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One

I can’t imagine a better way to kick off senior year.
It’s the perfect last Friday of summer. The entire town lines 

the main thoroughfare, waiting for the next wave of the annual 
Labor Day weekend parade. Lawn chairs and tents pepper the 
sidewalks in front of the shingled shops in the North Heights 
business district.

I’ve found a spot in the green space by the community garden. 
I lean my elbows against the coarse fabric of Mom’s picnic blan-
ket and close my eyes to tip my head up to the sun, let it wash 
over my face. I push my bangs off my forehead to soak in the 
light and the heat. I’m happy here and now, right at the edge of 
where everything begins.

And then the world goes kind of dark.
“Where is he?”
I blink up at a guy whose face I can’t quite see. Backlit, he’s 

nothing more than an undefined shadow with a deep, resonant 
voice.
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I push to my feet, brushing my hands over the back of my 
shorts. They come away muddy and I sigh. That’s what I get for 
agreeing to sit in the grass with Kate to watch the parade.

Which I’ll miss, if I can’t move this guy along.
“I’m sorry,” I tell him, once I can see. He’s tall, gangly, and 

frowning. And, despite the voice, he looks young. My age, I 
think. His gleaming skin and eyes are topped with a halo of dark 
curls highlighted a rich shade of blue. He’s handsome, in a star-
tling kind of way. “I’m not sure who you’re looking for. But if you 
tell me the name, I might be able to help.” I smile. “I know almost 
everyone in town.” Everyone except him.

The boy crosses his arms. “I don’t have the time or patience 
to beg for an answer here. Make this fast and easy on both of us 
and just tell me where he is.”

“Do you mean Brick?” He’s the only he I can think of, the only 
he that someone would expect me to know, sight unseen.

The horns of the marching band blare, followed by the trill 
of the xylophone. The guy cringes at the noise. “Look, we’re go-
ing to find him, with or without your help.” He bites his lip, eyes 
flickering over my face. “You should get your affairs in order. Tell 
the other creatures: time’s up.”

Did he say creatures? He takes a step forward and I tense. But 
he stops when his foot squelches into a puddle—maybe the one 
that’s left me a mess, too.

He frowns at his shoe, then lifts it, shaking it to dislodge the 
mud, which splatters all over my shins and my brand-new, bright 
white sneakers.

“Hey!” I cry. I crouch on the blanket, lifting a corner to swipe 
at my marred footwear. “I just got these and now they’re all gross.”

The boy’s eyebrows flicker. “Are you serious?”
I squint against the searing sunshine, trying to school my 
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face into outrage. “How would you like it if I just—” I splat my 
hand into the puddle and shake it at him.

He takes a smooth step to the side and the mud flies wide. 
He blinks at me.

And then he laughs.
I’m sputtering, mud-covered, and humiliated. What the hell 

is wrong with this guy? What is wrong with me?
The guy’s laughter fades with a snort, but before I can say 

anything else to him, Kate sidles up. “Here, Terra. I bought you a 
drink.” Her arms are full with bottled waters and the sour-sweet 
gummy candies she loves. I stand to reach for a water and she 
deposits the rest on our blanket. She catches sight of the boy and 
smiles at him. “Hey.”

The guy leaves without responding. Kate and I watch him 
melt into the crowd, his tall, dark form dissolving from view be-
tween blinks.

“Who was that?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “He was mad that I couldn’t help him 

find who he was looking for.” I twist to look at the seat of my 
shorts, still mud-stained. “He splashed mud all over me.”

Kate glances down and grimaces. “He splashed mud on your 
butt?”

“No, on my shoes.” I eye the blanket. “But I think I sat in it, 
too.”

She shrugs. “Did you get his number? He’d be perfect for 
Marina.”

I cringe. “I’m not sure I’d inflict him on anyone. Not even 
Marina.” I shade my eyes and scan the crowd. “But if you want to 
try, he went that way.”

