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​PROLOGUE

Graduation Day
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"I think I liked you better as a blonde."

Eighteen-year-old Cassidy Warren looked at her best friend, Ariel Bishop, twirling a dark brown strand of Cassidy's hair around her finger, and frowned.

"What makes you say that?" Cassidy asked. “You’re a brunette, and so is Nina.”

“That’s so not the point, Cassy. It suited you better.” Ariel flicked her own dark hair over her shoulder and looked at Cassidy’s frowning face. "Don't get me wrong, it looks really, really good. I prefer you blonde. So does Adam, even though he still likes you.”

“Ri, don’t even go there. I didn’t make it brown to put him off.” Cassidy shook her head angrily.

"Yeah, right." Ariel rolled her eyes and looked at Cassidy, pausing for a second. “You know what I think?”

“No, Ri.”

“I think it is because you’re off on a new adventure and you want to leave your old life behind. It’s all part of your transition from Salem schoolgirl to Seattle Dr.. I'm right, aren't I?" Ariel said confidently.

"Spot on," Cassidy smiled slightly.

"I should have been valedictorian instead of Adam. I am way smarter." Ariel shut her mouth when she realized exactly what she had said. "Sorry, Cassy."

"It's fine. I actually agree with you on that." Cassidy frowned and scanned the crowd in front of her.

"I’ll take that as a compliment," Ariel scowled and shook her head. "Are you okay?"

"Yes," Cassidy said, but did not look at Ariel. She was still looking around her, as if looking for someone. She spotted Rogan Douglas instantly and looked over at Ariel.

"I'll be right back," she said, and before Ariel could reply or argue, she spun around and walked over to Rogan.

"Rogan, wait up," Cassidy called out to him.

He turned around and smiled when he saw her walking to him. "Hey, Dee!"

Rogan Douglas was the typical high school jock, with his broad shoulders and cocky attitude; all the girls wanted to date him. Everyone except Ariel, who absolutely despised him. Rogan and his twin sister, Nicole, were part of the rich in-crowd of Salem. Their parents were filthy rich, and the twins got whatever they wanted at the drop of a hat.

Nicole was on the cheerleading squad with Beth McCartney and Gemma Williams, Cassidy’s arch nemesis, and Rogan was on the football team with Tyler Griggs and Adam Hale.

Ariel had an absolute fit when their other best friend, Nina Baxter, tried out for the cheerleading squad and vowed that if Nina were going to hang out with those girls, she would never talk to Nina ever again.

That, of course, never happened.

Nina got kicked off the squad by Beth because apparently she was ‘too fat.’ Nina went into a bit of a depression but soon got over it.

Cassidy never had a problem with Rogan. He was always nice to her, too nice sometimes. He was always flirty and wanted her to go out with him, but she always declined. He was a friend to her.

Cassidy tilted her head up to look at him and wondered to herself, what was not to like? He had thick dark hair, alluring brown eyes, and a smile that made all the knees go weak. He smelled like rain and citrus in the summertime, and Cassidy smiled at him, taking him in for the last time.

"You look like you’re in Seattle already." Rogan frowned at her and crossed his arms over his perfectly sculpted chest.

"Something like that," Cassidy frowned. “I’m trying to remember everything before it’s over.”

"That’s a good idea," Rogan said, his chocolate eyes twinkling with mischief. “Maybe I should also do that. Stay perfectly still, so I can remember you in your red toga.”

Cassidy opened her mouth to retort, but with Rogan, witty retorts were in short supply. She shook her head and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear, feeling shy and self-conscious as Rogan looked intensely at her.

"What’s on your mind, Dee?" Rogan asked.

"Well, I didn't get a chance to talk to you after prom." Cassidy looked up at him and tilted her head. "I wanted to make sure if we're okay."

"Of course. Why wouldn't we be?" Rogan smiled at her and gently touched her shoulder.

"Things have been really tense between you and Adam since then," Cassidy said.

"No, they haven't," Rogan frowned at her.

"Rogan, you two are best friends, but you're barely speaking to each other. You fight all the time, and that bruise under your eye didn't come from trying to look into the girls' locker room." Cassidy pointed to his right eye.

"Who told you about that?" Rogan eyed her suspiciously.

Cassidy frowned at him, and he laughed heartily. "You're kidding, right?"

"Yeah, sure." Rogan cleared his throat and looked at her. "Don't worry about it, Dee. We're okay."

"Okay."

"So, will I see you tonight?"

"Tonight?"

"Yeah, the graduation party at my house," Rogan said. "You didn't forget, did you?"

"No, of course not. I have to check with Ariel and Nina. I don't want to show up alone, you know."

"You can always be my date," Rogan grinned at her.

Cassidy laughed and looked at Rogan, realizing he was serious. "Um, I'll let you know. Okay?"

"Okay. See you on stage," Rogan smiled at her, and she nodded at him.

She walked across the grass, back to Ariel, and sighed, seeing Ariel’s annoyed expression. She knew Ariel despised Rogan, but he had always been nice to her. Knowing exactly what her friend was going to say, she took a deep breath and tilted her head.

"What was that?" Ariel crossed her arms.

"I needed to make sure that we're okay. After what happened at Prom..." Cassidy looked at Ariel.

"Are you kidding me? He totally deserved that punch! If Adam -" Ariel frowned.

"Ri, don't." Cassidy shook her head and looked at Rogan on the other side of the grass. He was glancing over in their direction and gave Cassidy a nod. Cassidy smiled at him and turned back to Ariel.

"Apparently, there's a party at his house tonight..." Cassidy said.

"When is there not a party at his house?" Ariel grimaced.

"I was thinking..." Cassidy looked at her.

"Absolutely not, Cassy!" Ariel shook her head before Cassidy could finish her sentence.

"But -" Cassidy frowned.

"Forget it,” Ariel exclaimed, and Cassidy sighed in frustration, running her fingers through her hair.

"I can't believe this day has finally come!" Nina suddenly exclaimed beside them, and Cassidy and Ariel jumped. "Can you believe we're graduating today, guys?"

"Yeah, it's unreal," Cassidy nodded.

Cassidy and her two friends had been talking about graduation since their sophomore year, but now that the day had arrived, she wasn't quite sure if that was what she wanted anymore. They had spent their whole life dreaming about graduating from high school and going out into the unknown, being the people they dreamt they would be.

Today was that day.

"The end of an era," she called it.

As Cassidy looked around her, she saw Tyler with Rogan on the other side of the courtyard. Rogan was helping Tyler balance his graduation cap on his head, but with no success. Cassidy felt herself smile, but it faded quickly as the other members of the football/cheerleader clique joined up with them. She felt herself search the group for Adam, but he wasn't there.

Cassidy scowled angrily and turned back to Ariel, who was complaining about the ridiculously unflattering shade of red they were all wearing.

"How are we supposed to look good in this, Cassy? Cassidy? Are you listening to me?" Ariel stomped her foot, and some dry leaves cracked under her shoe.

Cassidy smiled apologetically at Ariel and rubbed her eyes. "Sorry, Ri. I was on the other side of the world."

"What's with you?" Nina crossed her arms and glared at Cassidy.

"I don't know. The excitement has already worn off, I guess."

"That didn't last long," Nina muttered.

