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Dedication


                                
This book is dedicated to my auntie Karena Bradley and my family. They were continuously encouraging me to follow my aspirations. 




[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]
CHAPTER ONE


The sun sets, and tall halide lights cast shadows on the pebbled path in front of me. I glance at my phone and find no missed messages.  
Where’s Rylee? 
I look around. 
Where’s everybody? 
Night has fallen, and the cold wind sends chills up my arms. Why the hell did Rylee want to meet here anyway?
This part of campus is new to me. I arrived at Arceneaux Way University a month ago, so most of my classes are in Freshman Hall. I’m not sure why my dorm roomie wanted to meet on the side of school usually occupied by upper-level students.
A flash of light shimmers behind me. I turn and see Darien, a hologram orientation guide, staring at me. It looks so human—its hazel eyes and smooth dark-brown skin. Darien’s fit is nice, and it’s rocking the latest sneakers. The technological advancements are just one reason why I wanted to come to the illustrious Arceneaux University.
“Are you lost?” Darien asks in a smooth, sultry voice. 
“Actually, yes. I’m looking for Canvas Hall, but I think I made the wrong turn,” I say.
Darien points back to two castle-shaped buildings. Their rigid symmetry feels imposing, and stone gargoyles sit at the top of each structure. A dark open space leads to Canvas Hall, I guess.
“Anything else I can help you with?” it asks.
“No, that’s all.”
The hologram disappears into a beam of yellow-gray light. 
I should go before it reappears. 
Walking over to the buildings, I see a patch of grass with little lights lining up my path. At least it’s not pitch-black.
I jump when my phone rings. It’s my Aunt Jeanie. But she’s more than that—she’s like my mother because she raised me. Uncle Jeff, too. They really are the best. 
I answer the video chat, and R&B music blasts in the background while my aunt bakes something. She’s in a jumpsuit and apron.
“Hey, Auntie.”
“Hey, baby. Just checking in,” she says, stirring a spoon in a yellow bowl. 
“I’m good. Same as I was forty minutes ago,” I say with a giggle.
“I didn’t want you to be this far away, you know. Besides, you know how I feel about Arceneaux Way University. So be careful.” She stares at the phone. “I know you aren’t wandering alone through a dark alley. You crazy?”
I place my camera face down on the ground and cover the front lens. “I’m breaking up. I’ll call you later.”
“Girl, don’t you—”
With that, I end the call and take a deep breath. She can always see through my lies. I don’t have time for all that. I’ll call her back later—
I hear light footsteps behind me. 
Aw shit. 
I shouldn’t have walked down this path. My butt should have stayed in my room instead of coming out here by myself. 
The steps draw closer. 
I quicken my pace, pulling out my Mace. Whoever is behind me is about to get fired up! 
I spin back, and my fearful gaze falls to the ground. 
Just a squirrel. 
But my head is spinning. I should stop watching scary movies. 
“Watch out!”
The male voice shakes me out of my thoughts, but not quickly enough. A tall, muscular figure crashes into me, and our bodies intertwine. He grabs my hips, trying to steady us, but it’s too late. With a thud, we land on the grass beside the building, my face barely missing the ground.
It takes me a beat to realize I’m basically straddling the guy. This very hot, muscular, guy. He has smooth brown skin and plump pink lips. Our faces are so close I can smell the minty scent of his breath. 
My heartbeat accelerates. 
The wind blows through my legs, and I remember I’m wearing a dress. I snatch the bottom hem.
“I’m so sorry,” I say, trying and failing to get up. I crash back onto his chest. He lets out a little cry of anguish. I look down and see that my locket is wrapped around his gold chain. 
He touches the back of my neck. “I’m going to unhook your locket if that’s okay with you.”
His deep voice sends a shiver down my spine. If I had to fall on someone, at least I fell on someone fine like him. But, for real, where did he come from? 
He reaches for my locket, and I stare into brown eyes framed by long lashes, at his determined face. I watch him untangle our necklaces. Then the weight of the locket lifts and loosens from my neck. I jump up.
“I’m sorry,” I repeat, eyes darting between him and my now dirt-stained shoes. “I know I already apologized, but I feel bad.”
He stands, puts his chain back on, and looks down at me. “Don’t feel bad. I was distracted by my phone, so it was partially my fault.” His voice is silky. “I think this belongs to you.” He hands back my locket. “My grandmother has one with a picture of her and my grandfather. Is this your mom?” 
I take the pendant and close it. “Thank you. Yeah, that’s my mom when she was in college.”
