


ONE
Beauty	 is	 pointless	when	 no	 one’s	 looking.	And	 no	 one	 ever	 looks.	 People
weave	around	me	without	making	eye	contact.	 I’m	 the	 tree	 that	 falls	 in	 the
forest	with	 no	 one	 around	 to	 see	 or	 hear	 it.	 I	 can’t	 remember	 the	 last	 time
someone	besides	Haley	or	Christy	talked	to	me	at	a	party.

Not	 that	 there	 aren’t	 advantages	 to	 fading	 into	 the	 background.	 No	 one
cares	that	I	didn’t	have	time	to	straighten	my	hair,	and	no	one	notices	that	I
can	 barely	 walk	 in	 the	 four-inch	 heels	 Haley	 talked	 me	 into	 buying.	 And
everyone	is	so	much	safer.

The	party	is	what	Haley	calls	a	rager,	the	perfect	combination	of	no	parents,
cute	 guys,	 and	 alcohol-fueled	hookups.	 I	 can	 almost	 smell	 the	pheromones.
Then	again,	it	could	be	the	guy	in	the	Padres	jersey	sweating	tequila	from	his
pores.

Haley	scans	the	crowded	living	room	one	more	time.	“He’s	not	here.”	She
checks	 her	 cell	 for	 a	 message	 from	 Oscar,	 or	 Otto,	 some	 senior	 from
McMillan	Prep	she	met	at	Magic	Beans.	Another	rich	kid	who’s	too	good	to
slum	it	out	at	Rancho	Domingo	High	with	the	rest	of	us,	even	though	it’s	the
top-rated	 school	 in	San	Diego	County.	 It’s	Otto’s	 party,	 so	 presumably	he’s
here	somewhere.

I	mean	 to	 help	 her	 look,	 but	 I’m	distracted	 by	 the	 blond	waves	 of	Blake
Williams’	hair.	It’s	too	long,	brushing	his	neck	in	the	back	and	his	ears	on	the
side,	the	kind	of	layered	mess	that	is	too	flattering	to	be	unintentional.

I	know	the	second	Blake	spots	Haley.	He	turns	his	head	just	a	fraction	and
his	green	eyes	brighten	so	 they’re	almost	silver.	He	moves	with	 the	stealthy
grace	of	a	panther	as	he	weaves	through	the	crowd.	I’m	already	standing	near
the	wall,	but	I	inch	back	the	rest	of	the	way.	It’s	not	like	he’s	coming	to	talk	to
me	or	anything,	but	I	prefer	to	watch	Blake	from	a	distance.

He	stops	in	front	of	Haley.	Dimples	frame	a	smile	that’s	probably	charmed
more	than	a	few	girls	out	of	their	underwear.

One	of	said	girls	strides	up	behind	him,	not	missing	a	step	despite	the	spiky
heels	on	her	vinyl	boots.	She	 leans	 into	him,	 flashing	 a	 strategically	placed



tear	in	her	fishnet	stockings.

Haley	hammers	out	a	text,	 ignoring	Blake	and	his	territorial	indie	girl.	I’d
say	something	to	them	myself,	but	they	give	no	sign	that	they	even	know	I’m
here.	A	small	twinge	of	disappointment	flares	in	my	chest	before	I	can	stamp
it	out.	Then	I	do.	Ruthlessly.

Haley	 finally	 looks	 up	 from	 her	 phone.	 “Blake,	 right?”	 She	 flips	 a	 long
strand	of	blond	hair	over	her	shoulder.	“Austin’s	friend?”

Blake’s	dimples	grow	 impossibly	deeper.	“And	here	 I	 thought	 I	was	your
friend.”

Fishnet	squeezes	closer	to	Blake.

Game	 on.	 Haley	 gazes	 from	 beneath	 her	 eyelashes	 in	 a	 way	 that	 seems
entirely	 unaffected.	 I	 know	 firsthand	 how	many	 hours	 in	 front	 of	 a	 mirror
have	 gone	 into	 perfecting	 this	 particular	 look,	 which	 simultaneously
broadcasts	 complete	 innocence	 and	 the	 promise	 of	 seduction.	 “What’s	 up?”
she	asks.

“I	heard	there	was	this	pretty	crazy	party	going	on.”	Blake’s	voice	is	laced
with	sarcasm.	“I	was	thinking	of	checking	it	out.	What	about	you?”	Blake’s
eyes	 ask	 another	 question.	 The	 same	 question	 every	 guy,	 and	 even	 the
occasional	girl,	wants	to	ask	Haley.

