ★★★★★

      

      Fans of Holly Black, Jennifer L Armentrout, Sarah J Maas, Cassandra Clare, Veronica Roth, Kiera Cass, Julie Kagawa, Stephenie Meyer, Lauren Kate, and Becca Fitzpatrick will LOVE The Hidden Saga series. Find out why readers all over the world have fallen in love with the Hidden Saga.

      Give in to the Glamour and enter the Hidden world TODAY!

      Enjoy the read…
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            Not Hypothermia

          

        

      

    

    
      The first time I saw him, everyone convinced me he was a hallucination caused by hypothermia. It was the second time that messed me up.
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      It was only noon, but I couldn’t wait anymore. The need to get out there had been growing stronger every day.

      With everything my mom had going on, maybe she wouldn’t give me an argument this time. The screen door slammed behind me with a loud creak and double-bouncing bang.

      “Ryann? You going out?”

      I exhaled loudly then turned and faced my mother as she followed me out onto the back porch.

      She was dressed in her new red interview suit, a face full of going-somewhere makeup, and her hair up in clips where she’d been straightening it in sections. She’d rushed to the door in her stocking feet, causing a fresh run to start near her big toe.

      “I left a note on the counter. Just going for a walk—you know.” I shrugged. No big deal. Glancing down, I nodded toward her foot. “You’d better change those.”

      “Shoot!” She hiked up her skirt and started ripping off the pantyhose. “What the heck am I doing? I haven’t worked in sixteen years. They’re going to laugh me out the door.”

      She wobbled to one side, off balance. I reached out to steady her. “They’ll love you.”

      Mom wrinkled her nose, brushing off my reassurance. “You’re right. How could they not want such a strong job candidate? Thirty-six, living with my mother again, and did I mention the part about no work experience? Don’t ever get yourself in this situation, Ryann. Depend on you—no one else⁠—”

      “Mom.” I interrupted before she could launch into the full mantra. “They’re going to love you.”

      She balled up the ruined stockings and gave me a doubtful smile, the shallow lines on her forehead deepening. Her eyes closed for a long moment, and she let out a resigned sigh.

      “Why do you want to go tromping around in those buggy, thorny woods every day, Ryann? You know I hate it.”

      “I won’t go far. I’ll probably be back before you even get home.”

      I knew exactly what this was about. In my mother’s mind, I was still six years old, likely to wander off and get lost, and this time, never return. There was a pause, and I could see the surrender forming behind her eyes.

      “Well… spray yourself so you don’t get eaten alive.” She picked up a can of insect repellant from the porch railing, thrusting it at me. “And stay on the trails. And don’t be late.”

      “You don’t be late.” I took the can and smiled at her, already backing down the porch stairs. “And good luck.”

      Stepping out into the pine-scented heat was a relief. We’d moved way out into the sticks, but we hadn’t left the tension behind in town. A giddy sense of freedom swept me up, and I practically ran to get to the trees bordering my grandma’s house. My home now, too, as of three days earlier.

      I’d come here for visits my whole life. Now it was a little more permanent, which was fine with me. I’d always loved this place. The hot clinging air, the rambling log house, and especially the deep, dense woodland surrounding it.

      The locals would probably think that was kind of strange, since most of them remembered when I nearly died out here.

      Sticks snapped under my sneakers as I walked, listening to birdsong and whining insects. All familiar and welcoming. And a familiar feeling wrapped around me as well. Of hoping for… something. I wasn’t sure what.

      I’d promised not to go far, and I didn’t intend to, but once I got going, it was too tempting to keep on walking, exploring deeper into the woods.

      The further I went, the lighter I felt. The sensation was like exhaling after holding your breath for way too long.

      Anyway, if I’d kept my promise and stayed on the trail, I never would’ve found this place.

      The spring-fed pool was so clear I could see the large flat rocks and green plants lining the bottom. Leaves pirouetted from the surrounding trees, landing and floating on the glassy surface.

      Sunlight streamed through the treetops in little pockets, making a kaleidoscope pattern on the moss and springy wild ferns growing along the water’s edge. It felt like my own magical discovery.

      My t-shirt and shorts were plastered to me at this point, and my skin actually felt thirsty. Late May in Mississippi is not for wusses.

      Looking at the clear water, the idea of an outdoor bath started to seem too delicious to resist. It was kind of crazy—I mean, I hadn’t exactly packed a swimsuit for my little nature walk.

      Whatever. I could use a minute or two of crazy in my life right about now.

      I shucked my sweaty clothes, leaving my bra and panties on. There might have been six hundred acres of my grandma’s posted forest land between me and the nearest person, but I wasn’t that brave.

      I stepped into the cool water. It felt unbelievably good, and I slipped under, blowing out all the stuffy humid air in my body. After a minute my lungs burned. I resurfaced, stood up in the waist-deep pool, and waited for the water to stop running down my face. Then I opened my eyes.

      There in front of me, kneeling on the mossy bank and staring right at me, was a guy. A big blond guy, about my age.

      I know him. No—wait—I don’t know.

      It didn’t really matter because he shouldn’t have been there. No one should’ve been there, but he was. I’m basically naked and alone in the woods with a stranger. Not good.

      My chest was on fire. I wasn’t breathing, and then I was breathing too much, too quickly. My mind spun and scrambled for anything like a rational thought. If I’d been watching myself in one of those stupid screamer movies, I’d have been shouting at the screen, “Move! Run! Do something.” But it was like that time when I was home alone and thought I heard an intruder. I just froze.

      The guy looked almost as shocked as I felt, seeming unable to tear his wide-eyed stare away. Like me, he was frozen in place.

      Then his face relaxed. And he smiled.

      Sure. Alligators can smile, too. At least the sight ripped me out of my temporary paralysis. I finally moved, lunging toward the bank, intending to climb out and run, or at least get my clothes.

      Oh. My clothes. I plunged myself back into the water up to my chin. I had no idea what to do. I was basically at this guy’s mercy—miles from anyone who could hear me scream, ridiculously outsized and overpowered. He still hadn’t said anything. No “I’m sorry,” or “Hello there,” or “Why no, I’m not a rapey stalker.”

      “Get out of here. You’re trespassing.” My attempt to be threatening came out sounding kind of pathetic, breathy and high-pitched.

      The guy jerked back, lost his balance, and ended up on his rear. For a minute I was hopeful—maybe he was actually buying my bluff—but he got back up slowly to his haunches, and the corner of his mouth eased up along with one eyebrow.

      “Trespassing? Well. There must be some law against public indecency, too. You shouldn’t be out here like…” He gestured toward me. “…that.”