“Nice,” he says, smiling. 
I can’t help but smile back. He has dimples, one under his eye and another on the top of his right cheek, and only when he’s laughing can I see it.
He rubs his chin slowly. “Did you catch the building your mom was standing in front of?” 
“Yes, it’s a building here on campus. I was actually looking for it earlier. Maybe you can help me find it?” I ask.
“I’m down, but—did you hear about the hauntings in that building?”
“Hauntings?”Why do all old buildings have ghost stories? Why couldn’t it be, like, a nice tale about love? But, no, it’s always something spooky.
He must see something in my face because he chuckles and responds, “Yup, ghosts. Well, at least that’s the word on the street. Rumors claim that one of the university founders, Xavier Arceneaux, is one ghost. On Halloween, some people go down there to see for themselves.”
I blink at that. Who would want to intentionally scare themselves?
“I want to find the building, but ghosts are where I draw the line,” I say.
He grins. “You’re missing out. A little walk on the wild side might be what you need.” 
“You think you know what I need?” I ask with a bit of snark in my voice.
He winks and leans in a little. “Let’s just say I’ve never had any complaints.”
Rolling my eyes, I assess him. For real this time. He looks like someone who gets what he wants from girls. It’s the way he confidently smiles down at me—just the right number of teeth showing. Everything in my body tells me to walk away. 
“So, we’ve been talking for a minute. I realize I don’t know your name, and you don’t know mine; I’m Caleb.”
“Brielle.”
“Brielle,” he repeats, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Cute name. Sounds like a Disney princess or something.” 
My face flushes.
Get it together. Play it cool. 
“You got jokes,” I say, walking to the front of the building.
Caleb follows. We stop walking, and I post my back to the outside of Canvas Hall. He walks over and stands in front of me. 
“So—” Caleb starts.
“Brielle,” Rylee sings in a high soprano tone. Something about hearing my name sang in public makes me want to disappear.
Caleb turns and stares at the newcomer.
“I see you’re in good company.” She twirls around Caleb, looking at him up and down.  She has an enticing aura about her. Then, staring at him with an investigator gaze, she stops. Rylee reaches out her hand and says, “I’m Brielle’s roommate.”
“Caleb.” He looks at me. “I gotta go, but are you going to the block party?”
The Greeks are throwing a party. It’s the first of the year. Rylee has been talking about it all week, and I have been secretly dreading it. I’m not the best dancer—I have two left feet, at best. So there goes the theory that all Black people can dance, because that gene definitely skipped me. 
“What is a party without Rylee?” Rylee asks, answering the question meant for me.
Caleb’s eyes are filled with mystery. It’s difficult to tell whether he’s amused or annoyed. Perhaps both. His right eyebrow shifts up as he looks at her. She patiently waits for his response. He clasps his hands in front of him.
I give a faint smile. Say something, Brielle! 
Caleb smirks. “Okay.” 
He turns and walks away, stops, walks back to me, and eyes my phone. I hand it over, and he dangles it over my face. I take the hint and unlock it.He glides his thumbs over my phone, keying in his number. He’s so confident; it’s attractive. I try to act cool, but I have no idea what to do with my hands. I switch between placing them in my pocket, clasping them together, and then pinning them straight to my sides.
Rylee urges me to stand still by giving me a sneaky kick and eyeing me. I keep my hands at my sides.
“Hit my line,” he says and walks away.
Yeah, he is going to be trouble.
Rylee turns and smiles, showing all her teeth. “I see you, girl. He’s a whole meal. Do you think he has a brother or cousin? I’m not picky.”
I wrap my arms around hers. “Girl, he is the appetizer, entrée, and dessert. I got goose bumps talking to him. Like, I’m in middle school talking to my first crush. I should delete his number, right?” 
Rylee shakes her head. “If you’re looking for an out, you’re not getting it. But, girl, everything is worth a try. No regrets! He’s fine, interested, and did I forget to mention, fine.”
We start walking. 
“He is fine,” I concede. 
We share a giggle. 
“How did you two meet?”
“I kind of ran into him. Literally.”
“Girl, your body touched his, and he was mesmerized by those curves and curls. I see you.”
“You’re a mess,” I say, hitting her shoulder.
“Follow me. I know a shortcut,” Rylee says and turns a corner toward an empty path.
“I’m done walking down dark paths for the night.”
She pulls my arm and drags me along with her. “It cuts off six minutes of our time.”
Wow, a whole whopping six minutes.