Ariel grinned and nudged Cassidy against the arm. “I know exactly why you're so glum.”

"Don’t start, please." Cassidy put her hand on her hip and frowned at Ariel.

"You're sulking," Ariel smiled.

"You're wrong."

"Deny it all you want, but I know the truth." Ariel tilted her head and looked at Cassidy. "So do you."

"It doesn't even matter anymore. I'm done waiting for him. He’s had four years, and now it’s over. He blew it,” Cassidy sighed and gazed out into the distance. “So did I."

Adam Hale paced the wooden floor of the empty gymnasium, trying to gather his thoughts.

The words on his sheets of paper did not make any sense to him, and he ran his free hand through his light brown hair. He was trying to recite his valedictorian speech one last time when the doors of the gym burst open. He looked up and saw his two best friends, Tyler Griggs and Rogan Douglas, march up to him.

"Dude! Where have you been?" Rogan asked as they stopped in front of him, looking annoyed.

Adam shook his head in disbelief and irritation. "I told you guys this morning, I need to practice my speech."

"Adam, you don't need to practice it, man. You're a freaking natural," Rogan laughed and turned to Tyler. "Did you see how hot Dee was looking in her red toga?”

Tyler smacked him on the shoulder. "Shut up, man."

"What? She does," Rogan exclaimed, and Tyler shook his head disapprovingly.

“I swear to god that you’ve got a split personality or something,” Tyler muttered, shaking his head in disapproval at Rogan.

“What?” Rogan exclaimed again.

Adam raised his head and glared at Rogan. "Dude, don't start your shit. You’re lucky I only have to tolerate you for one more day."

“What are you going to do? Hit me again?” Rogan challenged.

“Well, you did fall pretty quickly,” Adam frowned.

"Ease up, guys. It's graduation," Tyler frowned.

"Excuse me, guys. Sorry to interrupt, but Principal Finley wants everyone to get to their seats. It's almost time to start," a female voice said behind them, suddenly.

Adam, Rogan, and Tyler whirled around and looked at Nina Baxter, Cassidy and Ariel’s best friend, holding a clipboard with the day’s proceedings, staring at them with her big brown eyes.

"Hello? I haven’t got all day." Nina impatiently tapped her foot on the floor and shook her head at the three guys.

"Sure, Nina," Adam nodded and smiled at her. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” Nina smiled brightly at Adam and walked off.

Adam turned and looked over at Tyler, clearly in his own little world, absentmindedly throwing his cap in the air and catching it again. Adam frowned at Tyler's detachment and lack of interest in his surroundings, which was never the case. Tyler has always been confident and, more often than not, totally bombastic.

"What's eating you, Tyler?" Adam asked.

"I want to get this over with, man," Tyler shrugged, and the three guys walked towards the stage.

"So, Mr. Valedictorian, are you ready?" Rogan grinned at him.

"I suppose so," Adam sighed and grabbed his graduation cap from a nearby chair.

There was a commotion coming from the entrance, and Adam looked over his shoulder. He felt his heart rate accelerate as he saw Cassidy, followed by Ariel, walk into the gym.

"Dude, go talk to her," Tyler whispered, and Adam frowned at him.

"This isn't the time, man. Everyone is here." Rogan shook his head.

"Rogan's right," he nodded and turned away. Adam hated admitting that Rogan was right, but in this case, he was.

"So that's it? You're giving up?" Tyler frowned.

"What am I supposed to do, Tyler?" Adam looked at Tyler.

"Go over to her, go talk to her, tell her how you feel," Tyler exclaimed.

"She's leaving for Seattle in the morning. There is nothing that I say will make her stay."

"Maybe you don't need to say anything, Adam. Look," Tyler grinned and motioned towards Cassidy. 

Adam looked over his shoulder and met her sapphire blue gaze. She had a look of longing on her face, like she wanted him to walk up to her and kiss her. Like she wanted him to run his fingers through her hair and tell her that he loved her and that everything was going to be okay.

Instead, he stood there and watched her slowly drift away from him.

"Are you still up for the after-party at my place?" Rogan interrupted his thoughts, and Adam and Tyler glared at him.

"Yeah, sure," Tyler nodded and turned to Adam. "Why don't you go ask Cassidy if she wants to come?"

"I already did. That reminds me..." Rogan nodded and marched over to Cassidy and her friends, despite Adam and Tyler's angry voices calling him back.

"That guy is such a dick sometimes," Adam grumbled.

"He's doing it to piss you off, man. You know that." Tyler shook his head.

“Well, I wish he would stop,” Adam gritted his teeth.

*       *       *
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"Hey, girls," Rogan smirked as he came to a stop in front of them.

Cassidy, Nina, and Ariel immediately stopped talking and looked at him, not amused. Cassidy tilted her head at him, while Ariel crossed her arms, and Nina lowered her clipboard.

"Is there a reason why you're interrupting us, Rogan?" Ariel snapped.

"It's a good one, I swear," he said to Ariel and winked at Cassidy.

"If this is about the party, we're not going," Ariel muttered.

"Come on, no event is complete without an awesome after-party at my house. You girls have to come." Rogan was his usual charming self.

"I can't. I've still got a lot of packing to do," Nina sighed miserably. "Plus, I'm driving down, so I don't think partying is a good idea. Sorry,” Nina said before she raised her clipboard and marched towards the stage.

"Understandable. How about you two?" Rogan looked at Cassidy and Ariel.

"Cassy is also leaving in the morning, so I think she would want to spend her last night with her parents, not a bunch of stupid, drunk people," Ariel snapped before Cassidy could answer and raised an eyebrow at Rogan. She crossed her arms and turned to Cassidy. "Right, Cassy?"

Cassidy looked at Rogan, not knowing what to say. She knew that her parents wouldn't mind her going to the party, yet she wasn't sure if she wanted to go.

Rogan was looking at her hopefully, and she sighed. “Well...”

"Cassy?" Ariel asked in disbelief, and Cassidy looked at her.

"I..." Cassidy stuttered.

"You know what I think, Ariel?" Rogan scowled and looked at Ariel.

"What's that?" Ariel narrowed her eyes at him and crossed her arms.

"I think you should back up and let Dee make her own decisions," Rogan smirked.

"Ri, can you give us a second, please?" Cassidy interrupted before Ariel blew a fuse and punched Rogan in the face. Again.

"I’m watching you, Douglas," Ariel snarled and walked towards Nina, standing in the front of the gym. As Cassidy watched her walk away, Rogan turned to her and flashed her cocky smile.

"That friend of yours is really feisty," he said.

"You caught her on a good day." Cassidy tilted her head and looked at Rogan. “You know she doesn’t like you.”

"Understatement of the decade." Rogan raised an eyebrow with a chuckle, and Cassidy laughed. "So how about that party? Looks like you'll need a date after all."

"I don't know, Rogan. I..." Cassidy frowned.

"Just one last party, for old times’ sake. You don't have to stay long. Besides, it's not like you're driving to Seattle. You can sleep on the plane," Rogan pouted and studied her expression. "Please? You know it won’t be the same without you."

“Now you’re just making stuff up.” Cassidy tilted her head.

“Please?” Rogan asked again, and he gave her his famous Rogan face.