      His voice was deep, mature-sounding, though he wasn’t more than eighteen, and his amused grin said he couldn’t have been more pleased I was out here like this.

      Who does he think he is? “No, you stupid ass—you shouldn’t be out here. I own these woods, and You. Are. Trespassing. Now leave.” That was it—I’d used the only cuss word I could pull off convincingly, and I sure did hope it worked, because if it didn’t, I had nothin’.

      My tough talk made me feel slightly less afraid. But I was still stuck in the shamefully clear pool, and he was still there grinning and looking at me like the kid who’d found the Halloween candy stash.

      He stood, and I had to squint up at him. His dark blond hair was haloed by the rays of sun slipping through the leafy canopy above. Strands of lighter gold glinted through the loose curls. I was cornered by possibly the world’s most angelic-looking peeping Tom. Or serial killer. Neither thought was comforting.

      Our standoff continued for long moments. Then suddenly he was moving toward me. He reached down and grabbed my pile of clothes on the bank and extended them out over the water to me. “Sorry,” he said, not exactly sounding full of remorse, “but I’m not leaving. I need to talk to you first.”

      I willed myself to breathe again. “Talk to me? No. Just leave. Go away or…” Or what? I’d scream, and all the forest creatures would rush to my rescue? I’d stay in there until I shriveled like a Craisin?

      He looked at me, waiting for me to finish my empty threat, I guess. When it was clear I wasn’t going to, he narrowed his eyes and twisted his lips in a calculating expression.

      “Okay. Listen, if you don’t want these clothes, I’ll toss them over there, and go sit down awhile against that tree. My arm’s getting kind of tired.” He stretched it to demonstrate his point, grinning widely at me again. If I could’ve reached him, and done it without giving him another free peep show, I’d have slapped that perfect smile off his face. So… maybe I wasn’t dealing with someone dangerous here, but he sure was annoying.

      I had a choice—argue with the guy holding the only thing standing between me and full-frontal, or stay there wearing my arms for a shirt and hope he’d eventually get bored and leave on his own. Right. I snatched the clothes out of his hand and scowled at him.

      “Could you at least turn around?”

      He paused a second then turned his back, and I set a world speed record for underwater dressing. Then I crept up the bank, grabbed my shoes, and took off running. He might have been harmless, but why take chances? I managed a few yards and didn’t hear him coming after me. Then the huge golden-haired guy dropped out of a tree right in front of me.

      I let out a squeal as my wet body slammed hard into his. He grabbed my upper arms, steadying me. I started screaming and slapping at him with my sneakers, dropping them in the process.

      He immediately let me go and raised his hands in surrender. His words came out in a hurry. “Hey, calm down. I know I scared you. But I’m not going to hurt you. I only want to talk to you. Please.”

      I stepped back and rubbed my arms where his fingers had been moments earlier. “I guess you’re not going to give me a choice. All right then. You want to talk? You go first. What are you doing on my land, and why were you spying on me?”

      “Your land. Right. Well, I wasn’t spying. I was walking back from the library.” He nodded toward a scattered pile of books on the other side of the pool. “I saw your clothes and shoes there—I was going to keep going so I wouldn’t scare you, but then you didn’t come up for so long. I was just checking to see if you were okay. I didn’t mean for you to see me. And then there you were, and you were all…” He swept his hand up and down in my direction and blushed deeply.

      “Exposed? Half-naked? Don’t try to make me believe you were embarrassed. Sorry, but I’ve got the market cornered on humiliation today.”

      “I’m sorry. Really. It’s not like I planned this.”

      I studied him. Though I had no rational reason to believe him, I did. Something in his voice told my self-preservation instinct to stand down.

      “Okay then, assuming you’re not a registered sex offender—you’re not, are you?”

      “No.” He looked insulted.

      “Unregistered?”

      “No!” He gave a frustrated huff of a laugh.

      “Okay. So you were walking back from the library… to where?” I thought of the few houses bordering my grandma’s property. Most of the owners were old, like her. Maybe he was somebody’s grandson, visiting for the weekend.

      “I live… near here.”

      “Near here, like, off the county road, you mean?”

      He glanced around. “Uh… yes.”

      Now that I was calm enough to care, I noticed he looked… different… not like any of the guys I’d ever seen in school. He was fresher somehow, healthier-looking, like no artificial color or flavor had ever crossed his lips. I couldn’t decide if it was the skin or something else, but he looked like he’d never had a bad night’s sleep. There were no freckles, no marks on him anywhere. His eyes were a pure, clear green, like sunlight shining through a leaf.

      He wore ripped, faded jeans and an ancient plaid shirt with cut-off sleeves. It hung open to expose his smooth light brown chest and stomach. His feet were bare. It was like an Abercrombie ad gone wrong, because you didn’t want to buy the clothes, just… him.

      “You don’t go to Deep River High. Did you just move here?” I had to ask—if I was going to have Spanish class next fall with a guy who’d seen me almost naked, I wanted to be forewarned. Bonitas chichis, Senorita.

      “Oh, no, I uh… I’m home schooled.”

      “Good,” I said quickly then slowed myself down. “I mean, all right. So what’s your name?”

      He hesitated but answered. “It’s Lad.”

      “Okay then. Lad—I’m Ryann.”

      “I know.”

      Not what I was expecting to hear. I fired back at him, “How do you know my name?”

      He looked away for a second then back at me. His eyes held a pleading I-know-I’m-busted look. He shook his head and opened his hands, palms-up to the sides. “I just… do?”

      Wrong answer. I didn’t care how cute he was, this was all too weird. I started backing away. “Well, um, Lad, now that we’ve talked, I have to get home. My mom and grandma are going to have the National Guard out here combing the woods soon.”

      He moved toward me and wrapped a large hand around my arm, the pressure not bruising, but firm. The heat of it sizzled on my wet skin.

      “No. Not yet. Please, I have to show you something.” He tilted his head down and stared directly into my eyes, lowering his voice. “You must come with me.”

      His gaze was so intense, almost like he was pushing me with his eyes, like he thought he could simply will me to agree with him. Right. My breath evaporated along with any feeling of comfort that had begun to develop. I leaned back, putting some space between us, and laughed nervously.

      “You know what? The only thing I must do is get home. I’m not kidding about the National Guard. You’ve never met my mom or you wouldn’t doubt it.” I tried for flippant, but it came out sounding stressed.

      “I can’t let you go yet.” He paused and then his tone turned up, like he’d just had a great idea. “I have something of yours. I want to give it back.”