As we walk, I stare at a beautiful fountain. I think it’s the one the school has on its website. Rylee lets go of my arm and walks over to the long rectangular spring.
“It’s the fountain for me,” she sings. “Take my picture. Please.” She stands by the mini color-changing waterfall in the middle and strikes a dozen poses while I take pictures.
If acting doesn’t work, modeling should be her next bet. With a body fit for lingerie, a heart-shaped face, full lips, and long eyelashes, her next gold mine could be print modeling—she’s not tall enough for the runway. Her dark brown skin is blemish-free, and her short haircut gives me life.
I stare at a shadow cast from a nearby building. It looks like a ghost or something following us. Why did Caleb have to tell me about haunted buildings?
Rylee walks over and swipes through the pictures, deleting all but two. “Girl, why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” she asks.
“I was just thinking about this crazy story that boy told me earlier.”
She turns. “Spit it out.”
“He said the school could be haunted. I know. Crazy.” I laugh to myself, but Rylee stands there, lost in thought. “Rylee.”
A smile spreads across her face, then she embraces me. “It’s not that farfetched. Considering this is the oldest historically Black college, there are bound to be ghosts roaming around. Think of all the people who walked these grounds . . . but this beats ghost stories.” She squeezes my arms, and her eyes light up. “I heard there is a secret society on campus. Very prestigious.”
“A secret society?”P.W.I’s are the only colleges rumored to have secret societies. Interest piqued.
“Yes, and if accepted, you’re guaranteed at least a seven-figure job after graduating. I hear they meet in this huge mansion, Xavier Arceneaux’s former home.”Just graduating from this university guarantees prestige. The acceptance rate is 5.5 percent. 
Rylee lets go of my arms and walks to an older building. She examines the walls as if she’s playing the drums, rubbing and tapping her hands down the barrier. 
You would think at least one other person would be on this path, but no. It’s just us. 
“What are you doing?” I ask.Her voice lowers to a whisper. “They say there are symbols planted around campus. If you find and follow them, you will end up in an underground tunnel that ultimately leads to the mansion.”
I look around. “Why are you whispering?” 
“Because it’s supposed to be a secret,” Rylee continues in a hushed voice.
“No one’s around,” I whisper back before I can help myself. Ugh.
“You never know who’s listening.” She finally gives up on finding a symbol.
“Who told you this?” I rub my thighs with my hands. The wind sounds like waves crashing, and the night is getting cold.
“Let’s just say a reliable source.” She smirks, staring deep into my eyes as if we’re competing or something. I don’t know if I should blink or not. Weird.
From the short time I’ve known Rylee, I know “a reliable source” means she’s been nosy. This girl will literally stare at someone’s phone and read their texts. 
“You were eavesdropping, weren’t you?” I ask.
“Some call it eavesdropping, others call it having a keen ear. If you talk loud enough for people to hear, then it’s no longer a private conversation.”
“That’s not a thing.”
She twirls her hair at me. “Who says it’s not?” 
“Um, anybody who isn’t nosy like you,” I say, poking her nose.
She keeps her eyes locked on mine until her phone vibrates. “Whatever.”Rylee continues her monologue, but the thought of Caleb’s smile and rich voice occupies my mind. Sometimes I check out when she goes on and on. Then, suddenly, a twig snaps, and I am brought back to reality.
“Brielle! Are you still there?”
“I’m sorry, but hidden tunnels sound a little haunting. Don’t you think?”
“I think it’s one of the things that makes this campus epic,” Rylee says, opening her arms wide and gesturing to the whole university. 
“Of course, you do,” I say, unconvinced.
What she calls epic is one-hundred-percent creepy to me. Nothing good is ever found in hidden tunnels. Go looking through secret passages, and all you’ll get are spiders and curses, things meant to be left alone. All the way alone.
She dramatically waves her hand. “But that’s not all I heard.”
I shake my head. “There’s more?”
Her eyes light up. “Much more. Some might call it sinister.” Her voice drops to a velvety, deeper tone, contrasting with her normal Valley girl sound. “They say human sacrifices may be involved.”
Rylee's eyes, full of wonder, enlarge. Is she really getting a kick out of something so dark? Her intrigue upsets me, makes me see her differently. 
“Get this,” she says, leaning closer. “There’s a rumor the police are covering up the mysterious deaths all around campus.”
We turn the corner to a shady campus area; darkness and a thick swirl of cold air surrounds us. Why did I let Rylee drag me down this dark path? There is probably a good reason nobody walks down here.
“Can we change the subject?” I say forcefully.