She let out a sigh and looked at him. He was staring at her, the corners of his mouth curling slightly, and his eyes bright. She sighed again and gave him a slight nod. "Alright. Just stop with the begging, please."

"Great!" Rogan's face lit up instantaneously, and he smiled broadly at her. "What time should I come around then? Is eight okay?"

"You don't have to come around. I'm sure Ariel won't mind coming with me," Cassidy said. “Besides, you can’t leave your own party.”

"Okay." Rogan nodded, and Cassidy noticed a hint of disappointment on his face. "See you later then."

She nodded at him and watched him walk back to Tyler and Adam on the other side of the gym.

Adam looked at her, and she gave him a shy smile. He turned back to Tyler and Rogan, and she looked over at Nina and Ariel, glaring at her, completely stunned.

She took a deep breath and walked over to them, knowing exactly what they were going to say to her.

"What have you done?" Ariel asked.

"I’m sorry. Rogan’s very persuasive." Cassidy frowned apologetically at them.

"Are you insane?" Nina exclaimed.

"Only just. Ri, you have to come with me," Cassidy sighed.

"No, there's no way!" Ariel crossed her arms. "You know I don't like that guy."

"The whole of Salem knows you don't like him. Why is that?" Nina said with a frown, and Ariel glared at Nina.

“It’s pretty obvious,” Ariel muttered. “He’s a dick.”

“Just ignore him. Please?" Cassidy looked at her friend. "I need a wingman."

"Don't you mean a wing woman?" Nina frowned.

"Yeah, same thing," Cassidy shrugged and looked at Ariel.

"Why do you need a wing woman?" Ariel asked.

"Rogan's on a mission to make me his date if I show up alone," Cassidy scowled.

"And why is that a bad thing?" Nina frowned and looked over at Rogan, standing with Adam and Tyler. "I mean, look at him. He's so hot."

Cassidy looked at Nina and frowned. "Yeah, true, but...."

"He's not Adam," Ariel said dramatically.

"That's cute, Ri. Real cute." Cassidy slapped Ariel playfully on the arm and scowled.

Cassidy looked at Ariel. "I have a plan. That’s why I need your help."

"I'm listening."

"I was kind of thinking of hooking up with Adam tonight,” Cassidy said.

Ariel turned to her and narrowed her eyes at Cassidy. "But you're leaving in the morning."

"I know,” Cassidy smirked and looked at her brown-haired friend.

"Are you serious?" Ariel asked, and Cassidy nodded.

"But that will crush him if you hook up and you leave in the morning,” Nina frowned.

"Exactly,” Cassidy nodded. "Let's see how he feels."

“Exactly, there's method in her madness after all." Ariel looked at Nina.

"Are you in, Ri?" Cassidy asked.

"Absolutely!"

"I never thought I'd say this, but it's payback time,” Cassidy said softly.

*       *       *
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"I can't believe I have to sit next to her,” Gemma muttered as she looked at the chair next to her.

"Come on, Gem, it's only for a couple of hours. Maybe some of Miss President's cheery demeanor will rub off on you." Beth tilted her head to the side, sarcastically.

"That'll be the day. I swear to god, if she flicks her hair over her shoulder even once, she's going to regret it!" Gemma grimaced. "I can't stand her, not even a little bit."

"She's not all that cheerful today anyway," Nicole frowned and brushed her fingers absent-mindedly through her long brown hair. “She’s not actually that bad either.”

"Forget her. She’s a loser!" Beth rolled her eyes at Nicole and looked at Gemma. "Later."

"Yeah, go ahead, abandon me,” Gemma groaned and sat down in her chair.

Unbelievable, she thought to herself. 

Maybe if she ignored Cassidy, she wouldn't have to talk to her. As Gemma looked over her shoulder at Miss President walking to her seat, she could see that Nicole was right about Cassidy not being her usual cheery self today. She looked sad and depressed, drained even, which was very unusual for her. Gemma was too scared to look at Cassidy directly when she sat down next to her.

Maybe Adam didn't want to sign her yearbook. What a loser! Gemma smirked to herself.

"What does it matter to you, Gemma?" Cassidy muttered next to her.

"Excuse me?" Gemma frowned, her eyes wide.

"You heard me." Cassidy looked in front of her, avoiding eye contact with Gemma.

"But I didn't..."

"Whatever, Gemma. I'm not too thrilled to be sitting next to you either, but let's keep on ignoring each other like we have done for the last ten years, therefore making this experience as painless as possible. Is that alright with you?" Cassidy sighed and crossed her arms.

"Geez, what the hell is with you?" Gemma muttered and opened the program, frowning heavily. "Since when do you snap at people?”

“Since I got fed up with all this useless bullshit,” Cassidy answered flatly.

“Well, this is going to be one long goddamn afternoon,” Gemma muttered to herself.

"Yeah,” Cassidy nodded.

"I wasn't talking to you." Gemma looked at her and shook her head.

"Neither was I,” Cassidy frowned and looked out in front of her.

Gemma scowled at herself, ran her hands through her white hair, and dropped them on her lap, her heart beating wildly in her chest. Whatever just happened had Gemma completely baffled.

*       *       *
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"Poor Cassy,” Ariel sighed and looked at Nina sitting next to her.

"What do you mean, poor Cassy? She's leaving this place. She should be happy!" Nina frowned. "I mean, it sucks that we're going our separate ways, but at least she's getting out of here, like she's always wanted."

“Well, it hasn’t exactly been easy for her, Ninny,” Ariel frowned.

“Yeah, especially with her mom being -” Nina agreed.

“I was talking about school,” Ariel said defensively. "She's a bit depressed."

"I didn't know Cassy could get depressed.”

"It's not the fact that she's leaving that's depressing her. It's because of who she's leaving behind, and I'm not talking about us.”

"Adam, of course."

"The one and only.”

"Didn't she try to convince us that she was over him?" Nina frowned.

“She tried, but we were never convinced. So instead, she is trying to convince herself that she is over him, but that’s not working either. She can deny it all she wants, but she's still seriously in love with that boy,” Ariel smiled sadly.

"What about him?" Nina asked, crossing her arms.

"I don't know. According to Tyler, he was crazy about her and was supposed to ask her to Homecoming, but he never did. When Tyler asked him about it, he got angry and hasn't spoken a word to anyone about it since. Nobody knows why. To make matters worse, Rogan asked Cassy to the prom, and Adam and Rogan got into a fight. The cherry on the cake, of course, was the Prom King and Queen announcement,” Ariel explained.

Nina brushed her fringe off her face, looked over her shoulder at Cassidy, sitting miserably in the back row next to Gemma, and grimaced. "I don't know who to feel sorrier for. Adam, or Cassy."

"Shit, now I'm depressed," Ariel groaned and looked over her shoulder at Cassidy. "I think she's turning blue...."

Nina frowned and tilted her head. She looked up at the ceiling and spotted a diagonal wooden beam. "Go get the noose, Ri."

Ariel looked up at the beam, and her eyes widened slightly. She leaned in closer to Nina and whispered, “Ninny, don’t joke. That actually happened, you know.”

“Oh yeah. I totally forgot.”

"The fact that she's not even sitting with us doesn't really help the situation either."

"Yep, she's not particularly fond of Gemma," Nina scowled. "We should have made Cassy change her last name to Carter when we still had the chance.”