She	 lets	 her	 lids	 fall.	 “I	 could	 be	 up	 for	 a	 party.”	 Haley’s	 a	 master.	 I
probably	should	be	taking	notes.

“Blake’s	bartending.”	Fishnet’s	voice	is	a	purr,	in	contrast	to	the	death	rays
that	beam	from	her	eyes.	She	loops	an	arm	around	Blake’s	elbow.	“He	makes
the	best	 screwdrivers.”	 I	almost	 feel	 sorry	 for	her.	Haley’s	shadow	can	be	a
cold	dark	place.

Blake	 breaks	 free	 from	 Fishnet’s	 hold.	 His	 fingers	 brush	my	wrist	 as	 he
steps	to	the	side,	creating	a	spark	of	static	electricity.	I	flinch,	scratching	my
arm	so	it	looks	like	I	have	an	itch	or	something.	At	least	I	hope	that’s	how	it
looks.	Not	that	anyone	notices.

“Do	you	know	Brianna?”	Haley	asks.

Here	it	comes.



Blake	finally	looks	at	me.

I	 start	 to	 smile,	 but	his	gaze	 is	 already	back	on	Haley.	My	 lips	 fall	 and	 I
stare	down	at	the	shiny	blue	straps	that	crisscross	my	feet.	I’m	like	an	abused
puppy,	so	desperate	for	attention	that	it’s	almost	a	surprise	when	I	get	belted
in	the	gut.

Again.

Fishnet	pulls	on	Blake’s	sleeve.	“Let’s	go.	I’m	thirsty.”

Blake	 graces	 Haley	 with	 one	 more	 gorgeous	 smile	 before	 he	 follows
Fishnet	to	the	other	side	of	the	living	room.	He	holds	open	a	swinging	door	as
she	walks	 through.	This	minor	act	of	chivalry	 is	marred	by	 the	 fact	 that	his
gaze	never	leaves	her	butt.

Haley	sniffs	at	my	hair.	“Eww,	Brie.”

“That	bad?”	I	grab	a	dark	curl	and	hold	it	to	my	nose.	My	riding	lesson	ran
late.	Even	after	a	quick	shower,	I	still	reek	of	horse.

Haley	 rifles	 through	 her	 bag	 until	 she	 finds	 a	 small	 spray	 bottle.	 She
spritzes	my	hair	with	something	that	smells	 like	vanilla.	“Better.	And	I	 love
the	shoes.”

“Thanks,	but	tell	that	to	my	toes.”	Not	only	do	my	feet	hurt,	I	suspect	my
hair	now	smells	like	a	cross	between	eau	de	equine	and	a	milkshake.

“Love	the	shoes!”	Haley	yells	at	my	feet.

“You	 talking	 to	me?”	The	guy	 in	 the	Padres	 jersey	sloshes	his	beer	as	he
leans	toward	us,	spraying	my	toes	with	Budweiser.	Perfect.	Now	I	smell	like	a
sticky	 patch	 of	 pavement	 at	 the	 state	 fair.	A	magnet	 for	 future	 farmers	 and
carnies	alike.

Haley	 leads	 me	 away,	 but	 Padre	 staggers	 after	 us.	 “Hey!	 I’m	 not	 done
talking	to	you!”

Haley	 stops,	 pulling	 me	 to	 a	 halt	 beside	 her.	 Padre’s	 reaction	 time	 is
predictably	 feeble.	He	 lurches	 forward,	 bumping	 into	me	 and	 spilling	more
beer	on	my	jeans.	He	tries	to	prop	himself	up	on	my	shoulder,	grabbing	at	my
sweater.	 I	 push	 him	 away.	His	 arms	 flail,	 catching	my	wrist	 before	 gravity
takes	over	and	he’s	sprawled	on	the	floor.	I	nearly	topple	over	with	him,	but



Haley	grabs	my	arm	just	in	time.

“Jerk.”	I	rub	at	the	wet	spot	on	the	front	of	my	jeans	with	the	sleeve	of	my
sweater.

“Your	bracelet!”	Haley	kneels	to	pick	up	the	silver	chain,	giving	it	a	quick
once-over.	“The	clasp	is	broken.”	The	silver	charms	still	hang	from	the	thick
chain.

“It’s	fine.	I’ll	get	it	fixed	tomorrow.”

“Are	you	sure?	We	can	find	Christy	and	go	home	if	you	want.”	Haley	puts
the	 bracelet	 in	 her	 bag,	 watching	 me	 closely.	 No	 way	 she	 wants	 to	 leave
before	we	find	Otto.