“Are you scared?” Rylee asks, dancing around me. Her intense gaze, wiggling hands, and slow-motion dancing all give me the creeps. 
“Don’t be scared—even though they say members of the secret order prey on lonely girls, just like us. According to rumors, they snatch up girls on this path,” she says in a slow, raspy voice. A whistling sound echoes as we take a step. 
Rylee halts. 
She peeks around. “Did you hear that?” 
I shake my head, lying. 
“It’s the members signaling to each other. They’ve found their next victim. Look over there.”
I turn but see only darkness.
My arms tingle. 
“Stop, this isn’t funny.” I turn back to see Rylee. She’s gone. “Rylee, this isn’t funny.”
No response.
“Rylee!” 
A branch cracks behind me, and I take off running. If my roommate is playing some prank on me, I’m not laughing. Another sound from behind sends me into a panic, and drops of sweat fall from my face. My knees knock together. I don’t want to leave her, but somebody has to tell the story.God protects me from whatever wickedness lurks in the darkness. 
I repeat it over and over to myself as I run. 
God protects me from whatever wickedness lurks. God protects . . . 
With every step I take, buggy sounds rush through my ears, and the wind slaps my face. My body doesn’t relax until I reach the street leading to my dorm. I slow to a walk, and my breath returns to a steady pace. The street is basically empty except for one student who has headphones on. Everybody else is probably at the kickback or getting ready for it. All I want to do is curl up in my bed and watch a rom com.
I don’t know what happened to Rylee, but I’m not with the foolery. 
My phone vibrates, and an unknown number flashes on my screen. 
I open the text. It reads, Turn around.
Oh, hell, nah!
I pivot, but nothing is there. I turn on my phone’s flashlight, move it around, flash it all around me. 
Nothing’s there, Brielle. Rylee is clearly playing some game, and you aren’t going to fall for it. 
I turn back around, and Rylee jumps out. My phone flies out of my hands and lands on the ground.
“Shit, you almost got knocked out!” I say, catching my breath. My heart races. 
“I’m sorry. It was just so easy.” A grin spreads across her face. I can see she’s holding back a laugh.
I bend down to grab my phone and pray there’s no damage. Luckily, it’s not cracked. Thank you, liquid screen protector.
“Don’t ever do that again.” I grit my teeth and walk past her, heading toward our dorm. She runs up behind me and reaches for my arm. I pull it away.
“I’m sorry.” Ignoring her apology, I turn my head and look in the other direction. “I’m really sorry,” she says, and the next thing I know, she’s in the middle of the street singing a made-up song filled with apologies.
This girl is crazy.
“Okay, I forgive you. Can you please stop now?”
She smiles and drapes an arm around my shoulder. “I’ll stop, but there’s one more thing I didn’t tell you . . .”I try to stop her with a glance. 
“I promise it’s not scary.” She continues, “They say there’s a symbol that distinguishes the members. I’ve been checking people all day, but I still haven’t seen it.”
She isn’t going to let this go.
“What’s the symbol?”
“A black circle with a red star in the middle,” she answers. “A black lily lies inside the star.” I pause, taking a moment to think. Surely this isn’t a coincidence? This is too specific, but that’s not what worries me. What worries me is this: I’ve seen that symbol before. In the picture in my locket, my mother is wearing an enamel pin with that symbol.
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CHAPTER TWO


Having a roommate is surreal. I’ve never shared a space with anyone, so Rylee and her loud music and theatrics will definitely make this an exciting year.  
A large wall with an open section divides our room, and our tiny kitchen comes equipped with a microwave, refrigerator, and cabinets. Most of the room’s appeal is on Rylee’s side. On her wall, she has lights that change colors at night and motivational quotes frame charming polaroid pictures.
Rylee plops on her white comforter. “You aren’t ready yet?” she asks. Ignoring her question, I stare at the picture of the Hollywood sign above her. 
I wanted to go for a relaxed bohemian vibe, a soft tan and beige color scheme. I wanted to feel like I was relaxing at my family’s Malibu beach house since it’s supposed to be my home away from home. So, I placed shimmery string lights around my wall and put my favorite dream catcher over my headboard. Such a vibe, even though it falls short of home.
I have decided not to tell Rylee about my mom’s potential entanglement with this “secret society” until I know facts. I don’t know how I’ll get those, but that’s a problem for another day. Right now, I need to focus on this party and figure out how to stop myself from partaking in embarrassing dances.
“How do I look?” I whirl in front of Rylee, who curls her hair.
“Those are the jeans for me.” She walks over and taps my butt. “Where you been hiding that shape?”