"That was one of the greatest ideas we ever had. Pity we never actually did it,” Ariel grinned.

"I agree. There were a lot of those,” Nina sighed miserably. "So thanks to us, we're in the first row, with a perfect view of Adam, and poor Cassy has to endure a whole ceremony from the back, sitting next to The Williams Whore,” Nina frowned.

"We're horrible friends, aren't we?" Ariel asked.

"The absolute worst friends ever,” Nina agreed.

*       *       *
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Adam watched from behind the stage as Tyler sat down next to Rogan and his twin sister, Nicole. His seat, on the other side of Tyler, was empty, aside from a program placed carefully in the seat. Adam took a deep breath and put his graduation cap on. He scanned the rest of the chairs, and his gaze fell on Cassidy.

She was twirling the red tassel of her graduation cap, looking very irritated with herself and the rest of the world. Regardless of the miserable expression on her face and the red toga, she looked really pretty today.

He couldn't believe Rogan asked her to come to the party, but he was slightly relieved because at least she was going to be there. He had to make sure that Rogan stayed away from her, though. The thought of Rogan all over Cassidy made his blood boil, and he felt his jaw clench.

He had one chance left.

Hopefully, it would turn out better than all the others.

"Are you ready, Adam?" Principal Finley came around the corner and interrupted Adam's thoughts. He was a short, chubby man with a mop of silver-gray hair and small, round glasses.

"Yes, sir," Adam smiled nervously and followed Finley backstage. Adam watched as Miss Walker introduced Finley, and the crowd cheered the old teacher on as he stepped behind the podium.

"As you all might agree, it's been a very interesting five years. I taught you a lot of things, and strangely enough, you taught me some things as well. You taught me the meaning of the words friendship, loyalty, integrity, determination, and respect, even though some of you might not know the meanings yourselves. However, these things I consider to be the foundation of every young person's life. I sometimes wondered to myself, as I watched you kids, why can't we be more like you? Determined, energetic, happy, and of course young."

Principal Finley wiped a tear from his cheek and looked at the crowd. "I promised Missus Finley I wouldn't bawl my eyes out, but what the heck. It has been a privilege being your principal, and I hope you keep building on the solid foundation that this school, the community, and the town of Salem have provided you. So all sappiness aside, it is with the greatest pleasure that I introduce to you today one of the finest young men I have ever met, a true asset to the world, the vice-captain of the Salem Dragons, your valedictorian, Adam Hale."

The crowd rose to their feet and cheered as Adam took a deep breath, put on his signature smile, and stepped out onto the stage.

*       *       *
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Cassidy's stomach turned as Adam stepped onto the stage and walked to the podium. As he shook Finley's hand, she realized that she was holding her breath and slowly exhaled. Adam stepped behind the podium and looked out onto the crowd.

"Good afternoon, classmates, parents, teachers, and of course, Principal Finley. It is with great honor that I stand before everyone today, but also with great sadness. Why, you ask? Before me is a group of young people whom I have gotten to know over the last five years. A remarkable bunch of people who will definitely change the world. Some of you will become lawyers, others will become executives, some of you will become Dr.s, and some of you, like me, will travel abroad.

“In the next few days, we will be scattering all over the world, becoming the people that we dreamed we would be, doing the things that we dreamed we would do, but we must never forget how we got there. My dad tells me that you can see what type of person you are by looking at the type of people that you surround yourself with. Looking down at this group in front of me, I can state the following with the utmost confidence. You guys are awesome, so that would make me awesome as well!"

Adam's gaze fell on her. As the rest of the group laughed and snickered, Cassidy stared at Adam, and it felt like her world was turned completely upside down. She heard her heartbeat in her ears, and she barely blinked, unable to tear her eyes from Adam's gaze. The corners of his mouth curled up slightly, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking, and his green eyes flashed briefly.

Cassidy felt like she was suspended in midair as Adam's eyes cut straight through her. She gave him a slow smile, and for a second, it was the two of them in the gym, staring at each other. Adam paused for a second, frowned slightly, as if waking from a daydream, and looked away.

Cassidy felt a jolt inside her and looked around her to check if anyone saw her involuntary electrocution. Clearly not, as they were all hanging on every word Adam was saying.

What the hell happened? 

Cassidy frowned as a light headache surfaced, and he rubbed her temples. 

Not again.

"So in closing, say what you need to say, do what you need to do. They say regrets are better left unspoken, but I say live in such a way that you have no regrets. Life's too short. Remember that it's your future, guys, so make it a good one!" Adam smiled and took his graduation cap off.

As everyone cheered and congratulated each other, Cassidy tried to push herself through the crowd and outside to get to Adam. When she eventually reached the doors, she scanned the crowd outside, but she couldn't find him. She looked around her and saw Adam's group of friends climb into Tyler's Jeep, parked on the far side of the school's parking lot. Even though she was on the track team for the last four years, she knew she would never make it across the lot in heels, so she watched as the Jeep pulled away.

Regrets aren't better left unspoken, Adam, she thought to herself as she watched Adam disappear.

"Cassidy,” she heard behind her and whirled around.

Her father, Greg, and her mother, Ava, were walking over to her, smiling proudly.

Cassidy tilted her head and looked at them, her heart overflowing with gratitude.

They were the parents any teenager dreamed of; they were supportive of everything she did, being more like her friends than her parents. Most of the people in Salem did not agree with the way her parents raised her, and there was a lot of prejudice when Cassidy was younger.

Her dad had the strangest advice about everything, and it always worked, for some strange reason. He also understood her better than she understood herself and always knew what she was thinking, before she even thought it.

Her mother held her arms out to Cassidy and looked at her apologetically. Cassidy frowned, trying her best to suppress the hurt and anger she was feeling at that moment. She walked to her mother and fell into her arms.

"It's okay, baby." Her mother ran her fingers through her daughter's hair.

“Why so glum, Cass?” her dad asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“That can only mean one thing. Who do I need to go beat up, kiddo?" Her dad looked around the lot.

"That would be me." Cassidy pulled away and looked at her dad.

"Don't be so hard on yourself, kiddo. It's his loss," her dad smiled encouragingly.

"I'm okay. I promise,” Cassidy said as her mother tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and winked at her dad.

"Cass! Wait up!" Ariel called out behind them. "Hey, Mrs. Warren, Mr. Warren,” Ariel greeted them with a hug as soon as she reached them.

"Hey, Ariel. Congratulations on graduating,” Cassidy's mother smiled.

"How does it feel, kiddo?" Cassidy's dad asked with a grin.

"Surreal. It's like we've been waiting for this day since forever, but now I don't really know how to feel,” Ariel shrugged.

"We were going to take Cassidy to Brewers. Do you want to join us for one last Warren family rendezvous?" Greg asked.

"Sure, of course, if that's okay with you guys,” Ariel nodded.

"Of course! Come on, kids,” Greg nodded, and he and her mom started making their way to the car.

"I can't believe you're already leaving tomorrow morning." Ariel tilted her head and put her arm around Cassidy's shoulder.

"I can't wait, actually," Cassidy sighed. "I just can't wait to leave this place behind."

"Have you told your parents about the party yet?”

"No, but I’m sure it's fine,” Cassidy shrugged.

"Are you sure you want to do this?"