“No.	Let’s	just	get	something	to	drink.”	This	is	already	shaping	up	to	be	a
night	I	want	to	forget.

Haley	lifts	a	strand	of	my	hair	and	sniffs	it	again.	“I	think	it’s	working.	Your
hair	looks	amazing.”	I	doubt	that	a	scented	spray	could	have	any	effect	on	my
wild	curls,	but	there’s	no	point	arguing	with	Haley.

We’re	nearly	to	the	kitchen	when	I	remember	that	Blake	is	in	there.	Here	I
come	again,	tail	wagging,	tongue	out.	Stupid	little	puppy.

Blake	 is	 mixing	 a	 pitcher	 of	 screwdrivers	 at	 an	 island	 counter,	 Fishnet
velcroed	 to	his	side.	They	both	 laugh	at	 the	shared	secret	Blake	whispers	 in
her	ear.

As	I	step	into	the	room,	a	silver	flash	blurs	my	vision.	It’s	like	seeing	spots
when	 you’re	 dizzy,	 only	 I	 don’t	 feel	 the	 least	 bit	 faint.	Before	 I	 can	 take	 a
breath,	my	foot	lands	on	the	tile	floor	and	the	world	falls	away.	The	sounds	of
the	party	disappear,	 cloaking	me	 in	a	 shadow	of	absolute	 silence.	The	quiet
has	 a	 distinct	 sound	 of	 its	 own,	 as	 if	 the	 sudden	 absence	 of	 sensation	 has
created	a	void	that	echoes	in	deep,	passing	waves.

I’m	surrounded	in	blackness,	unable	to	make	out	even	the	outline	of	shapes
or	movement	in	the	dark.	I	feel,	rather	than	see,	the	stillness	that	envelops	the
room.	A	shiver	pulses	down	my	spine,	 the	only	sign	 that	 I’m	still	 alive	and
breathing.

The	 room	 comes	 into	 focus	 gradually,	 the	 tones	 appearing	 brighter	 now.



Everyone	is	exactly	where	they	were	a	second	ago.	Exactly.	Frozen	in	place
as	if	someone	pressed	pause	on	a	DVD.	Haley	is	stuck	in	mid-stride,	her	foot
hanging	in	the	air.

Blake	and	Fishnet	stand	at	the	island.	She	stares	at	him	with	pure	adoration.
Blake	 focuses	 on	 the	 pitcher	 in	 front	 of	 him,	 his	 expression	 light	 from
whatever	 they	 laughed	 about	 a	 second	 before.	 His	 right	 hand	 is	 raised,
pouring	a	bottle	of	vodka.	A	trail	of	clear	 liquid	from	the	bottle	 is	frozen	in
mid-stream,	stopping	just	before	it	makes	contact	with	the	orange	juice	in	the
pitcher	below.

Out	of	the	stillness,	Blake	raises	his	chin	and	turns	his	head	toward	me.	The
movement	 is	 slow	and	deliberate.	My	breath	catches	 in	my	 throat.	His	eyes
lock	with	mine.	There	 is	nothing	effortless	or	 light	about	 the	way	they	burn
through	 me	 now,	 dark	 and	 relentless.	 I	 shudder	 as	 the	 shiver	 in	 my	 spine
twists	into	an	icy	wave.

Blake’s	lips	curve	into	a	smile.

“Mine,”	he	whispers,	shattering	the	silence.

Before	I	can	react,	there’s	another	flash	of	silver	light	and	the	room	is	filled
with	laughter	and	music	and	movement	as	the	party	rages	on.



TWO
I	take	a	deep	breath	and	close	my	eyes.	When	I	open	them	again,	everything
is	 as	 it	 should	 be.	 People	 move,	 talk,	 laugh.	 The	 music	 blares.	 Blake	 sets
down	the	bottle,	laughing.	The	only	indication	that	anything	just	happened	is
my	racing	heart.

Blake’s	attention	goes	right	to	Haley	as	she	approaches,	his	grin	out	in	full
force.	Definitely	normal.

Until	his	eyes	slide	to	mine.	And	stay	there.

His	smile	vanishes.

I	have	to	quell	the	urge	to	turn	and	run.	Running	screaming	from	the	room
won’t	 exactly	 help	 my	 social	 standing.	 I	 just	 need	 to	 go	 back	 to	 being
invisible	girl.	I	straighten	my	spine	and	walk	to	the	island,	 taking	a	position
next	to	Haley	where	I’m	sure	to	disappear.

It	will	only	be	a	second	before	he	looks	back	at	Haley.

One.

Two.

Any	second	now.