She’s craning her neck to look for him but shakes her head. “I 
have other relationships to sort out today.”
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I look at Kate. “Speaking of, where’s Avani? I thought she was 
sitting with us.”

She shifts. “She went to get cotton candy.”
“She’ll say yes.” I reach for Kate’s hand and give it a squeeze, 

knowing how nervous she is to ask Avani to make their summer 
fling school-year official before classes start next week. “She’d be 
an idiot to turn you down.”

Kate smiles gratefully.
The staccato of drums draws my attention back to the pa-

rade route. A line of pickups crawls into view, members of the 
football team spilling from the truck beds. Each player carries a 
rose, tossing it to the girl—or guy—along the route who catches 
their eye.

I push forward, right to the edge of the crowd, my eyes scan-
ning the trucks for Brick.

There. There he is, with his wavy brown hair and kind, moss-
colored eyes. Sweet, steady, dependable Brick.

I wave my arms over my head and relish the slow smile that 
spreads across his face. He nudges through the tangle of his 
teammates. There’s a garland of flowers draped around the bed 
of the truck, and Brick reaches into it, digging around until he 
withdraws a bloom. Then he leans out the side of the truck bed, 
points at me, and swings the flower for momentum.

He releases it, and it sails into my waiting hands. It’s a perfect, 
pale-purple rose, half unfurled. I want to roll my eyes, but that 
would hurt his feelings. I know how high his hopes are for senior 
year. That this will be the year I finally see him as more than my 
very best friend. So I press the rose to my chest and wave.

Brick waves back until the team turns out of sight.
They’re the last leg of the parade, so the crowd moves to 

pack up and disperse. Behind me, I can hear Kate and Avani 
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talking. I stay where I am for a minute, to give them a little time 
and space before we fold our blanket and make our way to the 
football team’s annual charity cookout at the park pavilion. We’ll 
meet up with Brick there, and stay until sundown, when the real 
party begins.

As the crowd thins, I see, across the street, the mud-splasher 
is still watching me. He stands still even as people mill around 
him. His arms are crossed, brow lowered, mouth pinched and 
frowning.

I shiver and take a step back.
A trickle of mud runs down the back of my leg.



Two

It’s my last first day of high school, I think as I push through the 
front doors.

The halls are a sea of color and light and laughter. North 
Heights is a small town, so we’ve seen one another all summer 
long at the park and pool and parties, but the reunions this morn-
ing still feel real. Important.

I watch it all for a moment from the threshold. Then I plunge 
into the fray.

When I get to my locker, Brick is waiting for me, a Sweet Spot 
bag clutched in his massive fist. There’s already a grease stain 
spreading over the logo. I suck in a breath and my mouth starts 
to water.

Apple fritters.
He holds it up when he sees me. “Senior year.”
“Best year ever.” I snatch the bag from his hand.
The Sweet Spot bakes the best apple fritters—all sweet cin-

namon and gooey dough with a warm, glazed apple slice right in 
the very middle.
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He crosses his arms and watches me pull out the center with 
my fingers. This is how we always share them: I take the apple-
adorned middle and he eats the outer ring, which is thinner and 
crispy at the edges.

My fingers drip with glaze as I pass him his half of the pastry. 
There’s a moment of blissful silence as we eat.

When Brick’s done licking his fingers, he says, “I thought this 
would cheer you up since you couldn’t stay for the party Saturday.”

I fish a napkin out of the bag to wipe my hands. “I could have 
stayed at the party. I just didn’t want to.”

“Yes, you did. We talked about that party for weeks!”
“I wanted to go to the party when I thought it was at Gaia’s 

house. But then Kate told everyone about Mr. Quill’s farm being 
empty and they moved the kegs out there . . .” I shrug. “It didn’t 
feel right.”

Brick squints at me. I can tell he’s trying not to roll his eyes. 
He knows how I’ll react if he does.

“No one was going to get in trouble,” he says, keeping his gaze 
steady. Smart boy. “Mr. Quill left town weeks ago. No one’s even 
there to call the cops.”