These are my favorite jeans, and paired with Rylee’s white bodysuit, it’s a whole look. Is this what it feels like to have a sister? I could get used to this.
“What about me?” Rylee asks, walking down her imagined runway in the middle of our room. She’s wearing a T-shirt dress with rips on the sides, biker shorts, and boots.
I nod, praising her. “You look fine.” 
She checks herself out in her full-length mirror. “I do, don’t I?” Then she takes a couple of pictures on her phone. “Get over here and join me. Gotta give Caleb a tease tonight.”
I freeze. “You follow him?”
“Not yet, but it just takes a couple of searches, and girl, I’ll find his social media page.” She scrolls on her phone. “Found it.”
Dang, that was quick. She should be private investigator if acting and modeling don’t work out.
I peek over her shoulder. “Let me see.”
He hasn’t posted a photo in a year. I move my hand and tap, zooming in on a picture of him at the beach—a heart appears. “Shit!” 
“Girl.”
“Should I un-tap?” My hands sweat a little.
She laughs. “Nah, this is my fake account.” 
Rylee shows me a profile picture of a random girl. 
“Who is that?” I ask, bringing my face close to the screen. 
She grins. “Erica Lee is my alter ego, basically how I spy on people.”
There are so many thoughts flowing through my head right now. Like the fact that she’s so bold and unapologetic about spying on people. Like the fact that I can barely muster up the courage to search Caleb’s name. I wonder if Rylee’s extracurricular activities are worth worrying about.
“Anyway,” she says, twirling her hair and reapplying lip gloss. “This party is going to be lit AF, and if you happen to bump into Caleb, keep it chill.”
I don’t know if it’s even in Rylee’s DNA to keep something chill. She looks at me and moves a couple of strands of hair from my face. “Let me do your makeup.”
I’m not the biggest fan of heavy makeup. It’s too much work and too many steps. All I do is brush powder all over and fill in my eyebrows. Oh, and apply a little shine on my lips. I don’t need to look ashy. That’s why I always carry a small jar of Vaseline. 
“I like the natural look,” I reply.
Her face scrunches up. “What are you trying to say?”
“Nothing. I mean, you do take, like, an hour to put on makeup. Don’t get me wrong. Your face looks like a straight up baddie, but it’s not me.”
“Got it. You’re a basic chick.”
Ouch, that stings.
“There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to wear a lot of makeup,” I say, rolling my eyes.
“Fine.” She holds her hand out, surrendering. “Let’s go.” 
Rylee walks to the door and holds it open. A group of girls engaged in deep conversation walk out of the elevator, and Rylee and I enter. We descend to the lower level, and I take a deep breath. I don’t know why I feel so self-conscious. It doesn’t matter what people think. Everyone says that, but who truly believes it? I don’t. 
We make it to the first floor and walk by our common area. A couple of people are watching a movie on the couch. The common area is perfect for whatever and any mood. Like, if someone wants an old-school, chill vibe, they could hit up the board games. But if they want adrenaline, they can go for the video games. There’s even a virtual reality room. I look longingly at it as we walk past.
Outside, the resident assistant on duty waves to us. The night air is chilly, and I regret not bringing a jacket. I’m shivering. Meanwhile, Rylee’s legs and arms are out. I don’t know how she manages. She says she’s used to the cold and that this weather is nothing compared to Indy’s, which gets in the negatives. I can’t imagine temperatures that cold. Nope. Take me to a place where it’s never freezing. I thought here in North Carolina was warm, but I soon discovered being in the mountains means getting all seasons. Not a fan.The block party is at Onyx Baseball Field. It’s a ten-minute walk from our dorm, maybe five with Rylee’s current pace. We go through campus and pass Martin Hall and Malcolm Hall. We turn the corner, and speakers blast a hip-hop song. 
Here goes nothing.
We approach Onyx Baseball Field. The bottom of the field has been turned into a kickback. It’s packed. Giant speakers play twerking songs, and girls thrust and grind and throw their backs out from the middle of the arena.
“That’s my song,” Rylee gasps. She runs into the crowd and starts dancing alone. She waves me over. I saunter toward her, but I’m saved by a guy who dances up to her. She forgets about me.
I look around. The music changes, a sorority strolls through the party, and another sorority strolls from the other side. I continue watching until I see the back of an older woman. She turns, and I get a glimpse of her. She’s tall and curvy, and her hair falls down her back. She’s too grown to be at a college party.
Rylee walks over to me and looks at the woman. “Kinsley White in the flesh. I’m surprised she’s here slumming with us regulars.”