"Yes, I have to. You don't have to come if you don't want to.” Cassidy smiled apologetically at her friend.

"And leave my best friend at the mercy of that man-whore Rogan? There's no way! Besides, it'll be the last ever Douglas house party. We can't miss that,” Ariel exclaimed sarcastically.

"Thanks, Ri. You're the best friend anyone could ever ask for." Cassidy hugged her.

"And don't you ever forget that!" Ariel laughed, and they walked to the car, where Cassidy's parents were waiting for them.

*       *       *
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Cassidy walked out of her bathroom and looked at Ariel, sitting cross-legged on the floor, applying some eyeliner.

"What do you think?" Cassidy asked.

She wore a short, dark denim skirt, a pair of black boots, and a tight white vest. Her hair was softly curled and hung down her bare shoulders.

Ariel glanced over at her and whistled. "Wow, can you spell hot?"

"H. O. T." Cassidy laughed and put her hands on her hips. "It's not too much, is it?"

"Are you kidding? It's perfect. Pity about the hair, though,” Ariel grinned.

“I’m not even gonna go there,” Cassidy frowned.

“Let’s say that I am not the only one who prefers you blonde,” Ariel pointed out, applying some red lipstick.

“Really.” Cassidy crossed her arms and looked out the window.

She saw Adam’s vintage Mustang parked in front of Rogan’s house, and she sighed. She turned back to Ariel and narrowed her eyes. “How do you know that?”

“Um, that’s public knowledge, Cassy,” Ariel frowned. “It doesn’t really matter. You’re going to crush him anyway, regardless of the color of your hair.”

"Yeah,” Cassidy muttered and looked around her room.

"Uh-oh," Ariel frowned and stood up.

Cassidy looked at her. "What?"

"You're not chickening out, are you?" Ariel put her hands on her hips.

"No."

"Not even when you see him, and he looks at you with those green eyes of his?" Ariel asked and walked over to her.

"No."

"Not even when he pulls you close and brushes some hair off your face?" Ariel brushed some hair out of Cassidy's face.

"No.”

"Not even if he kisses you and..." Ariel whispered.

"No, I will not chicken out,” Cassidy said before Ariel could finish her sentence.

"We’ll see,” Ariel smiled. “You can’t be a bitch, even if you tried.”

“Is that so?”

“Totally.”

Cassidy looked at Ariel for a second and sighed.

Even though Ariel was right, Cassidy had to prove her wrong. She had to prove herself wrong as well. She could do this. She looked at the clock on her wall, and her eyes widened. "We have to get going."

"Anxious to get to the party?" Ariel laughed.

"No, I'm worried Rogan was serious." Cassidy frowned and looked out of her window, overlooking the playground that was between her house and Rogan's. She could hear the party was already in full swing and sighed.

"Come on. Do you honestly think Rogan, the party king of Salem, is going to leave to come and get you? Honestly. We all know Rogan by now. All talk and very little action," Ariel said as she rolled her eyes.

"Much like his friend, Adam,” Cassidy retorted, and Ariel looked at her in disbelief.

"I was almost convinced that Adam Hale didn't have a single flaw." Ariel shook her head.

"I'm going to miss you." Cassidy tilted her head and looked at Ariel.

"I'm going to miss you too." Ariel opened her arms and hugged her best friend.

"What am I going to do without you?" Cassidy asked and pulled away.

"We'll be great," Ariel smiled. "Speaking of great, are you ready to go?"

"I am. Are you?" Cassidy narrowed her eyes playfully at her friend.

"Born ready, baby!" Ariel laughed, and the two girls left her bedroom, went down the stairs, and walked down the corridor towards the front door.

"Mom, Dad, we're going!" Cassidy called out, and her parents emerged from the kitchen, looking a little flustered.

"Looks like there's another party going on tonight," Ariel mumbled, and Cassidy elbowed her in the ribs. "Ouch." Ariel looked at Cassidy with a frown.

"Ri, cut it out. They’re my parents,” Cassidy muttered to her, and Ariel gave her a toothy grin.

"You girls have fun,” Ava smiled at them.

"Stay as long as you want, kiddo. This could be your last party for a couple of years." Greg leaned against the counter and smiled at her and Ariel.

"We will, thanks, Mom. Thanks, Dad.” Cassidy smiled at them, grateful for having parents like them.

"You two enjoy your party too,” Ariel smiled smugly.

"We will," the two adults laughed, and Cassidy shook her head at Ariel and her parents, in slight disgust, and muttered, “You guys are unbelievable.”

Cassidy opened the door and looked over her shoulder at her parents for a few seconds. “I love you guys."

"We love you too, baby,” her mother smiled, and her father blew a kiss at them.

"Bye, Mr. Warren, Mrs. Warren," Ariel said as she waved at them.

Cassidy and Ariel stepped out onto the porch, closed the door behind them, and walked down the porch steps.

"Your parents are so cool." Ariel laughed. "I mean, telling you that you can stay out as long as you want to. That's like totally unheard of."

"Only because they want to have some alone time," Cassidy said, and the two girls crossed the street. "Oh, and thanks for encouraging them."

"I wish my parents were that cool, but I guess if I were such a perfect daughter..." Ariel sighed as they stepped onto the grass and made their way across the playground to the Douglas house.

"I’m far from perfect, Ri. My parents just don't believe in normal punishment. Every mistake is a lesson learned, and that, according to them, is punishment enough. I've never even had a smack," Cassidy explained.

"Never?" Ariel gasped.

"Nope. This ass is completely untouched."

"Not fair," Ariel frowned, but then had a naughty grin on her face.

"What?"

"If you want, I know of someone who will be more than happy to smack your ass. Just say the word."

"I'll keep that in mind, thanks, Ri." Cassidy laughed at Ariel and shook her head.

Cassidy cleared her throat and shrugged her shoulders. “Hey, what’s your deal with Rogan anyway?”

Ariel stopped abruptly and looked at Cassidy.

“What?” Cassidy asked, her eyes a bit wider than usual.

“Nothing. I just don’t like him.”

“Are you sure that’s the reason?”

“Of course. The guy’s an ass, bottom line.”

“But -”

“Just let it go, Cassy.”

“Okay, sorry.” Cassidy raised an eyebrow at Ariel as they continued walking towards the party house.

They walked up the steps and opened the front door of the Douglas house.

To a normal person, it would look like complete chaos inside, but to Ariel and Cassidy, this was by far the best party ever. The house was, as usual, filled with people dancing, singing, drinking, and laughing.

"Let's go get a drink!" Cassidy called over the noise, and Ariel nodded. “God knows I need one.”

*       *       *
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"Look who's here," Tyler whispered to Adam and pointed towards the house. Adam, Tyler, Gemma, and Beth were outside by the pool. Adam looked through the window, where Tyler was pointing to and saw Cassidy and Ariel walking through the crowd of people towards the kitchen. His heart set alight, and he smiled to himself.

"What are they doing here?" Gemma growled.

"Quit being such a bitch, Gemma," Tyler frowned at her.

"Oh, shut up, Tyler." Gemma pulled a face and took a sip of her drink.

"Go to her before Rogan beats you to it," Tyler said to Adam.

Adam nodded and gave his empty cup to Tyler. "Thanks, buddy."