I adjust my backpack on my shoulder. “It’s trespassing.”
“Not if you don’t get caught.”
“It’s trespassing whether someone catches you or not. We ate 

Sunday dinners at that house with Mr. Quill. How would he feel 
if he came back and found out we trashed the place?”

Brick frowns as he thinks about this.
I lower my voice. “He’s done a lot for me, for my family. Yours, 

too. And he’s been gone for so long. What if something’s really 
wrong with him? And all anyone does about it is throw a stupid 
party?”

Brick nods and hangs his head, tucking his hands into the 
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pocket of his hoodie. “Yeah, you’re right.” He sighs. “That’s why 
I got you two fritters.” He pulls his hands out of his pocket and 
tosses me a second crumpled Sweet Spot bag. “And for the re-
cord,” Brick adds, “we didn’t trash Mr. Quill’s house. We mostly 
stayed outside, in the fields.”

That doesn’t make it better. But the fritter calms me down. 
A little.

“Where’s mine?” Kate materializes at Brick’s side, eyes dart-
ing between him and the bag in my hands. I jam it into my back-
pack to protect it from her.

But Brick has something for her, too. From his hoodie 
pocket—which seems Mary Poppins–like in its bottomlessness 
this morning—he produces a bag of gummy worms.

Kate tears into the bag. “You’re the best.”
“Hey,” I say. “I thought I was the best.”
“You were, until you ditched me at the party on Saturday. 

Senior year is supposed to be fun, Terra. Epic. A year with no 
regrets. Best year ever.” She points a worm at me. “The year we 
finally get you to let loose. Break the rules a little.”

“Stop.” I hold up a hand and frown. There’s dirt smudged 
on the band of my watch. I rub at it, but it just kind of smears 
around. I’ll have to stop in the bathroom to wash it off. “Instead 
of focusing on me this year, you should focus on your girlfriend.”

At the mention of Avani, Kate’s face breaks into a wide, goofy 
grin. “I love the way that sounds.”

“I know, that’s why I said it.” I start toward the main hall and 
my friends fall in step at my side. I link my arms with theirs. Kate 
bumps her shoulder into mine and I look up at Brick.

I pull my arm free when I see a smudge of mud on the cuff of 
his sleeve, too.

“Oh, no.”
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His steps slow. “What’s wrong?”
“Sorry, I think I got dirt on you.” I tug on his sleeve. “It was on 

my arm. Now it’s on you.”
“Oh, that.” He shrugs. “It’s not your fault. My mom saw it 

when I was leaving this morning, but I didn’t have time to change.”
I rub the fabric between my fingers. His sleeve rides up a little 

and I see there’s more on his forearm, farther up. It has a weird 
sheen to it.

Kate sees it, too, and laughs. “What were you doing this 
morning?”

He shrugs. “Dunno. Must have rubbed off from my football 
bag or something.”

“I’d stay to clean you two up,” Kate says, “but I have to meet 
Avani.”

“Go.” I wave her off. “I have more napkins in the Sweet Spot 
bag.”

When I bend to get them, I’m jostled from behind, a curtain 
of jet-black hair brushing against my arm.

A voice emerges from the hair. “Brick! I’ve been looking for 
you!”

He smiles down at the interloper. “Hey, Marina.”
She stands there a moment, swaying a little as she basks in 

the glow of Brick’s attention.
I straighten, napkins in hand, as the silence grows awkward. 

“How was your summer, Marina?”
She shrugs without looking at me, her face tipped toward 

Brick like she’s a flower and he’s the sun. “Walk with me to math?”
“Oh, actually, I need to—” He gestures at me, a glint of des-

peration in his eyes.
I flap the napkins in between them, driving her back a step. 

“He needs to clean himself up,” I supply. “There’s mud.”
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Marina leans in front of me to examine Brick. “Oh, there is.” 
She reaches out, slides her fingers along Brick’s arm, over his 
shoulder, and up under his hair. They come away tipped in glis-
tening brown.