      “What could you possibly have of mine? No thanks. I’m leaving.” I wrenched my arm free, turned and stomped off, praying he didn’t repeat that freaky dropping-from-the-branches move, and growing more nervous every second about this guy’s inability to take no for an answer.

      “I found your book.”

      His quiet words stopped me. I slowly turned to face him again, my stomach lined with ice. Finding the breath to respond was a challenge.

      “What book?” But I already knew what he was going to say.

      “The book you left out here… that night.”

      Ten years ago. “How do you know about that?”

      “You can have it back. You want it, don’t you?”

      I did. More than that, I wanted to know how this stranger knew about my beloved childhood book. And what was he doing with it after all this time? There was really only one explanation.

      “It’s you, isn’t it?”

      He smiled and just looked at me, those scorching bright eyes like a magnifying glass over a dry leaf, burning a hole through everything I’d believed for the past ten years.
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            Fireflies in January

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten years earlier

      We always had New Year’s Day dinner at Grandma Neena’s house—collard greens and black-eyed peas with ham hocks for good luck. Berry cobbler, my favorite, for dessert. As usual, there were plenty of old people and no young cousins to play with. I was the only child of two only-children.

      The grownups stayed at the table for what seemed like hours, drinking coffee and talking about things I didn’t remember. Bored, I sought out my favorite reading spot, a cozy chair by the picture window overlooking my grandma’s backyard.

      As the sun set, a spark in the gray winter landscape outside caught my attention. Fireflies. In January. Even at six years old I knew that was strange. Still clutching my book, I slipped out the door to get a closer look and maybe capture a few for a nightlight like I did every summer.

      The mysterious lights multiplied, changing colors. Pretty. Fascinating. I followed them down the path then off it as they danced over the ground in the darkening woods. By the time they rose up into the trees and blinked out, it was completely dark. I looked around. I couldn’t see the house, couldn’t even see the smoke I smelled from the chimney.

      I wandered for hours trying to get back, finally collapsing at the base of a big tree. It was way past my bedtime. Huddling against the trunk, I wished for Mommy, Daddy, my white canopy bed with the warm purple unicorn comforter.

      I’d never forget the nighttime noises that filled those dark woods. I fell asleep with my hands tightly cupped over my ears. Once during the night I awoke to the faint sound of voices calling my name through the trees. No one heard the weak croak that came when I tried to answer. My throat was dry and raw.

      The next time I awoke, I was in pain. I had wet my pink corduroy pants, and I couldn’t stop shaking. My thin sweater was useless against the freezing temperature. My fingers and feet would no longer move. I squeezed my eyes shut and wished I could stop waking up, stop feeling anything, and sleep forever.

      And then he was there.

      I opened my eyes, my breath coming fast. Something very warm had touched my face. A boy, a little bigger than me, squatted in front of me, smiling. When I let out a surprised sound, my breath clouded the moonlit air between us. The boy jerked his hand back. We both jumped. Then his smile widened, and he laughed.

      He had on even less than I did—no shirt at all and bare feet poking out from under his pant legs. He should have been freezing, too, but he didn’t seem to notice the cold. I wasn’t afraid of him. He looked friendly… and curious. He reached out again slowly and put both his warm hands against my cold cheeks, holding my face. It was the nicest thing I’d ever felt.

      I smiled at the silent boy with wide eyes and messy blond curls. “What’s your name?”

      He didn’t answer, but only stared at me, his eyebrows pulling together as he studied my mouth. I started to repeat the question, and he put his fingertips across my lips. Touching his own lips, he breathed out with a puff. I giggled at that. He laughed, too, but his smile went away when he saw my hard shudder.

      The boy reached into his pocket and pulled out a tiny bottle made of metal. Holding it out to me, he tipped it toward my mouth. He wanted me to drink. I expected water, but it wasn’t. It tasted like—I don’t know—nothing I’d ever tasted before, sweet and sort of warm, bubbly almost.

      I was so thirsty I didn’t care what it was. I drank it all, and immediately heat filled my stomach, spreading quickly throughout my body, finally reaching my fingertips and toes. I felt… perfect.

      The next thing I remember was the sound of boots crashing through the underbrush, a man’s frantic shouting. “I found her. She’s here.” There was a lot of walkie-talkie noise.

      It was just after dawn. Someone had spotted me on the shoulder of the county road that bordered one side of my grandma’s land. I’d been missing for fourteen hours.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Icing on the Cake

          

        

      

    

    
      I looked at the grown-up version of the strangest, most magical memory of my life. All I could manage was a whisper as it truly hit me. “Is it you? Are you real?”

      Lad reached out and gently cupped my face in his large hand, causing me to shiver. His mouth slowly spread into a wide smile. So beautiful. So familiar.

      “All right,” I breathed, my stomach quivering, “I’ll go with you. Where is it?”

      Lad wasted no time capitalizing on the moment, scooping my hand inside his and starting to pull. “I’ll show you.”

      He stopped as we passed the pool and retrieved his books then led me deeper into the woods, much farther than I’d ever explored. It was like walking back into a simpler time in my life, a time when magical boys and enchanted forests and happily-ever-after families were entirely possible. As we walked, I was hyper-aware of his hand around mine. Warm. Strong. Rough-textured but gentle. It seemed silly I should even notice that stuff. I’d touched people and been touched my whole life, but this felt like a whole new thing.

      And the fact that I was actually with him, that it was actually happening, was just… breathtaking.

      None of the searchers had recalled seeing a boy when I was finally discovered the next morning. The ER doctor told my parents hypothermia was known to cause hallucinations, though they said I was in much better condition when they found me than anyone had dared to hope.

      At first I’d been eager to tell everyone why I was okay, about the boy, fiercely insisting it was all true. But I’d quickly learned discussing that particular part of my adventure was “not okay.” My story was initially met with sympathy and later with discomfort and disapproval. Even at that young age, I’d understood no one believed me or even wanted to. As time passed, the memories had grown hazy, mixing with my recurring dreams about that night, confusing me, and it had all started seeming less and less likely. Eventually I’d accepted the grownups were probably right.

      Lad dropped my hand and moved ahead of me, finding the easiest path through the wildness of the late-spring undergrowth. His bare feet smoothly and unflinchingly navigated the rough ground. How does that not hurt? My mind skipped from wondering about that to wondering how angry my mother would be if she could see me—agreeing to go somewhere with a strange man—okay, a boy, but a man-sized boy.

      Maybe I should have been afraid of him, but I just wasn’t. He was the living answer to all the questions I’d been told to stop asking. I tried to get it through my head that maybe I hadn’t imagined the whole thing, as everyone had insisted.

      “They said it was hypothermia.”

      “What’s that?” he said.