Blake	doesn’t	 look	away,	so	 I	do.	 I	concentrate	on	one	blue	shoe.	Stupid,
uncomfortable,	way-too-high	shoe.	Like	running	was	ever	an	option.

He	sees	me.

It’s	what	 I	 thought	 I	wanted,	 but	 I’m	 even	more	 pathetic	 than	 I	 realized.
Turns	out	 I	go	 into	all-out	panic	mode,	 complete	with	hallucinations,	 at	 the
first	sign	that	a	guy	notices	me.	I	can’t	be	that	much	of	a	loser.	I	force	myself
to	look	at	him	again.

“Where	have	you	been	hiding?”	His	smile	is	lethal.

I	 cling	 to	 the	counter,	glad	 for	 the	 four-foot	 island	between	us.	 It’s	 a	 few
seconds	 before	 I	 realize	 everyone	 is	 watching	 me,	 waiting	 for	 an	 answer.
“Sorry?”



Blake	snorts	back	a	laugh.	He	grabs	a	beer	from	a	bucket	on	the	floor	and
points	the	neck	at	me.	I	hold	my	ground.	So	it’s	been	more	than	ten	seconds
and	 he	 hasn’t	 written	me	 off	 completely.	Maybe	 he’s	 slow.	 I	 reach	 for	 the
beer.

“Do	I	know	you?”	he	asks.

Yes	to	slow.	“We’ve	kind	of	met.”	Like	six	times,	but	who’s	counting?	“At
Magic	Beans?”	In	the	living	room,	five	minutes	ago?	I	pick	up	a	bottle	opener
from	the	counter	and	try	to	maneuver	it	over	the	cap	on	my	beer,	hoping	he
won’t	 notice	 my	 burning	 cheeks.	 Still	 no	 response	 as	 I	 struggle	 with	 the
opener.	“Brianna	Paxton?	Haley’s	friend?”

Blake	tries	my	name	out	on	his	tongue.	“Very	pretty.”

The	opener	flies	out	of	my	hand,	barely	missing	the	pitcher	of	screwdrivers
before	 it	 lands	with	a	clang	in	front	of	Fishnet.	She	makes	no	effort	 to	hold
back	an	unkind	laugh,	correctly	determining	that	I	pose	no	threat	whatsoever.

Blake’s	laugh	is	nicer	as	he	holds	his	hand	out,	palm	up.	I	set	the	bottle	in
his	hand	with	surgical	precision,	careful	not	to	make	any	physical	contact.	He
removes	the	cap	easily	with	his	bare	hands.	“Twist	off,”	he	says	as	he	holds
the	beer	out	to	me	again.

“You	could’ve	said	something	sooner.”

“I	could	have.”	He	holds	onto	the	base	as	I	grab	the	neck,	trapping	me	for	a
few	seconds	while	he	leans	over	the	counter	until	his	head	is	even	with	mine.
His	breath	is	warm	against	my	ear.	Hot.	“But	I	was	enjoying	watching	you.”

I	can’t	breathe.	Can’t.	Breathe.

As	he	lets	go	of	the	bottle	and	backs	away,	our	eyes	meet	again.	There’s	a
tingling	 in	my	 fingers,	 almost	 like	 they’re	 not	 getting	 enough	 oxygen.	 I’m
having	some	kind	of	anxiety	attack.	The	tingling	grows	stronger,	little	shocks
of	electricity	sparking	and	arcing	through	my	hands.	It’s	not	unpleasant.	Far
from	it.	I	lift	my	hand	from	the	counter,	my	palm	facing	Blake.

No,	no,	no.	This	can’t	be	happening.	Not	again.

Blake’s	eyes	narrow,	almost	like	he	knows	that	someone’s	just	turned	on	the
crazy	switch	at	the	back	of	my	brain.	He	reaches	across	the	counter	and	jerks



my	hand	back	down	to	the	counter.	“Easy,	bandia.”

My	wrist	burns	where	he	holds	it,	but	his	words	bring	the	cold	chill	in	my
spine	front	and	center.	“What	did	you	say?”

“You	 heard	 me.”	 There’s	 a	 spark	 of	 silver	 behind	 his	 eyes.	 It’s	 just	 a
hallucination,	but	it	looks	so	real.	I	pull	my	hand	away,	breaking	his	hold.

I	try	to	push	down	the	panic	before	it	turns	into	something	I	can’t	control.	4.
16.	 64.	 256.	By	 the	 time	 I	 get	 to	 the	 sixth	 exponent	 in	 the	 sequence,	 I	 feel
almost	normal.