“It’s everywhere,” she tells Brick.
He looks at me and I nod. “It really is.” I offer him a napkin.
“I can’t see it all,” Brick says. A faint smile plays at his lips. 

“Will you wipe it for me?”
I’m in dangerous territory here. Brick steps toward me, so 

close our chests almost touch. His eyes are half-closed, breath 
hitched, and I know that he wants this to be more than it is.

I hesitate, the napkin clutched in my sweaty fist.
“Miss Slater!”
I turn at the shrill sound of my name being called, and Brick 

springs back when he sees the guidance counselor charging 
our way.

Mrs. O’Keefe is nosy and critical. When she’s not in her 
office dispensing unsolicited career and college advice, she’s 
storming through the halls, searching for seniors to victimize. 
Today, though, she’s smiling.

I’ve never been so happy to see her.
“I was hoping I’d run into you,” she says. “We have a transfer, 

and I require your services as the new student ambassador.”
“Sure,” I say.
“Come along, then. He’s waiting in the main office. I placed 

him in your homeroom, so perhaps you can show him the way.”
I nod, and glance back at Brick, who’s already being dragged 

away by Marina.
“I’ll see you later,” I call after them.
“Mr. Wilder transferred here from out-of-state,” Mrs. 

O’Keefe tells me as we fight the stream of students heading to 
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class. “Massachusetts, I believe. It’s hard, as you can imagine, to 
start anew during senior year, although his transcript indicates 
he’s switched schools more than his fair share of times.” She 
shakes her head sadly. “But as I told Mr. Wilder, if anyone can 
make him feel at home here, it’s you.”

“Of course,” I say.
Mrs. O’Keefe pulls open the office door and steps aside so I 

can walk in ahead of her.
I take a step, then stop short.
The new student lounges against the office counter. One el-

bow rests on the countertop, a backpack hanging haphazardly 
from the opposite shoulder. His face is turned away from the 
door, but I recognize him immediately. I’m struck again by how 
handsome he is. His dark, intelligent eyes dart over the office, 
and he runs a hand through his curls. A smirk twitches across 
his lips.

Mrs. O’Keefe taps my shoulder. She’s still waiting behind me. 
“Miss Slater?”

Her voice draws the boy’s attention. He turns and sees me, 
his face hardening as he studies me with the same clinical, almost 
critical detachment as he did at the parade.

“What are you doing here?” I blurt.
Mrs. O’Keefe steps around me. “Delightful!” she says. “You 

two already know each other! Thorne, why didn’t you tell me you 
were acquainted with Terra?”

He offers her a thin smile. “We only met once. And she didn’t 
tell me her name.”

I want to ask him when I would have had time to introduce 
myself: After he kicked mud on me, or before he laughed at me?

But Mrs. O’Keefe is already reaching behind the counter to 
pull a sheet of paper from the printer. “Here’s your schedule. 
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Make sure to exchange contact information with Terra. She can 
help you until you’re comfortable here.”

Thorne digs a phone out of his back pocket and swipes his 
thumb across its screen. He looks at me expectantly.

Through gritted teeth, I recite my number. He taps the digits 
lazily, looking like he’s enjoying every moment of my irritation.

“Thank you, Terra. You should get going so you’re not late to 
homeroom.” Mrs. O’Keefe dismisses us with a flick of her hand.

I push back into the hallway, still full of students hurrying to 
class. I can feel Thorne’s cold presence at my back. He waits to 
speak until we’re out of sight of the office.

“I told you I wasn’t going anywhere.”
I press my lips together. “Too bad for the rest of us.”
He shoots me a look. “You’re the one dragging this out. I 

know this seems scary, and I’m sorry about that. If you cooper-
ate, it will be over quick and easy. Painless.” He sighs. “Helping 
me find him is the right thing to do, Terra.”