      “It’s when the body gets too cold and…”

      “Oh—Call of the Wild!” Lad said with perplexing enthusiasm.

      “What?”

      “Call of the Wild. Jack London? I read about hypothermia in Call of the Wild. You don’t have it.”

      “I know—I didn’t mean now—never mind. How did you know it was me?”

      Lad gave me a side glance as we walked. “I recognized you as soon as you came up from under the water.”

      “You did? But… you look so different. Don’t I look different?”

      “Well…” I could swear he darted his eyes at my chest as he searched for the right words. “In some ways. But I knew when I saw your hair.”

      “My hair?”

      “Yes, I’ve never seen hair like yours. It’s the color of wet maple leaves in the fall.”

      Wow. That was definitely the first time someone had spoken poetically of my hair. Or anything else about me. I felt myself flush.

      We stopped at the base of an ancient tree with gnarled limbs starting close to the ground. Lad took both my hands inside his and pulled me to face him. An excited grin lit his face. “Do you know where we are?”

      “Um… should I?”

      “This is where we first met.”

      “Really?” I glanced around us. “How do you know? It looks the same as everywhere else out here in the sticks.”

      Lad laughed. “No it doesn’t, Ryann. Besides, this is a special tree.”

      He patted the thick trunk next to us. Looking up into its impossible heights, I spotted something about halfway from the top. It resembled a large nest, resting on the thick branches. I glanced back at Lad. And then I understood.

      I backed away with my hands in front of me, shaking my head violently. “Oh no. No. You don’t think—I can’t climb up there.”

      Laughing at me again, he said, “You’ll be perfectly safe. I’ll be right behind you the whole time. There’s no reason to be afraid. I promise it’ll be worth it.”

      I wanted to be brave. I really did. I wanted to keep talking with Lad, get some answers, get my book back. But my limbs were frozen, just thinking of climbing the enormous tree. It had always been like that—I couldn’t even handle the top bunk at camp.

      Lad’s large, solid hands settled on my hips. He steered me toward the tree. At his murmured encouragement, I forced myself to lift one foot and place it on the bottom limb, only a couple feet off the ground. I reached up and grabbed a branch above my head. Trembling but trying, I climbed, the heat of Lad’s body close behind me. I couldn’t decide if it made me want to keep moving or slow down. With him shadowing my every painstaking move, I eventually managed to reach the bottom of the structure.

      “Good job. Go ahead and climb in.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. I got both my hands on the lip of the thing and pulled as Lad boosted me from below. I rolled into it. Lad followed. For a few minutes I rested, letting my wild heartbeat slow and my shaky arms recover.

      Finally I took a look around. It was like a bird’s nest, only for a terrifyingly large bird. Woven from strong vines and small, flexible branches and lined with an incredibly soft greenish-brown fabric, it was roomy and quite comfortable, actually.

      Lad smiled at me triumphantly. “Well?”

      “It’s amazing. What is this?”

      “It’s sort of a hideaway—my special place. I built it when I was young. I still come here when I want to think or have some time alone. No one knows about it. Well, except for you. And… it’s where I keep things I care about.”

      He pointed toward a wooden chest on the other side of the nest, weather-worn and old, with strange carvings covering its surface. “Go look inside.”

      I crawled over to the box, running my hands over its aged smoothness before opening it. The lid was surprisingly heavy. Inside, a haphazard collection of small objects surrounded a stack of books. A ragged hardcover picture book lay on top.

      “Book of Virtues…” I spoke the title aloud, tracing the faded letters with one finger and swallowing back a lump in my throat. “I cried so much over this stupid book. I used to sleep with it every night before I lost it. They got me a new copy, but it wasn’t the same. My dad came out here a couple days later and searched for this one, but he never could find it. I guess now I know why.”

      Lad gave me a sheepish look. “I was obsessed with it when I was younger… studying the words and pictures. I assigned magical powers to that book. I thought if I could read it and learn it by heart… it would someday bring you back to me.”

      “Really?” I wasn’t breathing well anymore. “Looks like it worked,” I said, hugging the book to my chest. “I’m taking this home with me, you know.”

      Lad’s mouth relaxed into a lazy grin. “Well now… I might find it harder to let go of than I anticipated.”

      The look on his face made me unsure if he was still talking about the book or about me. He reclined against the side of the nest, watching me, his eyes glowing a bright green unrivaled by the backdrop of leaves framing his head.

      Self-consciousness spread over me, raising gooseflesh everywhere his gaze touched. I knew I wasn’t hideous or anything—I’d had dates. But I’d never been the girl in the room who everyone looked at, much less stared at for long uninterrupted minutes. I felt like I should say something but couldn’t think of a thing. Tearing my eyes away, I reached back into the chest and pulled out another book. A library volume. Thoreau.

      “Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads,” Lad said, quoting the author.

      And right here in front of me. Lord help me if the boy didn’t give me a smile so devastatingly beautiful I had to look down before I could think of a coherent response. “So… Walden. Call of the Wild.” I picked up another one. “A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Shakespeare, huh? If they had fan pods for classic authors, you’d be first in line.”

      I laughed at my own joke.

      Lad did not join me. Instead, his face got deadly serious. He leaned toward me. “Fan pods? You’re not in one, are you?”

      “Me? No. I never had any interest⁠—”

      “Good,” he interrupted, seeming strangely relieved.

      “Why?”

      “Nothing. I just don’t think they’re… a good idea.”

      “O-kay.” I dragged the word out, tilting my head as I waited for an explanation. When it didn’t come, I dropped the topic—it wasn’t my favorite one anyway, in spite of the fact that most of my friends talked of nothing else. I was kind of happy Lad shared my disinterest in celebrities and their rabidly devoted fan pods.

      “So, you obviously read a lot of literature in home school.” I lifted one of the books.

      “Actually those are for fun,” he said then blushed and looked away, as if embarrassed.

      “What? That’s a good thing.”

      He shook his head, still not meeting my eyes. “Not to my parents. They disapprove.”

      “Really? That’s a first. I’ve never heard of parents who don’t want their kids to read.”

      “It’s...” Lad waved his hand in a dismissive gesture, apparently eager to change the subject. “… it’s just not what we do. My father thinks it’s a waste of time.”

      “Wow. That’s so weird. What about your mother?”

      “She’s not as bad as he is, but she has to agree with him. After all, he⁠—”

      Lad checked his speech abruptly, and his eyes widened. After a moment, he continued. “He’s the… the head of the family.”

      “Okay… that sounds pretty old-fashioned, you know.”