Haley	leans	forward	on	the	counter,	letting	her	shirt	fall	open	to	reveal	the
kind	of	natural	cleavage	that	plastic	surgeons	can	never	fully	emulate.	“Can	I
get	one	of	those?”	She	points	toward	the	cooler.

Blake	 must	 not	 hear.	 He	 flips	 the	 cap	 of	 my	 beer	 through	 his	 fingers
absently	and	his	eyes	don’t	leave	mine.

Get	away.

The	 thought	 comes	 from	nowhere,	 strong	 and	 insistent.	 I	 force	myself	 to
keep	it	together.	Rationally,	I	know	there’s	no	such	thing	as	death	by	dimples.
So	Blake	is	talking	to	me;	there’s	nothing	to	freak	over.

Haley	steps	around	the	counter	to	grab	a	beer.	She	twists	it	open	herself	and
takes	a	 long,	 slow	swig.	When	Blake	still	doesn’t	 look	 in	her	direction,	 she
wanders	back	toward	the	living	room,	abandoning	me.

Blake	still	stares.

“Didn’t	you	get	the	memo?	Haley’s	the	hot	one.”	I	want	to	take	the	words
back	as	soon	as	they’re	out.	I	need	serious	help.	Blurters	Anonymous.

Blake	looks	at	me	like	I’m	crazy.	It	hits	a	little	too	close	to	home.	“Is	that
what	you	think?”

“Me	and	the	entire	human	population.”

He	 laughs.	 Whatever	 show	 he	 has	 playing	 in	 his	 head	 is	 far	 more
entertaining	than	our	actual	conversation.	“You’re	not	kidding?”

It’s	my	turn	to	look	at	him	like	he’s	nuts.	Which	he	obviously	is.

He	runs	his	fingers	through	his	hair.	“You	don’t	know	what	you	are?”



A	rush	of	adrenaline	sends	my	pulse	skittering.	“And	what,	exactly,	would
that	be?”	For	a	second	it’s	like	he	sees	right	through	me,	like	he	knows	that
everything	I	do,	from	analyzing	anti-matter	to	solving	equations,	is	one	giant
lie.	A	distraction	to	keep	the	crazy	at	bay.

“Only	the	hottest	thing	to	grace	this	planet	in	several	generations.”

I	 release	 a	 breath.	 What	 did	 I	 expect	 him	 to	 say	 anyway?	 I	 might	 be
inexperienced	when	it	comes	to	these	things,	but	even	I	can	spot	a	line	when
it’s	served	up	with	that	much	cheese.	“Wow,”	I	murmur.	“You	didn’t	strike	me
as	stupid,	but	I	guess	first	impressions	are	deceiving.”

He	leans	closer,	his	voice	a	warm	whisper.	“I	might	know	what	I’m	talking
about.”

This	time	I	don’t	fight	the	instinct	to	run.	I	get	out	of	the	room	as	fast	as	I
can.	 I	 sail	 blindly	 around	 a	 corner,	 stopping	 only	when	 I	 reach	 a	 group	 of
people	sitting	around	a	dark	wood	table.	Safety	in	numbers	and	all	that.	I	hold
the	back	of	an	empty	chair	and	try	to	remember	how	to	breathe.

Bandia.	It’s	a	word	I	haven’t	heard	since	my	grandma	died—her	nickname
for	me.	Blake	couldn’t	know	that.	There’s	no	way.	Just	like	time	did	not	stop.
And	there	was	no	silver	light.	So	Blake	said	hi	to	me.	It’s	an	outlier,	sure,	but
statistically,	it	was	bound	to	happen	sooner	or	later.

A	preppy	girl	at	the	end	of	the	table	rolls	a	quarter	off	her	nose	and	bounces
it	toward	a	glass	in	front	of	her.	The	coin	hits	the	glass	and	falls	back	on	the
table.	 “Off	 the	 rim	has	 to	 drink,”	 the	 guy	next	 to	 her	 says	 too	 loudly,	 even
with	the	music.	The	girl	flashes	him	a	defiant	stare	as	she	picks	up	a	large	cup
to	her	left	and	chugs	the	liquid	inside.	She	never	breaks	eye	contact	even	as
she	slams	the	empty	cup	back	down.	Modern	mating	rituals	at	their	finest.

“You	gonna	 sit	 down	or	 are	you	busy	holding	up	 that	 chair?”	A	 thin	guy
lifts	his	head	slightly.	I’ve	seen	him	with	Blake	before.	They	were	seniors	last
year	at	McMillan	Prep,	but	now	I	think	they	both	go	to	U.R.D.