I whirl on him. “I have no idea who you are or who you’re 
looking for!” I cross my arms. “You act like we know each other, 
but I think maybe you’re confusing me with someone else.”

Thorne takes a step toward me. Then another and another. 
He’s close enough that I now know he smells like cinnamon and 
nutmeg. But I don’t back away. I won’t give him the satisfaction 
of seeing me retreat.

He advances until there’s no more than an inch between 
us. He leans close to whisper in my ear. His breath tickles my 
cheek. “I’m not confused. I’m just doing my job.” His voice is 
featherlight, almost amused-sounding, but when I shift my eyes 
to his, I see something like guilt in his gaze. Sorrow.

I press my palms against his chest, pushing him back a few 
steps. “Back off.”
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He raises his hands. “Sorry.”
“Why don’t you tell me who you’re looking for so I can help 

you find him and then you can leave me alone.” When he doesn’t 
answer, I turn my back on him with a frustrated sigh. I can’t 
stand here and wait forever. I have to get to homeroom.

I feel him move into place behind me, ready to spring forward 
or maybe catch my arm, but at the last minute the air shifts and 
there’s a clatter and grunt.

I can’t help myself. I turn around to look.
Thorne is on the ground. An underclassman, a nervous-

looking sophomore I recognize from student council, looks 
down at him sorrowfully. “Sorry, man.”

Thorne doesn’t respond. He’s too busy gathering up his back-
pack, which has fallen open, spilling snacks everywhere. Granola 
bars, protein shakes, juice boxes, candy, chips, crackers, prepack-
aged peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. It looks like a grocery 
store vomited all over the hallway.

He’s shoveling the food back in his bag too fast, cellophane 
crinkling and catching the attention of everyone who passes by. 
Since the backpack is still lying on its side, the food falls back 
out as quickly as Thorne can jam it in. Students bump into one 
another as they try to step around him. If I don’t help, someone’s 
going to trip and get hurt. I sigh. As much as I wouldn’t mind 
watching Thorne struggle on his own, I know I have to help him. 
I kneel at his side.

The guilty sophomore stoops to help, too.
I tip the bag upright and the three of us work together to 

repack the food.
“You hungry this morning or something?” the sophomore 

quips as he lowers the last item—a shrink-wrapped cinnamon 
bun, an affront to the Sweet Spot—into the bag.
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Thorne yanks his backpack out of the other boy’s grasp. “Or 
something.”

“Sorry again,” the boy says. He turns, and Thorne lifts his 
hand, almost like he’s going to wipe his brow, but then stops. His 
hand is curled awkwardly at his cheek.

The sophomore stumbles, and for a moment I think he’s go-
ing to slam face-first into the nearest bank of lockers. But then 
his feet begin moving triple-time, a complicated staccato that 
makes the passing dance-team girls stop and gawk at him. It’s 
incredible footwork, flamenco-like in its zest and complication. 
He flings his arms out to the side, looking just as startled as the 
rest of us, and then his feet come to a stop. It’s all so abrupt that 
the sophomore is left swaying in place. Only his arms, held awk-
wardly aloft, keep him from toppling.

In the stillness, the hallway erupts. Applause, laughter. The 
sophomore’s cheeks turn a hot, searing red.

I push through the chaos, lay my hand on his trembling arm. 
“Are you okay?”

He blinks, dazed. “Yeah. Just lost my balance, I guess.” He 
doesn’t wait for me to offer help before he staggers away down 
the hall and disappears into the bathroom. With the show over, 
the hooting crowd calms and disperses.

Thorne hoists his bag over his shoulder. He’s smirking again.
“What just happened?” I ask.
“You heard him. He lost his balance.”
I narrow my eyes at Thorne, who looks way too pleased. “Did 

you do something to him? Did you push him?”
He blinks. “You know I didn’t push him.”
I watch Thorne’s face, the way his eyebrows twitch and his 

lips remain pressed in a tight line that curls up at either end. Like 
he wants to laugh.
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But he’s right. I know he didn’t push the sophomore. He was 
all the way across the hall.