“Never heard of her.”
“She’s a socialite with millions of followers, and her family makes significant contributions to the university. I believe she oversees something around here,” Rylee says.
“Oh.” I take another look at her and then turn to face the dancing. 
Find the beat and sway back and forth. Don’t overthink it because when you do, everything goes wrong. I experiment, swaying my hips, but I must be off beat based on the look on Rylee’s face.
“You can’t dance, huh?” she asks with her hand on her hip.
I continue swaying. “I mean, I wouldn’t say that. I’d say I’m not the best.”
“Mm-hm, okay, we can work with that.” She holds my hips and rocks them back and forth. “Copy me. Good. Now do it on your own.”
I keep moving my hips to her rhythm, and I’m actually staying on the beat. Maybe I’m not a lost cause.
“So, I see you came.” 
I turn and see Caleb smiling, looking even better than before. 
Heat rises in my body. 
A tall guy with a slim build accompanies him, sporting the latest sneakers.
“Caleb, hey,” I say.
He looks me up and down. “You look good.”
I blush and say thanks, then glance over at his stoic friend. 
“Oh, hey, Caleb. I’m doing good. Thanks for asking,” Rylee butts in. 
I look at her and roll my eyes. She always needs attention.
“Hey, Rylee,” he says. “This is my friend, Elijah.” 
Rylee’s eyes light up. She walks over to Elijah. “Where has Caleb been hiding you?”
Elijah gives her a sly smile and looks at me. “You’re Brielle?”
He knows my name. Caleb has been talking about me. “Yeah, nice to meet you. Are you a freshman too?”
“No, I’m a sophomore.”
“How do you two know each other?” I ask.
Caleb and Elijah share a glance that’s more like a conversation. “Let’s just say we’re family friends.”
I feel like there’s more to that story, but who knows. Sometimes I’m an overthinker, so I say, “Okay.”Rylee, bored with the conversation, pulls out her phone and takes selfies. Elijah walks off after getting a call, leaving Caleb and me alone. One of my favorite R&B songs plays, and my body falls back to its natural swaying. There’s something about the melody and Lady Kay’s sultry voice—it’s mesmerizing.
“I see you moving your hips. Want to dance?” Caleb asks with his arms outstretched. 
He wants to dance. 
Shit! I got this. All I have to do is follow his lead and stay on beat. 
I tap my fingers on the sides of my legs, gently patting to the rhythm of the music. I look over at Rylee, who seems amused at my discomfort. For all the times she’s butted in a conversation, this time she stays quiet.
I walk forward, but someone bumps into me, and I fall into Caleb’s arms. “Really?” I ask, looking behind me.
“Bro, that’s not cool. Apologize,” Caleb demands. 
I find my balance and see the bare butt of a guy wearing a hospital robe.
“Are you going to say excuse me, weirdo?” Rylee asks. 
The guy in the robe stares as if he’s looking through us. There’s something wrong with him; he’s on something strong. His eyes are bloodshot, and gooey black droplets cascade down his face to the ground. It creates a sticky, jiggly puddle.
I glance at Caleb, whose posture has stiffened, then to Rylee. Her hands cover her mouth.
Caleb moves in front of me. “Are you okay?”
The stranger opens his mouth and exudes a thick black substance. I jump back and cover my mouth.
“What the hell?” Caleb turns to me and shouts, “Call 911!” 
A girl nearby screams. 
The DJ stops the music. Horrified faces fill the crowd.
“Hey! Someone come get your boy,” the DJ announces. 
“Ugh, why’s he oozing?” a girl recording on her phone asks.
My hands won’t stop shaking. They keep hitting the wrong buttons. Finally, I take two deep breaths. My body relaxes a little. 
Caleb walks closer to the guy.
“Boy, is you crazy?” a guy in the crowd asks.
I hold Caleb back. “You don’t know what he has. Keep your distance.” I finally get the cops on the line. “Hello? We have a guy here at Arceneaux Way University spitting up a black sticky substance.”
“Sorry . . . breaking up. Speak loud—” Static muffles the operator on the phone.
I check my phone signal. It’s down to one bar. I repeat myself, almost shrieking. The phone beeps and cuts off. Damn! Damn! Damn!
“I got them. They say they’re on the way,” Rylee says.
A crowd starts to form around the weirdo guy. He continues spitting up black goo. I hope whatever he has isn’t airborne because if it is, we’re all screwed. 
Elijah runs through the crowd and back to us. “What happened?”