      Lad choked on a laugh. “Yes, you could definitely say my parents are ‘old-fashioned.’ Anyway, my mother agrees reading books makes me interested in things I shouldn’t be... interested... in...” He trailed off slowly, his expression turning intense as he stared at me. He whispered, “I can’t believe you’re really here.”

      My stomach did a small flip.

      Lad crawled slowly toward me. My breath caught in my throat as he stopped inches away. He reached out, but he didn’t actually touch me. His palm ran lightly over the side of my head, barely skimming the outer layer of my hair, the heat from his hand radiating to my scalp. He took the end of one straight damp lock and softly rubbed it between his thumb and fingers as if he were fabric shopping and had found a swath of fine silk to be touched and tested.

      Lad wrapped my hair once around his finger and then again, reeling me in. Heart pounding, I studied his face, trying to understand the fascination I saw there and trying to decide if he was about to do what I thought he was about to do.

      Somewhere in my brain an alarm went off. It sounded a lot like my mother’s voice.

      Never want anyone more than he wants you. You can have a man in your life, Ryann, but never need someone. Just let him be icing on the cake.

      I was at that moment in serious danger of violating every word of the manifesto I’d had drilled into me for the past year, since my parents had separated. I’d never felt so much wanting of anything in my whole life. I teetered on the edge. I could sense how good it would feel to close that last inch between us and give myself over to the pull I’d felt toward these woods and my shaky memory of Lad these past ten years. Instead, I popped the pretty bubble.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” I blurted out.

      “What?” he asked softly, drawing back a few inches.

      “If your mom and dad don’t want you to read, how do you do home schooling?”

      Lad’s face contracted in a grimace. He jumped up, stalked to the edge of the nest, and stopped, facing away from me. “I don’t want to talk about that anymore.”

      Well then. Not only had I ruined a very interesting moment, my question had struck some kind of nerve. The silence between us stretched out and became awkward. I thought about the fact that Lad was barefoot and strangely dressed.

      When I’d first seen his clothes, I’d pegged him as the indigenous redneck variety of local male. Now, I wondered. Maybe his family is really poor. I’d heard of backwoods people living in little more than dirt-floored plywood shacks without even what most would consider the basic necessities. It would explain how I’d seen him out here when I was lost as a child. He hadn’t been a hallucination or even lost himself. His family must have lived somewhere out here in the woods. Maybe even on my grandma’s property. He must have been ashamed for me to know.

      I needed to change the subject, get him talking again. I hadn’t even gotten any answers about that night yet. I stood and gingerly made my way across to him and touched him lightly on the arm.

      “I’ll tell you a secret about me,” I offered.

      Lad turned around, looking alert and interested. “What is it?”

      “I’m completely, totally, and incurably afraid of heights.”

      He laughed with obvious relief. “Really? I would never have guessed.”

      I laughed, too, but in the next instant Lad clamped his hand over my mouth and dropped to his knees, pulling me down with him. His entire body was tense. I heard him hiss some kind of foreign-sounding curse under his breath. After a few moments he removed his hand from my mouth and let me go. “Sorry.”

      “What was that? What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Just body-slamming me and cussing for fun?”

      “No. Sorry. It’s—I saw something. I should take you home now.”

      “You were so all-fired determined to get me up here, and now you want me to go home? Why? What did you see?”

      “A deer. I saw a deer.”

      “A deer. Well, as far as I know, they don’t climb trees or bite.”

      “I don’t want… it to know this place is up here—never mind. It’ll be dark soon. Let’s get you back before those national guards start looking for you.”

      “National Guard. It’s singular. You know, a group, a unit? How can you not know what that is?”

      “Whatever it is, I don’t want it out here. Let’s go.”

      Once on the ground, Lad was all business. He scanned in all directions then charged into the thick of the woods. I had to practically jog to keep up. Wow. He can’t wait to get rid of me now.

      I, on the other hand, wanted to slow down, to postpone the end of our journey. My mind was still swimming with questions. I needed to know more about him. I couldn’t exactly carry on a conversation with the back of his head, though, especially as winded as I was from trying to match his impossibly long stride.

      As we passed the natural pool, Lad glanced back at me and kept going in the direction of Grandma's log house. He knows how to get there already. At the edge of the yard Lad stopped and turned to face me. He looked around then stepped close and spoke softly.

      “I followed them when they came and took you that morning. I wasn’t sure if it was all right for you to go with them, but there were so many men, and I was so small. I understood after they brought you here, it was where you belonged. I wasn’t supposed to go close to the houses, but I came back in secret to try to see you again. I watched you in the yard with your family. I heard them call you Ryann.”

      I couldn’t get over the way he said my name. He made it sound beautiful.

      “Then one day you were gone and didn’t come back. I thought I’d never see you again. And now I can’t answer your questions. I’m not even supposed to be talking to you. I’m sorry. You should go in.”

      Lad took a step back, his jaw set. He nodded, as if having made an irreversible decision. His speech sounded like an ending.

      Filled with a sudden sense of desperation, I stepped forward to re-close the distance between us and wrapped my fingers around his wrists. Lad drew in a sharp breath. I saw the light return to his eyes, and his jaw tightened, muscles flexing under the smooth, unblemished skin.

      “Lad, don’t go yet. That night—I don’t know⁠—”

      He reached out and took my face in his hands as he’d done when those hands were so much smaller, when my tiny face was so cold. Now his hands were large and warm, and they were trembling.

      I stopped breathing, my heart launching into a wild hammering rhythm that seemed to steal all the strength from my legs to power it.

      Almost faster than I could process what was happening, Lad brushed his lips across mine in a hint of a kiss then crushed me to his body, his warm mouth grazing my ear.

      “Good-bye Ryann.” He released me and was gone.

      I looked around me. My book was gone, too. I was left standing alone, shaking, and suddenly cold for the first time in months.
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      I stumbled through the yard toward the back porch, lightheaded. I really couldn’t explain to myself what had just happened. I wasn’t even going to attempt to explain it to anyone else. If I told Mom or Grandma, they’d never let me set foot outside again. And I was definitely going back. Lad was at the center of the two strangest experiences of my life. I had to know more about him.

      I stepped through the back door into the kitchen, and there was Grandma Neena, sharp blue eyes, wild white ringlets covering her head, and dirt on the knees of her too-short gardening pants. She had a plump fuzzy okra in one hand and a kitchen knife in the other.

      “Hey, girl. I was wondering where you’d gotten to.”