Tyler nodded, and Adam briskly walked into the house. He stopped in the doorway and scanned the room for Cassidy. He spotted her, with Ariel, in the kitchen, drinking the remainder of the 'special shots' that Nicole put together, and he pushed through the crowd of people.

By the time Adam reached them, the two girls had finished the whole tray of shots, and they were trying to figure out how to use the beer tap on the keg.

"You girls need some help?" he asked.

Cassidy and Ariel whirled around and looked at Adam. Adam grinned, clearly amused by the sight of the two slightly tipsy girls.

"Yeah, that'd be great," Cassidy smiled, slightly embarrassed, and watched as Adam effortlessly filled their two cups with beer.

"Thank you, Mr. Valedictorian!" Ariel laughed as she took a cup from him.

"Always a pleasure, ladies," Adam grinned and handed the other cup to Cassidy.

"Thank you," Cassidy smiled and looked at him.

There was an awkward silence between the three of them, and Cassidy looked at Ariel, tilting her head to the side.

"So, I'm going to find Dana and Phoebe. They're probably on the deck." Ariel felt the slur in her words and bolted out of the kitchen, leaving the two of them there, looking a bit stunned and slightly relieved. Adam took a step forward, leaned against the counter, and smiled at her.

"You look great, Cass."

"Thanks, you too." Cassidy gave him a slow smile, and Adam felt his knees buckle.

"You want to dance?"

"No, not right now," Cassidy frowned, and Adam's face fell. She walked up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. "I was thinking we could maybe go do some shots."

"More shots?" Adam looked at the tray of empty shot glasses on the counter behind her and raised his eyebrows at her.

"Unless you don't want to," Cassidy said and ran her fingers down his arm.

"Let's go," Adam said hoarsely, and she smiled at him.

As Cassidy walked past him, he could not resist the temptation and put his hand on the small of her back. He felt her skin burn against his, and his body temperature went through the roof.

She looked over her shoulder at him and took his hand from her back. Adam, expecting a slap in the face, was pleasantly surprised when Cassidy placed her hand against his and slipped her fingers between his, tightly gripping his hand.

She's actually holding my hand.

He was on the verge of bursting into flames. His feeling of euphoria, however, was short-lived because as soon as they reached the table with the shots, Rogan appeared out of nowhere.

"Dee! I was wondering where you were!" Rogan pulled Cassidy in for a hug and winked at Adam, glaring at him.

"Adam and I are going to do some more shots. There aren’t any more in the kitchen," Cassidy said with a nod.

"Are you serious?" Rogan crossed his arms and looked at Adam. “You do shots?”

"Does that seem odd to you?" Cassidy asked, and Adam suppressed a smile.

"Everyone knows Adam can do shots, Dee." Rogan frowned and shifted his gaze from Adam to Cassidy. "It's you that I'm not so sure about. I didn't think you even knew how to do shots."

"Well, lucky for me, Adam's here. I'm sure he wouldn't mind showing me how, would you, Adam?" Cassidy winked at Adam, and he nodded at Rogan.

"I'm sure he wouldn't," Rogan muttered, and Cassidy laughed.

"But you can't be here, Rogan, because it's for the prom king and queen only." Cassidy looked at him. "Sorry."

"You're picking Adam over me?" Rogan raised his eyebrows at her.

"It was kind of a no-brainer," Cassidy said, tilting her head. “Don’t worry, he’ll take good care of me.”

"Jealous much, Rogan?" Adam crossed his arms.

"Not much to be jealous of, Hale!" Rogan growled.

"Boys, come on, don’t fight," Cassidy frowned.

Rogan threw a sudden punch at Adam, but Adam ducked out of the way, and Rogan's fist slammed against the wall.

Adam grabbed her arm and pulled her towards the door. "Come on, Cass."

"Wait!" Cassidy exclaimed and reached over the table, grabbing a bottle of tequila. She looked at Adam with a smile. "Okay, go," she laughed, and they pushed through the crowd.

Cassidy spotted the stairs to her left and pulled Adam's arm.

"Over here," she giggled, and he followed her up the stairs.

“You know the inside of this house almost as well as I do,” Adam said with a frown.

“I doubt that very much.”

The two of them laughed all their way up the stairs, and they ran down the upstairs corridor. Adam stopped in the middle to catch his breath and laughed. "Good work, Your Highness."

"You too." Cassidy held up her hand, and he gave her a high-five. “Look what I have.” She held up the bottle of tequila and giggled softly.

“I think it should come in handy, don't you think?” He grinned slightly.

Cassidy tilted her head at him. “I suppose.”

Adam looked around him for a second, and Cassidy could see he was up to something. He turned to her and took her hand in his.

“Where are we going?”

"Do you trust me?" he asked, and she looked at him, her silliness fading.

"Yes," she whispered, and she followed him down the hallway, still holding onto his hand. "Where are you taking me, Prom King?"

"Somewhere quiet, your highness," Adam said simply, and Cassidy nodded.

They reached the end of the hall, and Adam opened the door in front of them. He walked into the dark room, and Cassidy leaned against the doorframe, watching him in the moonlight. She felt herself fall for him all over again as he held his hand out to her.

She hesitated for a second, as she knew that if she took his hand, he wouldn't be the only person who would end up with a broken heart in the morning.

Her plan was backfiring, but as she took his hand, it didn’t matter.

*       *       *
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"Where do you think we'll be in ten years, Cass?" Adam looked down at Cassidy lying on her back, her head resting on his lap. He was sitting on the floor of the main bedroom, holding an almost empty bottle of tequila in his one hand, staring at Cassidy's face.

The fish tank opposite them gave off a soft blue glow that filled the room. The light reflected off Cassidy's hair, and Adam softly ran his fingers through it. Both of them were a little more than drunk, and they didn't seem to notice that below them, the party was still in full swing.

"Ten years is an awfully long time, Adam," she slurred and looked up at him.

"Not necessarily," he smiled at her and looked at the fish.

"Ask me in ten years. Maybe I'll know then," Cassidy laughed.

"I'll hold you to that," Adam nodded with a laugh.

"My dad always says that if you don't take the scenic route once in a while, you will never know how much beauty there is around you," she smiled and closed her eyes for a second before opening them again.

"Well, your dad knows what he's talking about. He's a really smart guy," he said and held the bottle out to her. "Your mom as well. You're lucky to have such cool parents."

She took it from him, took a sip, and gave it back with a sigh. "She’s not my mom," she whispered.

“What?” Adam frowned, and she looked up at him.

“She’s not my real mom,” she repeated, and he tilted his head at her, instantly demanding an explanation. “My real mom left right after I was born. She didn’t want me.”

“Cass, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“Where is she now?”

“I don’t know. My dad doesn’t talk about her much. All I know is that I was about a month old when my dad moved here, then he met Ava soon after, and they got married about two months later. Everyone assumed that I was an out-of-wedlock baby, and my dad didn’t really bother to tell them the truth. I think it was too painful for him then, and it still is now.”

There was a brief moment of silence as Cassidy and Adam looked at the fish tank.

"You never talk about your mom either." Cassidy frowned and looked up at Adam.

"It’s also a painful subject. She died when I was six. She had cancer," Adam said sadly, and Cassidy sat up. She turned to face him and frowned.