I start moving toward homeroom. “He looked so embar-
rassed. I hope he’s okay.”

Thorne falls into step alongside me. “I think the real issue, Terra, 
is if you’ll be okay.”

“What? I’m fine.”
“Are you sure? You don’t feel weak? Sick, at all?”
“I’m great. I never get sick,” I tell him, weaving through the 

crowded halls. I’m not necessarily trying to lose him, but I’m not 
trying not to lose him, either. He matches my every step, though. 
It’s like the crowd senses him coming and moves aside. “The only 
time I go to the doctor is for a physical before volleyball season.”

I don’t know why I’m telling him this, why I feel compelled 
to explain myself.

One of Thorne’s eyebrows flicks skyward. “And you feel just 
as healthy as ever?”

I pause to take inventory. I do feel fine. A little cranky, maybe. 
A lot anxious. But that’s entirely Thorne’s fault. “I feel great,” I 
say tightly.

“And what about this?” Thorne shifts and runs a finger along 
my watchband, right through the dirt smudge I never got around 
to washing away. There’s a little zap, a tingle that follows the path 
he traces along my skin.

I pull away and shake my hand. The spot on my wrist aches 
dully, like it’s bereft of his touch. Stupid, traitorous body.

I shouldn’t care what Thorne thinks—he’s so peevish and 
annoying—but it irks me that both times we’ve met, I’ve been 
muddy.

“I swear I’m not usually dirty like this,” I say. “I shower.” I 
pause, feeling my cheeks flush. I didn’t mean to say that. I don’t 
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want Thorne to think about me in the shower, and I absolutely 
don’t want to think about him in the shower.

But now, of course, I’m thinking about both of us in the shower.
My face is so hot that sweat beads along my hairline. The 

half-smirk on his face tells me that what I’m thinking is painfully 
obvious to him, so I clear my throat and finish my thought. “The 
mud is just . . . ​a fluke.”

Thorne rears back a step. The cocksure look on his face is 
replaced by confusion. “A fluke?”

“Yeah.” I rub at my watchband, but the spot smears around, 
growing the more I wipe at it. “I don’t know where all this is com-
ing from. Why won’t it come off?”

Thorne stays silent, and I look up at him again. He’s blink-
ing down at me, still looking surprised—and pitying. “You don’t 
have to pretend for me. I saw you around this summer. I know 
you’re one of them.”

I stumble back a step. My chest feels tight. “What do you 
mean you saw me around?” I raise a hand like a shield, to block 
him from getting close to me again. Had he been following me?

He continues, loud and imperious, “I had to know which of you 
was the strongest. Which one could help us.” He grins wolfishly. 
“It’s you, obviously.”

If he had been around all summer, how had I not noticed 
him? The height, the blue-and-black curls, the way he sucks up 
all the light in the room and then beams it back out through his 
laser-like gaze. I should have seen him. “If you were watching 
me—which is creepy, by the way—you should have saved your-
self some time and talked to me instead. I could have told you 
months ago that I’m not the person you’re looking for. I can’t 
help you.” I frown and clench my teeth.

He runs a hand over his face. “They said this would be an easy 
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job.” He huffs a little laugh and looks at me. “But it seems like 
you’re going to be a bit more complicated.”

I swallow a bitter laugh at the word. Complicated. As if that 
could even scratch the surface of all the things I am. A daughter, 
a friend, a student. Debate team captain, student council offi-
cer, volleyball player. A straight-A, single-minded, overachieving 
student. Anxious—like now—which can make me controlling, 
inflexible. A perfectionist. I’m frustrating, if you ask Kate at the 
wrong moment.

But I’m only all those things because I’m also a little lost. 
Unmoored, anchorless. Adopted. Which is great—I love my 
parents, and this life they’ve given me, so much. But it’s also dis-
orienting. I don’t know where I came from, so most of the time I 
don’t know where I’m supposed to go. I spend my time treading 
water, proving that I belong in my life. That I’m good enough for 
people—my friends, my teachers, my family—to love me.