I	 take	 the	 seat	 next	 to	 him,	willing	my	pulse	 to	 slow	down	but	 not	 quite
succeeding.

The	 thin	guy	 slides	 the	glass	and	quarter	 to	me.	He	has	hair	 like	a	 fifties
greaser,	 combed	 back	 and	 teased	 high.	 An	 unlit	 Marlboro	 hangs	 from	 the



corner	of	his	mouth.	He’s	a	dark-haired	James	Dean	wannabe,	except	for	the
Greenpeace	tattoo	on	his	left	forearm.	He	might	actually	have	a	cause.

I	 take	 the	 quarter	 between	 my	 shaking	 fingers.	 I	 should	 be	 good	 at	 this
game;	it’s	just	basic	physics.	Force,	energy,	trajectory.	But	understanding	how
something	 works	 and	 being	 able	 to	 execute	 it	 are	 two	 different	 things.
Entirely.	 I	 line	 up	 the	 coin,	 concentrating	 on	 staving	 off	 the	 adrenaline	 that
still	 courses	 through	my	 blood.	When	 I	 let	 the	 quarter	 go,	 it	makes	 a	 loud
plink	before	it	skews	dead	right,	landing	in	front	of	a	guy	in	a	red	T-shirt.

“Oh,	we’re	in	trouble	now,	aren’t	we?”	Red	Shirt	Guy	says	in	a	soft	accent
that	sounds	like	a	cross	between	my	grandmother	and	a	character	from	Harry
Potter.	His	brown	eyes	crinkle	at	 the	corners	as	he	smiles,	a	 lopsided	smile
that	doesn’t	send	me	into	a	panic.	To	the	contrary,	I	relax	a	little.

“I’m	 just	 warming	 up.”	 I	 try	 another	 shot,	 closing	 my	 eyes	 as	 I	 let	 the
quarter	go.	No	one	is	more	surprised	than	me	to	hear	it	settle	at	the	bottom	of
the	glass.

“Well	done.”	The	soft	lilt	in	Red	Shirt’s	voice	is	soothing,	like	a	lullaby.

I	 pour	 a	 healthy	 shot	 from	 a	 pitcher	 of	 screwdrivers	 in	 the	 center	 of	 the
table	with	little	difficulty,	the	shaking	in	my	hands	gone.	I	push	the	cup	in	the
direction	 of	 Red	 Shirt.	 “Drink.”	 Before	 I	 can	 stop	 myself,	 I	 add,	 in	 a	 bad
imitation	of	his	accent,	“Unless	you	would	prefer	a	spot	of	tea?”

“I’ll	have	you	know	I	 take	my	 tea	very	seriously.”	He	 raises	 the	cup	 in	a
toast.	“But	I	prefer	vodka.”	He	presses	the	cup	to	his	lips	and	downs	the	drink
in	one	swallow.

I	smile.	At	least	for	now,	my	psyche	does	not	fall	apart	just	because	a	cute
guy	is	talking	to	me.	I	even	feel	a	little	normal.

“Much	better.”	He	 laughs,	 almost	 to	himself.	 “A	shame	 that	 this	will	 end
badly.”

“What?	 You	 don’t	 think	 I	 can	 make	 another	 one?”	 I	 take	 the	 quarter
between	my	fingers	and	line	it	up	with	the	glass	again.

“I	have	no	idea.	I	was	speaking	of	our	relationship.”

It’s	my	turn	to	laugh.	The	idea	of	me	and	him,	me	and	any	guy,	is	a	joke	in



itself.	“We	don’t	even	know	each	other.”

His	dark	brown	bangs	fall	forward,	covering	one	eye.	“Yet.”

I	toss	the	quarter	at	the	table.	It	bounces	left	and	lands	on	the	ground.	Back
in	form.

Red	 Shirt	 Guy	 fills	 the	 glass	 with	 a	 screwdriver.	 “Off	 the	 table	 has	 to
drink.”

I	gulp	 it	down	before	I	can	 think	about	 it.	The	 liquid	 leaves	a	 trail	of	 fire
from	 the	 back	 of	my	 throat	 to	my	 stomach.	His	 eyes	meet	mine,	 and	 for	 a
second	it’s	like	he	knows	that	the	heat	that	fills	me	isn’t	entirely	caused	by	the
alcohol.

To	my	 left,	Greenpeace	 removes	 the	 unlit	 cigarette	 from	his	 lips,	 sipping
from	a	can	of	Pepsi	before	he	picks	up	the	quarter	from	the	floor.