      Grandma Neena had looked exactly the same my whole life. Or maybe it only seemed that way because of the hair. It had been white since I’d known her. Mom said Grandma’s hair was once chestnut brown, like mine, but it had turned white when she was only in her twenties, around the time she was widowed. She was sixty and had hardly a wrinkle. Lord only knew how because there wasn’t an ounce of fat to stretch out her skin. I hoped I’d inherited the good skin from her along with the freaky-tall-and-thin gene.

      “Hey, Grandma. I was out exploring.”

      She spotted my damp hair and raised a brow. “Get caught in a rain shower?”

      “No, I uh…” She knew it hadn’t rained, and we both knew there were no lovely spring-fed pools along the paths on her land. “I found a natural spring and kind of splashed myself. I was pretty hot.”

      She looked me over, as if checking for… damage, maybe? Her squint broke and she grinned, turning back to the cooking. “You’re just like me, you little wood sprite. I’d be out there myself, if I didn’t have this oven going. You didn’t see any signs of coyotes, did you?”

      “No. Why?”

      “I’ve been hearing them the past couple of nights. Just make sure and get back to the house before dark when you go out. And you should wear some brighter colors—don’t want some fool with a gun mistaking you for a critter.”

      “But hunting season’s over. And your land is posted.”

      “A few rusty old signs won’t stop some of these boys. And spring turkey season just ended last week—not everybody obeys the rules. Just be careful, that’s all.”

      “Okay. I’ll try my best not to resemble a wild turkey.” I laughed and peeked inside the old yellow porcelain bowl on the counter, smelling the savory cornbread mixture she’d been stirring. “Making chicken and dressing?”

      “Mmm hmmm. Your momma should be back soon. She had to run by the lawyer’s office after the interview—trying to take care of that IRS mess.”

      “Yeah, thanks, Dad,” I muttered. I picked up a knife and started helping her slice vegetables, the blade chop-chopping against the wooden cutting board on the counter.

      Grandma flashed a glance at me as she dropped batter-covered coins of okra into a cast iron skillet sizzling with butter.

      “None of that, now, Ryann.” Her tone was gently chiding. “Your momma’s got enough bitter for the both of you. You don’t know the whole story, and you need to remember your parents’ problems are theirs, not yours.” She looked back over her shoulder at my expression and turned back to the skillet, shaking her head. She’d always been able to read my face as if my thoughts were scrawled there in permanent black marker. “No, don’t go getting all lemon-faced on me. You know I love her more than my own soul, but she’s got so much poison inside right now about men—you don’t want to let that leak into your life. Love can be good, honey.”

      After what my dad had pulled, I had my doubts, but what was I going to do—argue with my sweet grandma, who’d lost her husband basically right after the honeymoon ended? I wandered over to inhale the aroma of frying food and gave her a quick side-by-side hug. “Oh my God, that smells good. I swear—absolutely anything tastes good fried.”

      “You know what they say about Southern cooking—butter’s the main course—everything else is just a side dish. Why don’t you make us some of your sweet tea to go with supper, and then we can set the table. Maybe there’ll be a new job to celebrate.” She made a rah-rah gesture.

      “Oh—I’m sorry. I can’t tonight. I have to get in the shower. Emmy’s coming by to pick me up in a little bit.” Emmy Rooney had been my best friend since preschool. Our grandmas had been friends forever, too.

      “That’s good. Where you girls headed tonight?”

      “The usual—ballpark, Sonic.”

      Living in a town of thirty-six hundred people had some advantages. Entertainment variety was not one of them. At least Emmy had a car. Under our new financial circumstances, if I wanted anything above room and board, especially a car, I was buying. That meant finding a job for the summer was my new priority.

      An hour later, I heard the crunch and pop of tires winding down the tree-lined gravel driveway. Checking the window first, I went out to the porch. Her VW Bug came to a stop, and out popped Emmy, very little changed since we’d met. Same dark tan, straight, sandy-brown hair, and still wearing glasses, though she’d traded the Hello Kitty frames for some thin silver ones by middle school.

      “So you ready for another exciting episode of ‘Hicktown Nightlife?’” she said.

      “Should I change into my Daisy Dukes and stilettos or am I okay like this?” I gestured to my usual warm-weather uniform of t-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. We both laughed and got in the car.

      Emmy drove us into town and all the way down Main Street, passing darkened storefronts, some small restaurants, the huge First Baptist Church, the Food Star, and the city park with its quaint white gazebo. We cruised slowly through the Sonic Drive-in to see who was there, and then made the loop through town again. Other cars full of teenagers leisurely traveled the same route, windows down, stereos up high. We waved at each one.

      “So, I met this guy today…” I said.

      Her hands gripped the steering wheel tighter, her interest instantly piqued. “Okay—every detail. Don’t hold back. Where, when, and for God’s sake, how did you meet someone new around here?”

      “Apparently he lives out near my grandma. He’s homeschooled.”

      “Hot?” she asked, without much hope.

      “Very. In fact, weirdly hot.”

      “Okay, are we talking Jake-hot or Nox-hot?” Emmy put exaggerated lustful emphasis on the last part.

      “Hard to say. He’s… different.” I gave Emmy an abbreviated version of the how-I-met-him story as we pulled into the cool side of the Sonic and parked. I did not mention the part about remembering him from my childhood incident. I still didn’t know what it all meant, so I could hardly explain it to her.

      “So you meet an amazing guy in the middle of the woods—why does this kind of thing never happen to me?”

      “I guess you should go skinny-dipping more often,” I teased.

      “I am totally going to do it,” she said. “And you know I will.”

      I laughed, not doubting it for a minute. If there were a Wikipedia entry for “boy crazy,” Emmy’s picture would appear beside it. Unfortunately, she had a chronic weakness for players—guys who were the high school equivalent of womanizers—what was the name for them? Girl-izers? Unlike me, she was always ready to open her heart one more time, to go with her gut and trust that this time it would work out.

      We studied the menu, pushed the button and ordered. The subject changed to her latest epic crush while we waited for our food in the car, listening to the radio. Emmy loved jocks in particular, and lately it was Jake McKee, a senior with great biceps. She was giving me the play-by-play of their most recent school-hallway flirtation when a sultry-sounding female DJ teased us with promises of celebrity sleaze after the commercial break.

      “Oooh—turn it up. I want to hear that,” Emmy said.

      “Why? You’re already some kind of celebrity trivia savant.”

      “I know, I’m slightly obsessed, but I can’t help it. I mean, they’re so freakin’ beautiful. Like Vallon Foster.” She pulled out her phone and caressed the actor’s famous face on the screen. Holding the phone up to me, she said, “Look at him. He’s almost too gorgeous to live. I can’t believe I didn’t get into his fan pod—it sucks to be wait-listed.”