Sometimes it feels like I have to do everything, be everyone, 
to hide the fact that I’m not really sure who I am.

So maybe Thorne’s right. Maybe I am kind of complicated.
The warning bell sounds. Grateful for its bleating disruption, 

I turn away from Thorne. “Come on. I can’t be late.”
When I turn to go, Thorne reaches out and snags my hand. 

His touch is warm and surprisingly gentle, and his hands are 
smooth and unblemished. Soft. I imagine that, under completely 
different circumstances, his would be a nice hand to hold.

“Wait. Let me try this again.” He takes a breath. “What are 
you doing after school?”

I yank my hand away. “Oh, um. That’s not . . . ​I mean, I’m 
not—” I sigh. He’s rude and possibly crazy—titles I’d previously 
reserved only for Marina—but maybe knowing I’m not on the 
market will get him to back off. I tell him, “I’m not interested.”
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Thorne blinks at me for a moment. “What?”
“Even if I did want to date someone this year—which I 

don’t—why would I pick you? I prefer people who are, you know, 
nice to me. Or at least not stalkers.” To soften the blow a little, I 
add, “No offense.”

Thorne erupts in a twinkling, musical laugh that grates on my 
frayed nerves. I take a purposeful step backward.

“I’m not asking you on a date,” he gasps when he’s finished 
laughing. “No offense, Terra, but you’re not my type, either.”

I raise my eyebrows. I’m pretty sure I just turned him down, 
but he’s giving me this patronizing smile like it’s the other way 
around. It makes me hate him a little bit more.

“You don’t exactly seem like a girl who likes to get her hands 
dirty.” He eyes my muddy wrist. “Current circumstances not-
withstanding.”

I wrap my hand around the offending stain. “And I suppose 
you like to live your life on the edge, in constant peril here on the 
outskirts of suburbia?”

He shrugs. “Comes with the territory.”
“What territory?”
“Come with me after school and I’ll show you.” Something 

flits across his face, erasing his cocky grin for only a moment. I 
blink and it’s gone, too fast for me to name.

“I really can’t,” I say. “I already have plans.”
“What plans?”
It’s none of his business what I’m doing after school, but the 

seconds are ticking away, and it feels easier to answer than to 
stand here and argue. “The football team is having this pep rally. 
The band plays, the cheerleaders—” I wave my hands rah-rah in 
the air “—and the coach runs a few drills.”

“Football drills.”
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“Yes,” I snap, my patience worn thin. “They do it every year on 
the first day of school. Now we really have to get to class.”

He nods. “Another afternoon, then.”
It doesn’t sound like a question or an invitation that I can 

decline. It sounds like a prediction. A foregone conclusion.
The late bell tolls before I can argue. We’re still a dozen yards 

or more from homeroom, but I’m never late. Never. So this time, 
I reach out and grab Thorne’s hand.

I give his arm a sharp tug, hoping I get a little of my sticky 
mud on him. It would serve him right. “Come on. We’re out of 
time.”

His grip tightens and his thumb brushes across the top of my 
hand. “Yeah. I know.”

He sounds tired, old, and sad. I drop his hand and turn to 
him as the bell stops ringing, half a second before my feet cross 
the classroom threshold. I look at him, curious. “What?”

After a moment, he gestures at my feet, inches from the class-
room. I’m here, but not here. I’m on time, but I’ll be marked late. 
This was not how I planned to start my senior year. It’s one more 
thing he’s ruined.

He watches me, his dark eyes steady and unblinking. “It 
doesn’t matter if you run,” he says. “You’re too late, Terra.”

He sweeps past me in a cloud of cinnamon and scowls. I 
watch him settle into a seat in the back of class. I take a breath to 
shake off the pall he’s cast over my morning.

Then I head into the classroom, following Thorne into what-
ever senior year may hold.