“We don’t know. He bumped into me and then started spitting up black stuff. What do you think it is?” I ask.
“Death,” Rylee says. Elijah and I both look at her. She lifts her hands. “What?” 
The boy continues coughing up the substance and falls onto the ground.Oh, my God.
“Party’s over. You know the saying. You don’t have to go home, but get the hell out of here,” the DJ says. 
The crowd, uneasy, disperses. 
Elijah bends down and props up the unconscious guy’s head. 
“Should you be moving him?” I ask.
Some students mutter “creepy” and “insane” as they walk away.
“We need to prop his head up so he doesn’t choke. I’m pre-med, and my parents are surgeons. I’ve learned things.”He’s pre-med, not a doctor. But if his parents are surgeons, he must have learned a lot, or at least something. Plus, we need to do something.
“What do you think is wrong with him?” Rylee asks. 
“Do things like this normally happen here?” I ask.Caleb and Elijah share another glance, and Caleb replies, “Let’s say this school has a lot of secrets.” 
Secret societies, black goo—there is a lot going on suddenly. 
Rylee taps my shoulder. “Girl, let’s get out of here.”
“No. What about him?”
She pulls on my arm. “We aren’t doctors, and what if whatever he has is viral? I sure don’t want anything to do with it.”
“If it’s viral, then we probably have it. Look how close we are. I’m not leaving till the ambulance comes. You would want someone to stay with you.”
Rylee crosses her arms. “Fine, but I’m going to keep a distance to be safe.”
Kinsley emerges from the shadows. She walks with a confident smile and reminds me of a model on a runway. She must be of social standing. 
“I’ve got this handled. Don’t be alarmed.” 
What can she possibly do if she isn’t a doctor? She waves her hands, and suddenly two men wearing all black appear and push over a stretcher. They lift the guy off the ground and place him on it.
The guy vomits black stuff until Kinsley sticks a needle in his shoulder. His body relaxes at once, and he lies back with his eyes closed. She sure stuck that needle in him with ease for someone who is not a doctor. Odd, but this situation is surreal.
“What was that you injected him with?” Elijah asks.
“Hello, Elijah. Nice to see you again,” she says. Her body twitches. 
“What did you stick him with?” he asks. His voice rises, eyes narrow, and he rubs under his chin.
There’s history between these two, and it’s not good from the looks on their faces. Maybe it’s a relationship that went bad, but who knows.“It’s something that will calm him down. Trust me. The school’s doctors gave it to me. You know we have excellent emergency doctors on campus.” Her voice is stern as she stares. “So let them do their jobs.” Her eyes scream, don't mess with me.
Elijah doesn’t seem intimidated, which is wild. I would be on the other side of the field if she looked at me like that. “As the sophomore student government president, I would like to go with him. He needs a familiar face by him when he wakes up.”
Kinsley stops him in his tracks. “Your assistance will not be required. I’ll be by his side when he awakes.”
“What about his parents?” He asks, moving closer to her. 
She stands her ground. “I’ll handle that as well. Anything else?” Her hands rest on her hips. Elijah looks defeated, which amuses Kinsley. 
She walks past him and addresses the rest of us stragglers. “Everything is going to be fine. I know what happened might be alarming, so we can schedule any student counseling if needed.” She waves Elijah over and continues. “If you need help scheduling counseling, your sophomore student body president will be delighted to help you.” She smiles at Elijah. “Right?”
Elijah pulls himself up tall. “Yes.”
And just like that, she turns to leave, making eye contact with me as she does. I don’t know if I should smile or not, so I opt for a slight upturn. Her eyes widen for a moment, then narrow to their normal state. She walks closer to me, and the scent of her flowery perfume hits my nose. 
What does she want with me? 
I stiffen my posture and place my hands on my hips. 
Maybe I’m doing too much. 
I pin my hands straight down at my sides and give a slight smile. 
“You look familiar. Do you have relatives who went here? I take pride in knowing alumni.”
“Actually, I do. My birth mom, Karena.”
“You got a picture of her?”
I take off my locket and show her the picture. Her body stiffens.
“Do you know her?”
She fixates on the locket and then looks back at me, shaking her head. “No, sorry.”
“It’s cool. I know a lot about her childhood but not much else. I thought I could find a connection with her if I went here, or something. Well, the science department is impeccable and swayed me to come here too.”
“Not weird. You’re human, and as humans, we search for connection everywhere.” 