      “Don’t feel bad—I heard they favor kids from big cities on those applications. But why do you even want to be in one of those pods? They’re like… cults or something.”

      “No they’re not.” She shot me a shaming look for suggesting something so blasphemous. “It’s cool that A-list celebrities like Vallon give their biggest fans special access. If you think about it, it’s not much different from an internship, just way more glam. And you get to go to cool parties, and meet other celebs—oh my God—I have to get in. And you’re wrong. It’s not only big city kids. Remember Allison Douglas?”

      “No.”

      “Oh. She’s like five years older than us. She went to my church. She got into a pod a few years ago. I bet she could help me, but nobody around here knows how to reach her anymore. Probably off having too much fun with the beautiful people to keep in touch with anybody back here in this podunk place.” Emmy’s mood made a lightning-fast swing from gleeful spokesperson to dejected kid.

      “But don’t you think it’s kind of weird—how the pods are like, all the same? It’s like some kind of government program or something,” I said.

      And back to gleeful. “That’s totally on purpose. The celebs with fan pods all have the same agent—the best agent in Los Angeles—Alfred Frey. He represents all the top singers, and models, and actors. Even the really cute athletes. I read about it in People. I think it’s brilliant. I bet his clients are the most popular because they’re so connected with their fans. Or… maybe it’s how ridiculously gorgeous they are. I mean, look at this girl, Serena Simmons.” She picked up one of the magazines littering her car and thrust it under my nose.

      I took it from her, studying the improbably perfect face and figure on the cover. “Okay, you’re right. She is hard not to look at. This says she doesn’t even wear any makeup for her close-up shots. How is that possible?”

      “I have a theory that they’re all part of some secret super-race, and the rest of us were born to worship them,” Emmy said, holding her hands in front of her and bowing repeatedly.

      I laughed. “Or maybe she’s full of it. The guy who airbrushed this probably has his arm in a sling now.”

      We ate in the car before driving all of a minute and a half to the ballpark. It wasn’t quite dark yet, but the stadium lights were already blazing.

      “Oooh, Jake’s game has started,” Emmy said. “I don’t want to miss him batting.” She pressed the gas pedal a little harder, leaning forward over the wheel to scope a good parking spot.

      For a three-stoplight town, Deep River had a pretty decent ballpark. The complex had three baseball diamonds arranged around a common area with picnic tables and a snack hut. A tall announcers’ booth stood behind the backstop of the largest field, the one with the expensive lighting. The smell of grilling hamburgers filled the air. A hint of popcorn, too. It was definitely the place to be on a late spring weeknight. Families and groups of teenagers walked around, and the stands were nearly full at all the fields.

      Emmy and I made our way to the bleachers on the home team side of the largest diamond, where the older guys were in a play-off game. We found some space a few rows from the top and sat down so she could scout her number one crush.

      “Look at him,” she whispered to me in kind of a hushed squeal. She pointed to a big guy with a blond buzz cut—number eight. “Doesn’t he look kind of like Thor?”

      I followed her pointing finger and located the object of her desire, playing third base. Jake was attractive in an I-spend-hours-a-day-working-on-the-guns-in-the-weight-room kind of way.

      “Yeah, he’s cute,” I said to please her.

      Emmy nodded her head furiously and giggled.

      “You should be careful with him, though,” I warned. “He has a reputation for a reason.”

      She rolled her eyes at me with a groan. “‘Be careful with him. Don’t join a fan pod,’” She mocked my warnings in a goofy voice. “I swear, Ryann, you act older than your grandma. Your hair’s gonna turn white if you don’t relax and live a little. Are you honestly telling me you don’t want a nibble of that man-candy?”

      I shrugged, abashed, and looked away from her, out toward the players running in from the outfield. I certainly didn’t mind muscles on a guy, but Jake wasn’t my type. I really preferred the long and lean variety. Hard, rather than puffed-up. More like Lad… or him…

      My gaze landed on a guy walking past our section of bleachers. Nox was lanky and tall with wavy hair so shiny dark brown it bordered on black. It looked like he’d showered just before coming here and let the air from the rolled-down car windows dry his hair on the way. He wore some well-aged jeans, a vintage AC/DC t-shirt, and western boots, in spite of the steamy night. He had a swaggering way of walking, lazily stretching out one long leg after the other, moving slowly past the stands with his eyes on the field.

      Oh, and he was stunning. In fact, he would’ve looked quite natural in one of Emmy’s magazines.

      Emmy followed my stare. “Gorgeous jerk,” she whispered with a conspiratorial grin. “He looks sort of like Vallon Foster, doesn’t he? Too bad he totally knows it.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. Every female under the age of thirty in Deep River was aware of Nox Knight. He’d started at DRHS a few months ago. Anyone new in town would have made waves, but this guy had caused an estrogen tsunami.

      He wasn’t just good-looking—he’d moved here from California, had his own band and the bad-boy musician attitude to go with it. Like everyone else, I liked to look at him, but I’d known better than to dive in. Not that I’d ever been invited into the water.

      I was still watching Nox when he glanced up in our direction. Sucking in a quick breath, I turned my head. When I peeked back again, he’d gone about his way. He hadn’t noticed me—as usual.

      “Oh, Shay’s here. Come on,” Emmy said, craning her neck toward the parking lot. She got up and started stepping over seats to get to the bleacher stairs. I followed.

      Shay Cook was also a junior, with shiny dark curls and perfect skin. She’d won the Squash Blossom pageant the previous weekend. To make it even worse, she was a total brain and so sweet you couldn’t hate her for being pretty and smart. We caught up with her near the snack bar.

      “Hey, sorry I couldn’t make it to the pageant. We were buried in moving boxes, and my mom was freaking out. Congratulations,” I said.

      “Thanks.” She made the whoop-tee-doo signal with her hand. “Whichever contestant looks the most like a gourd wins.” She performed a little curtsy.

      “No, she was totally the best one.” Emmy gave Shay’s shoulder a playful poke.

      “What was your onstage question? How to achieve world peace?” I teased.

      Shay laughed. “No. They asked where I would take a tourist visiting Deep River if I wanted to impress them.”

      We all giggled at the thought of anyone being impressed by anything in Deep River. “I thought for sure she was gonna say the Sonic.” Emmy laughed at her own joke.

      “Right. No, I b-s’d something about the railroad museum and the historic library building. I don’t remember exactly what I said—I was pretty nervous.”

      “You should have said you’d bring them here to check out the cute guys in their baseball uniforms.” Emmy shot a dreamy glance over at the dugout where Jake now sat with his teammates.

      “Yeah, or take them to drool over Nox, shirtless at the pool club,” I added.