"Are you serious?" she asked, shocked.

"Yeah," he nodded. "In the frontal lobe of her brain. They couldn't operate without putting her life at risk."

"Oh my god," Cassidy whispered and took Adam's hand. “I'm so sorry." 

"It's okay."

"You aren’t exactly making this any easier on me, are you?"

"What do you mean?"

"I wanted to go to med school to find a cure for cancer, but now, after you told me this, I have to." Cassidy felt tears form in her eyes and looked at Adam. "For your mom."

Adam drew in a sharp breath, and a tear ran down his cheek.

"I'm sorry, I'm being really silly." Cassidy wiped her face and looked at him.

She brought her hand up to his face and wiped the tear from under his eye. He gave her a soft smile and smelled the scent of orchids as her hand brushed his face.

"You're not silly. You're amazing." Adam looked at her, and she blushed slightly.

"Can I ask you something?" Cassidy tilted her head at him.

"You can ask me anything, you know that."

"How come you stopped talking to me?"

"I never stopped talking to you." Adam brought his knees up and rested his arms on them.

"Yes, you did. You were mad at me. You couldn’t even look at me. You were mad at me for going to prom with Rogan." Cassidy frowned and rested her arm on the windowsill. She looked at him, and he looked troubled; his jaw was clenched and his eyes were bright, even in the moonlight.

"No, I wasn't ever mad at you." Adam gently touched her cheek and smiled at her. “I was mad at him.”

"Well, that was pretty obvious," Cassidy blurted out. “So why were you avoiding me then?"

"Because I was an idiot, that's why," Adam scolded himself.

"No, that's not the real reason." Cassidy leaned closer to him and rested her head against his shoulder. "Besides, I don't think you're an idiot."

"Well, that's a relief," Adam laughed and put his arm around her shoulders.

"You're not an idiot. I am," Cassidy whispered.

"How do you mean?" Adam frowned and twirled a strand of her hair around his finger.

"For four years, I never had the guts to tell you how I feel about you. I was convinced that if I did, you'd laugh in my face and tell me that I was crazy." Cassidy tilted her head and stared into his green eyes. "And just so we're clear, I'm not saying this because I'm drunk, but because it's the truth, okay?"

"Of course," Adam smiled slightly.

"You are such a great guy, and if I wasn't leaving in about six hours, then..." Cassidy whispered.

"Then what?"

"It doesn't matter anymore," Cassidy sighed and shook her head.

"It does to me.”

"But..."

"Pretend that you're not leaving."

"Okay," Cassidy said and sat up. She looked at him and took a deep breath.

Adam's heart pounded, and he anxiously waited for her to continue. Whatever she was going to say was going to change his life completely. For once in his life, he was ready for it.

"I love you. I have for a really long time, and I will for a really long time," Cassidy blurted out and looked at him. "You make every day worth living, and I can't imagine what it'll be like not to see you anymore.”

"That's the oddest thing," he whispered.

"What is?"

"I feel the same way about you."

“I know that my timing completely sucks, and I probably should have told you sooner, but I never had the guts to do it.” She shook her head and looked at him. “But I'm saying this to you now. I love you completely, more than I can ever explain.”

“I love you too, Cass.”

The corners of Adam's mouth curled up slightly, and he leaned closer to her. She closed her eyes and felt his lips press against hers. Adam's hands cupped her face, and as she parted her lips, she felt his tongue against hers. His hands let go of her face and wrapped around her waist.

Her plan to break Adam's heart was long forgotten as Adam pushed her down onto the floor and kissed her more intensely. She knew that the aftereffects of tonight would be devastating and would crush her soul every moment she was without him for the rest of her life.

*       *       *
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Adam opened his eyes the next morning and rolled over in his bed.

Except for the pulsating headache from the bottle of tequila that he and Cassidy had consumed last night, he felt great.

Last night had been the best night of his life; at last, he and Cassidy had kissed properly, and he now knew how she really felt about him.

He spilled out of bed, realizing he was still wearing the same clothes as he had the night before, but he didn't seem to care. He had to get over to Cassidy's house.

He looked at the clock, and his heart sank into his socks. It was ten minutes past eleven, and Cassidy's flight from Boston was at nine fifteen.

"Shit!" He ran his fingers irately through his hair and grabbed his car keys. He ran down the stairs, almost tripping on the last steps, through the house, and out the front door.

"Where's the fire, buddy?" Adam's father, Terrence, called out to him.

Adam looked over his shoulder at his father, standing on the porch, holding a cup of coffee. "I won't be gone long, Dad."

"Where are you going?"

"The Warrens."

"Didn't Cassidy leave this morning?" Terrence asked with a frown.

"Yeah, she did. I'll be back in a few."

Adam ran to his gray 1965 Mustang, climbed inside, and spun off.

As he pulled up to Cassidy's house, he saw her mother and father in the garage. He got out of his car and walked over to them.

"Mr. and Mrs. Warren," he greeted them.

"Adam, good morning. Nice to see you," Ava smiled at him.

"Adam," Greg said as he shook Adam’s hand with a grin. "Cass has already left."

"I know, I overslept completely."

"I take it that the party was a success then," Greg winked.

"You could say that, sir. I'm sorry for sending Cassidy home in the state she was in." Adam felt himself blush a little, and he looked at Cassidy's father.

"Nonsense, whatever you did to her at that party last night, well done. I have never seen her happier," Greg grinned.

"That was, of course, before she threw up on the couch," Ava frowned.

"Yes, but that couch needed a reupholster anyway," Greg smiled at his wife. "So you and Cass actually did us a favor."

"You're welcome, I think," Adam frowned. "I'm really sorry."

"Don't worry about it," Greg smiled and patted him on the shoulder.

Adam scratched the back of his neck and asked, "Did Cassidy say anything about me before she left?"

"From what she told us, you are very important to her." Greg pulled an envelope out of his jacket pocket and gave it to Adam. "She left this and asked me to give it to you."

"How did she know I would -” Adam frowned.

"Well, Adam, I know my daughter pretty well, so I'm guessing she figured that if you were here before she left, she wouldn't need the letter anymore," Greg said.

"That sounds like Cass." Adam gave Greg a grateful smile and took a step backwards. “Thank you, Mr. Warren, Mrs. Warren."

"Have a great time in Paris, Adam," Ava smiled at him.

"Thank you," Adam nodded, turned, and walked back to his car. He climbed inside and ripped open the envelope.

To Adam

I could not leave without saying goodbye, but I couldn’t bring myself to go to your house, as I know I’d never be able to walk away. I don't expect you to be at the airport when I leave or that you should call me when I arrive in Seattle. I don't even expect you to keep thinking of me, but I can only hope that you do.

Last night was one of the best nights that I have ever had, because I got to spend it with you. I have had a lifetime of bad times, but last night you made all those memories disappear and replaced them with memories that I will hold onto for the rest of my life. I wish we had more time, but a lifetime with you wouldn't have been long enough either.

As much as I want you to, I don't expect you to come after me, or even wait for me, Adam, because that would be the most selfish thing that I could ever do. I want you to be happy, even if it’s without me.

I wish you all the best in Paris, and I know whatever it is that you put your mind to will turn out a success. You asked me last night where we will be in ten years. I don't know where we'll be, but I will definitely be thinking of you. That is a promise.