“C’mon	Joe!”	The	girl	at	the	end	of	the	table	is	ready	for	the	game	to	get
back	underway.

Joe	takes	aim	and	makes	it	easily.	He	points	at	my	chest.	The	guy	might	be
worse	at	the	whole	small-talk	thing	than	me.

Red	Shirt	refills	the	glass.	“The	fair	Juliet	drinks	again.”

“This	is	cheating,	right?”	I	say.	“Joe’s	not	even	drinking.”

“All’s	fair	in	love	and	quarters.”

“I’m	pretty	sure	Romeo	didn’t	need	to	get	Juliet	drunk.”

Red	Shirt	 laughs.	 “That	might	 be	 the	best	 news	 I’ve	heard	 all	 night.”	He
downs	the	screwdriver	himself,	then	stands	up,	holding	out	his	hand.	Waiting.

I	hesitate	for	only	a	second,	placing	my	hand	in	his	and	letting	him	pull	me
from	my	chair.	There’s	no	burning	heat	where	our	hands	touch.	I	shouldn’t	be
disappointed.	It	has	to	be	a	good	sign.	I’m	not	going	to	lose	control	with	him.

We	weave	through	the	partygoers	until	we	reach	a	darkened	room	at	the	end
of	 a	 hallway.	 I	 don’t	 stop	 to	 think	 about	 why	we’re	 here	 or	 what	 it	 might
mean.	 I	 already	 know.	 And	 the	 answer	 is	 yes.	 Please.	 His	 hand	 is	 a	 solid
branch	on	a	slippery	hillside,	and	I	cling	to	it	for	all	I’m	worth.

The	door	shuts	behind	us,	cloaking	us	in	darkness.	For	a	second	it’s	almost



too	much,	reminding	me	of	the	scene	in	the	kitchen.	But	there’s	no	silver	light
and	 the	 sounds	 of	 the	 party	 are	 still	 audible	 in	 the	 distance.	When	 his	 free
hand	circles	my	waist,	the	only	shiver	I	feel	is	one	of	anticipation.	The	good
kind.

Definitely	the	good	kind.



THREE
He	pulls	me	against	his	red	shirt.	“Is	this	okay?”

“Yes,”	I	manage	to	say.	The	place	where	his	hand	touches	my	waist	tingles,
the	nerves	jumping	despite	the	barrier	of	my	sweater.

He	lowers	his	head	until	his	lips	brush	mine,	so	softly	I	barely	feel	it.	Then
they’re	 gone.	 Just	 as	 I’m	 wondering	 if	 that	 was	 it,	 his	 lips	 are	 back,	 the
pressure	 stronger.	 It’s	weird	at	 first,	 to	 taste	 someone’s	breath,	but	 it’s	nice,
too,	like	sharing	a	secret.	His	tongue	licks	at	my	lower	lip	and	I	pull	back.

He	 loosens	 his	 hold	 on	my	waist	 but	 doesn’t	move	 away	 from	me.	 “It’s
okay,”	he	whispers.	“I	won’t	hurt	you.	Not	ever.”

It’s	an	odd	thing	to	say	to	someone	you’ve	just	met.	“You	can’t	know	that.”

He	 laughs.	 “You’d	 be	 surprised.”	 I	 feel	 his	 breath	 against	my	 cheek	 and
then	 his	 lips	 are	 on	 mine	 again.	 The	 weight	 of	 his	 chest	 pushes	 me	 back
against	the	door	as	his	tongue	invades	my	mouth.	His	hand	moves	underneath
my	sweater,	his	fingers	brushing	bare	skin.

I	don’t	stop	him.	I	wait	to	see	if	I	feel	anything	strange.	But	there’s	nothing.
No	electric	shock,	no	flash	of	light.	No	risk	that	I’m	going	to	go	pyro	on	him.
His	touch	is	soft	and	warm	and	soothing.	Not	hot	like	Blake’s.

Red	Shirt’s	hands	travel	further	north,	bringing	me	back	into	the	moment.
Damn.	I	should	not	be	thinking	about	Blake	right	now.

I	 put	 my	 hands	 on	 his	 shoulders	 and	 kiss	 him	 back.	 I	 press	 closer	 until
there’s	nothing	but	the	feel	of	his	lips,	his	mouth,	his	hands.

He	breaks	the	kiss,	his	fingers	still	moving	across	my	skin.	His	thumbs	rub
circles	on	my	lower	back.	I	can	just	make	out	his	face	in	the	dark.	He	looks
different	 here	 in	 the	 shadows,	 better-looking	 than	 I	 thought	 at	 first,	 with
impossibly	high	cheekbones	and	a	strong	jaw.	There’s	a	question	in	his	eyes
as	he	watches	me,	an	invitation.