I glance at her shirt and see something familiar, almost unnoticeable by the fold of her shirt—that same enamel pin my mother was photographed in. So either she knows my mom and is not telling me, which would be weird, or they really never met. Regardless, it’s the second time I’ve seen that pin today. Kinsley catches me. She casually moves her hair over her shoulder, hiding the enamel pin.
“Hey—”
“I have to go,” Kinsley interrupts and hurries away with guys carrying the stretcher into a van. 
Rylee walks over to me. “What were you and Kinsley talking about?”
“Nothing interesting. She thought she recognized me, and I thought she might have known my birth mom. But it was a dead end.”
“Ah, well, you have four years to find out more about your mom. Until then, let’s go. This party is dead.” Rylee pauses as if catching herself. “No pun intended.” 
Her phone rings, and she walks away to answer it.
I hope that guy gets the help he needs. Like, what is that black substance anyway? 
Two men in CSI-like suits get out of a truck and walk over to the black goo on the ground. They pull out tools and take samples. When they’ve collected enough, they enclose the samples in a white case and place it on the vehicle’s seat. Kinsley motions them over. She seems really interested in getting samples. 
I stare down at the gunk on the ground. 
I can’t believe this came out of a human. I need a sample of it. Science is my thing, and if people are spitting up unknown substances, I need to know the whats, whys, and hows. 
I take a quick look around and walk to the truck. They won’t notice if one of the jars goes missing. I grab a sample jar and stash it in my purse.
Gotcha. 
“Brielle! What are you doing?” Rylee’s voice startles me, and I quickly walk away from the vehicle. She gives me a suspicious look. 
I need to get out of here. I look around and see Elijah talking to a couple of students and Caleb posted a few feet next to him. “I’m ready to go, but let me say bye to ole boy.”
Her eyes light up. “You need some lip gloss?” She pulls out a bright-red glam gloss and waves it in my face. 
I feel myself flush. “Girl, I’m not kissing him. I don’t know him like that. Who knows where his mouth has been.”
“I know where you want it to be.”
“Shut up. You’re too much.”
I walk over to Caleb, grab a compact from my purse, and take a quick look at myself. My lips do look kind of dry. I pull out some of my gloss and hastily reapply. 
What am I doing? Rylee has gotten all up in my head. I bet she’s watching my every move. 
I glance back, and she’s mouthing, “You better get him, girl.”
I shake my head and turn to see Caleb staring at me intensely. This man is so fine, and the dimple in his cheek when he smiles gives me butterflies.
“So. That was insane, right?” I ask.
“I don’t think I’ll be able to get his face out of my head,” he says.
“Me either. Good thing Elijah was here. He knows a lot for a sophomore who just started taking his important classes.”
“His parents are both doctors with their own practice, and he’s part of the accelerated program. He might act as if he knows it all, but he’s a good guy.”
“Y’all are close, huh?”
“He’s like a brother to me. Do we bump heads? Yeah, but what siblings don’t?”
“Yeah,” I say, although I have no idea. “Do you have a lot of siblings?”
“It’s just me and my…” He pauses and wipes his face. His eyes look dazed as he places his hands in his pocket.
“You good?” 
Note to self: Never mention siblings around Caleb. Clearly, it’s a sensitive topic.
He snaps out of it. “Yeah, I’m good, but I’m going to check on Elijah. Let’s take a rain check on that dance.” 
He brushes his thumb on my chin and walks away, so I head for the exit.  Rylee walks ahead of me, talking to a girl from one of her classes. My mind wanders to the black goo. 
I will find out what that is. Trust and believe.
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CHAPTER THREE


It’s been a day since the black goo situation, and I can’t seem to get it out of my head. I would ask my aunt if she knew something, but I already know the answer. A big, gaping no.  
It’s wild that my mom, Karena, and my auntie weren’t close at all. My aunt said Karena only became distant once she went to college. One day out of nowhere, she heard the doorbell ring. When she opened it, I was there, wrapped up in a blanket, with an envelope filled with money and a necklace. Crazy, huh? 
There was an accident after that. My family never recovered from her death. They blame the university for it. 
I lie back on my bed, staring at the necklace and the picture of my mom. She looked so happy.
I want to know more about Kinsley. It seems like she has a lot of influence here. Maybe she can help me find out more about my mom. Maybe she didn’t personally know her, but she might connect me with someone who did. That’s my next task after I test this liquid.
One of the benefits of going to Arceneaux Way is having access to high-end science equipment. I was top in my class and scored the highest in every school science competition. Experimenting is my happy place. 
[image: image-placeholder]I settle in the lab, alone, and grab the test tube I stole last night. It looks like something out
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