With Love,

Cassidy

Adam closed the letter and felt tears running down his cheeks. There was an excruciating pain in his heart, like he was being stabbed several times, and he gasped for air. He leaned his head back against his headrest and sobbed.
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​CHAPTER 1

Constructing Minnesota
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It was a cold February afternoon, and the sun was starting to set over the city of St. Paul.

On the twenty-first floor of the Larson building, a blonde girl with long legs and a tight, short, black dress entered the office and looked at the dark-haired man sitting behind the desk.

"This came for you, Mr. Griggs,” she smiled at him, putting a white envelope down on the desk.

"Thank you, Jenny. Did Rogan return my call yet?" he asked.

"No, not yet.”

"Thank you. I'll see you tomorrow then. Have a good night." Tyler smiled at her and watched as Jenny left the office.

"Thank you. You too," Jenny smiled at him and closed the door behind her.

"What do we have here?" He grabbed the envelope and opened it. As he slid the white card out of the envelope, he pulled a face.

“Ten years?” he frowned to himself and rubbed his temples.

Tyler remembered his senior year at Salem High School as if it were yesterday.

He thought back to the time when they walked down the halls to homeroom, ditched class on sunny days with Rogan to go to the beach, and ran out onto the football field with the whole town cheering them on.

The people of Salem were very fake, pretending to be your friend or wanting to be your friend for the wrong reasons, and then eventually stabbing you in the back. The only true friends Tyler had were Rogan and Adam.

Has it really been ten years already? Time sure does fly.

Tyler was the head architect at his own company, called Griggs & Associates. He lived in a massive house on Thirteenth Avenue, drove a brand-new Aston Martin, and was completely content with his life. Even though he was still single, he preferred it that way. Women were trouble, and they only distracted him from making money. Not that he could ever have enough.

After high school, he attended St. Paul University and graduated with a degree in architecture and business management. He opened his own design company five years ago and has been doing very well for himself.

"Salem High’s ten-year reunion." Tyler sat back in his chair and spun it around.

He looked out over the darkening city, lights flickering in the distance, and tapped the card against the palm of his hand. He looked at the number at the bottom of the card and shook his head.

"There's no way," he scowled and dropped the card, along with the envelope, into the wastebasket. There was no way he was going! He turned back to his desk and opened a file that was on his desk.

Something irritated his nose, and he looked down at the wastebasket next to him. A thin thread of smoke blew into the air, and Tyler frowned.

"What the hell?" he muttered as he fished the invitation out of the basket. It looked like someone burned the one corner of the card, like he and Rogan used to do with their final papers. Surely nothing flammable was close to him that could have singed the paper? Was he going insane? Was he working so hard that he was imagining things? Tyler shook his head and threw the card back into the wastebasket.

"Right, time to head home before I drive myself even more crazy," Tyler said to himself and walked to the door. He looked over his shoulder at the wastebasket, but there was nothing. He shook his head again and left his office.

That night, Tyler couldn’t seem to switch off his mind from what had happened that day. He was rolling around in his bed and could not stop thinking about the charred piece of paper. Maybe he was imagining everything. Maybe he had fallen asleep, maybe Jenny never came into his office before she left, and there was no reunion invitation, so it never happened.

It had to have been a dream.

There was no other explanation.

It would be best if he didn’t mention this to anyone else, especially to Rogan. He could imagine Rogan's face if he told him that story. Rogan was convinced that Tyler had already lost it, many years ago, in fact. Tyler sat up in his bed and felt his heart stop for a brief moment.

Now that he thought about it, the same thing happened right before graduation.

Tyler, Rogan, and Adam were sitting in homeroom, and Rogan was throwing balls of paper at Tyler because, of course, Rogan was a dick. Rogan accidentally hit Ariel in the face, and Tyler told them to stop messing around. Obviously, Rogan still carried on, not fazed in the least about anything or anyone. Tyler remembered that he got really angry with Rogan, and suddenly, out of nowhere, a ball of paper went up in flames.

"Holy shit," Tyler muttered to himself and ran his hands through his hair. Maybe it was Ariel or Cassidy that set it alight, but why would they do that? Tyler was never cruel to Ariel or Cassidy, ever.

Cassidy had been his neighbor for his whole life, and Ariel had been Cassidy's best friend for as long as he could remember. He recalled the summers when he and Rogan spied on them when they were sunbathing in Cassidy's backyard. Adam was always telling them to stop, that it was disrespectful and wrong to objectify girls. They obviously never listened; they told Adam to 'grow a pair' and continued their spying.

His two best friends, Adam and Rogan, were complete opposites. Rogan, with his dark hair, dark eyes, and olive skin, was a laid-back party animal who never took anything seriously. He was reckless and extremely irresponsible, and Adam and Tyler always had to bail him out if there was trouble, which there normally was. Rogan knew exactly how to provoke Adam and never apologized for being a jerk.

Adam, on the other hand, with his sandy brown hair and green eyes, was a responsible and rational type of guy. He made studying look easy and was always top of his class. He knew everything about everything without coming across as a smart-ass, and girls loved him for that, but Adam was never interested in girls.

However, he had only one weakness, and that was Cassidy.

Unlucky for him, Rogan knew that.

Adam and Rogan had their regular arguments, usually about her, but they stayed friends, even after many punches were thrown and many bruised eyes were given.

Tyler and Adam grew up together, as Tyler's mother and Adam's father were childhood friends, so they have always been best friends. They became friends with Rogan when they were about nine, and the three boys were inseparable. They played football together, they went on spring break together, and they lived in the same neighborhood in Salem.

Suddenly, he remembered another strange thing that happened to him.

Cassidy, being Student Body President, was also on the Decoration Committee, and she asked him to help with putting up the decorations. Tyler rolled his eyes and told Cassidy exactly what he thought of prom, how stupid the whole setup was, how fake everyone was, and how the whole concept was a waste of perfectly good money, which they could rather use to buy new equipment for the football team.

The only reason Tyler had to help with the stupid decorations was because Rogan got himself, Tyler, and Adam into trouble when they successfully executed their first prank in their sophomore year.

Principal Finley, after a lot of persuading from Adam, did not expel them but signed them up for the Student Body and Decoration Committee to make them 'experience other kinds of people.' So until they graduated, they were bound by those terms.

Rogan and Adam went to join the Student Body, probably because of Cassidy, and he got stuck in the Decorations Committee with Ariel. So Tyler decided to speak his mind to Cassidy about the utter absurdity of the ancient tradition of prom, but that was the biggest mistake he ever made.

Being the Student Body President, Cassidy did not appreciate him saying things like that to her, not in the least. She told him, using extremely odd words, what an idiot he was, and explained to him how important tradition was.

Her bright blue eyes flashed, and she had a weird look on her face. Then, all of a sudden, the sprinklers went off, soaking everyone in the gym. Cassidy glared at him and said that he was ‘such a hothead,’ then walked out of the gym.

Those were the two weirdest and most unexplainable things that had happened to him. He could write the sprinkler incident off as a pure coincidence, a small malfunction in the wiring of the circuits. Salem High was more than two hundred years old, so it was possible.

Maybe the school was haunted, or maybe someone was playing a pre-prom prank again.

Who
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