      Just then, Emmy looked past me, high over my shoulder. “Hey Nox. What’s up?”

      I whipped my head around and stared right at the faded lightning symbol between the AC and DC on an ancient black t-shirt. I had to tilt my head back to see the face of its owner. This was the nearest I’d ever been to him. He was even better-looking at close range. Not goldenly perfect like Lad—Nox’s hotness was messy around the edges—but everything about him made your eyes very happy.

      He was a senior who looked old enough to be in college. Probably one of those guys who started shaving at thirteen out of actual necessity instead of wishful thinking. I’d never been close enough before to see his eye color, but they were a beautiful hazel, the light irises encircled by an outer ring of deeper color. He flashed me a wicked smile.

      Oh God. How much did he overhear?

      He addressed Emmy, but nodded in my direction. “So, what’s up tonight with Emmy and the Amazon?”

      So much for the pretty face. At five-foot-ten, I’d heard every tall joke in the book, “Amazon” the least funny of them all. He could’ve been a little more original. Besides, we’d never actually spoken before—it was awfully familiar of him to tease me when we didn’t even know each other.

      My irritation must’ve shown because he laughed and winked one of those mysterious greenish-brown eyes at me. I felt the blood rush to my face. He was actually looking down at me, though. That didn’t happen every day. I guessed he was about six-foot-four. So not my type. I usually preferred shorter guys who were a little more… manageable.

      “Nox, you know Ryann, right? And this is Shay Cook. I’m not sure if you’ve met,” Emmy said.

      Nox didn’t even glance over at Shay or acknowledge he’d heard her name. Instead he continued staring at me like a starving cat perusing a tank of overfed goldfish. It was completely unnerving.

      “Do you have plans tomorrow night?” Nox asked, his tone soft and low.

      “What?” My voice sounded as confused as my face must have looked.

      Nox seemed completely comfortable standing there, silent and studying me with those remarkable eyes. I, however, was anything but comfortable.

      “I… we, uh… I think we might be busy.” I looked over at Emmy and Shay for help, for all the good it did me. They offered nothing but silly grins.

      He puffed out a laugh and started to respond when a baseball came out of nowhere and hit him solidly in the thigh. It fell at his feet with a thud. We all looked around to see where it had come from. Two little boys, around four or five years old, stood a few yards away staring wide-eyed at Nox. It wasn’t hard to figure out what had happened.

      Nox bent to pick up the baseball and walked over to the look-alike boys, who were still motionless, their small hands straight down by their sides. I felt bad for them. His size intimidated me—to them, he must have looked like Goliath.

      He crouched right in front of them, getting down to their eye level, and held out the ball. “Who threw this?”

      Neither boy opened his mouth. The smaller one looked like he might cry. I could almost feel their terror. Thinking I should intervene, I started in their direction but stopped in surprise when Nox cracked a smile.

      “Well, somebody’s got a pretty good arm. Wow. That was quite a throw.” He rubbed his thigh with one hand.

      Now both boys enthusiastically spoke up. “I did!” said the shorter one.

      “I think it was me,” argued the other.

      “You’re brothers, right? Hmm… I wonder who’s stronger?”

      “Me!” The older boy said. He raised his skinny arm in a body-builder pump to show-off a non-existent bicep. The younger one copied him, eager to impress Nox as well.

      “You both look pretty strong to me. Keep working on that fastball. Here you go—catch.” He tossed the baseball gently to the smaller brother, and the little guys ran off together, obviously thrilled.

      Okay, so he wasn’t a jerk every minute of the day. Nox sauntered back over to our group, amusement still lifting his face. When he turned to me, the cocky grin reappeared.

      “You should come check out my band.” He pulled a rumpled flyer out of his back pocket, addressing all of us, but putting it in my hand and giving me the same intense stare from earlier. “We’re playing in Oxford this weekend. Come. Really, I’d love to see you there. I’ve gotta go. Shay, Emmy, nice to see you. Ryann…”

      Nox’s gaze lingered on me then he gave us all a smile premeditated to dazzle before he turned and walked off. The three of us watched him stroll away.

      “Wow-ow-ow,” Shay said when he was out of hearing range, “What is the speed limit to Oxford so I can break it tomorrow night?”

      “Did you see the way he was looking at you, Ryann? I think he’s into you.” Emmy said.

      “He’s never even talked to me before, and he invited all of us,” I argued.

      “Technically. But I bet he couldn’t pick me and Shay out of a lineup. Sorry, girlfriend.”

      Shay shrugged. “It’s okay. I could enjoy that one even vicariously. And anyway, our Saturday night just started looking a whole lot better. We’re going, aren’t we, y’all?”

      “Will your mom let you go to Oxford?” Emmy asked me.

      “I think so. It’s only thirty minutes away, but I don’t know if we should⁠—”

      “Good. ’Cause it’s our last weekend as Juniors, and it has to rock!” Emmy threw a fist up in the air and punctuated her proclamation with a whoop.

      “Sure, okay,” I agreed, wondering what I was getting myself into as we left the park.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At home, I found Mom curled up on the couch with Grandma’s dog Frisky, mesmerized by an entertainment news show. She didn’t move as I entered the room.

      “Mom?”

      She finally turned to me, her eyes unfocused. She looked almost dazed—exhausted from a full day, no doubt. “Hey, how’d it go, babe?”

      I sat down beside her, reaching over to give the elderly dachshund a gentle tummy rub. “Not bad. We watched a pretty good game. How was your interview at Channings?”

      “Surprisingly painless. I somehow managed to convince them I’m employable.”

      “You got the job? That’s great. When do you start?”

      “Monday. I think I’m really going to like it.”

      “Really? So, you really wouldn’t be creeped out working at a funeral home?”

      She laughed. “Oh for Heaven’s sake, Ryann, I won’t be handling bodies—I’ll be the receptionist and help the families with funeral planning, listen if they want to talk, host evening visitations, that kind of thing. I think I’ll actually be pretty good at it.”

      I didn’t doubt it. My mother had always been a people-magnet. She was a good listener and always ready to cry with anyone who needed accompaniment.

      “Anyway, I need a paycheck,” she continued, “and the classifieds section of the Deep River Herald isn’t exactly expansive. I’m lucky to get any kind of job that doesn’t involve scrubbing toilets or working a deep fryer.”

      “Now I need to find something,” I said. Problem was, the only thing scarcer in Deep River than a full-time job opening was a part-time job opening.

      “You will. We’re going to be just fine, both of us.” Mom patted my hand. She sounded like she was trying to convince herself more than me. “Of course things will still be tight—my salary
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