I’m	 exposed	 and	 defenseless,	 like	 a	 white	 blood	 cell	 pressed	 on	 a	 glass
slide.	I	have	to	look	away.	I	focus	on	the	ceiling,	where	hundreds	of	glowing
stars	float	in	intricate	patterns,	a	perfect	starry	night.	An	illusion.	The	stars	are



the	 kind	 you	 can	 buy	 in	 a	 fancy	 toy	 store,	 simple	 phosphors	 that	 can	 be
energized	with	light.

His	hand	moves	along	my	waist	to	my	belly	button,	flirting	with	the	button
of	my	jeans.	“I’m	Austin,”	he	says.

A	nervous	laugh	escapes	before	I	can	stop	it.	“Just	when	I	was	getting	used
to	thinking	of	you	as	Red	Shirt	Guy.”

His	 lips	 curve	 into	 a	 crooked	 smile,	 an	 imperfection	 that	makes	 his	 face
seem	more	human	and	less	Greek	god.	“Not	Romeo?”

Not	Romeo.	And	before	I	can	stop	myself	from	thinking	it—not	Blake.

A	pounding	on	the	door	startles	us	both.

“Brianna?”	The	door	pushes	against	my	back	as	it	opens	and	I	have	to	jump
out	 of	 its	 path,	 away	 from	 Austin.	 Blake’s	 shoulders	 fill	 the	 frame.	 “Is
everything	okay?”

I	 try	 to	 process	 this.	 It	 was	 one	 thing	 for	 Blake	 to	 talk	 to	 me	 when	 I
approached	him	in	the	kitchen,	but	there	is	no	reason	whatsoever	for	him	to
be	here	now.	None.	A	tickle	of	nervous	energy	makes	my	stomach	tighten.	Is
he	jealous?	I	try	not	to	let	myself	hope	for	things	that	can’t	possibly	be	true.

“We’re	fine,”	Austin	says.	He	slides	his	arm	around	me	and	pulls	me	back
to	him.

For	the	second	time,	Blake	looks	directly	at	me.	“Your	friends	are	looking
for	you.”	The	words	are	neutral,	but	everything	about	his	posture	is	tense.	The
slightest	pressure	and	he’ll	snap.	“They’re	ready	to	go.”

“She	 can	 stay	 here	 if	 she	 likes.”	 Austin	 doesn’t	 even	 try	 to	 make	 the
sentence	sound	innocent.

Blake	emits	a	low	guttural	sound	that’s	almost	a	growl.

I	shrink	back.	“I	should	find	out	what	they	want.”

Austin	whispers	in	my	ear.	“Back	here	in	five	minutes.”	It’s	not	a	question.

I	 step	 forward,	 but	 Blake	 still	 stands	 in	 the	 doorway,	 blocking	 my	 way.
We’re	too	close,	inches	apart.	I	almost	feel	the	current	of	electricity	that	hangs
in	the	air	between	us.	Only	the	fact	that	Austin	is	right	behind	me	keeps	me



from	running	to	the	farthest	corner	of	the	room.

“Excuse	me?”	I	say.

Blake	blinks	and	takes	a	small	step	back.	“They’re	in	the	kitchen.”

I	slide	past	Blake,	twisting	my	shoulders	so	my	body	doesn’t	touch	any	part
of	his.	Then	I	nearly	run,	snaking	through	the	people	milling	in	the	hallway.

Christy	 heads	me	 off	 in	 the	 living	 room.	 “Omigod,	 Brie.”	 She	 rakes	 her
hands	through	her	black	hair,	creating	body	that	will	only	last	as	long	as	she
continues	the	motion.	“What’s	going	on?”

I	 almost	 launch	 into	 the	whole	 story.	About	 the	weird	 hallucination	with
Blake	and	my	kiss	with	Austin,	but	the	worry	in	her	tone	stops	me.	“What	do
you	mean?”

“What	are	you	doing	with	Austin?”

“Nothing.”	The	answer	is	pure	reflex.	It’s	far	easier	than	trying	to	sort	out
the	truth.

Christy	 looks	around	 to	make	sure	no	one’s	 listening.	“Haley	saw	you	go
off	with	him.	She’s	freaking.”

Join	the	club,	I	want	to	say.	Instead,	I	just	wait,	knowing	Christy	won’t	be
able	to	resist	filling	me	in	on	whatever	Haley’s	latest	drama	involves.

“Hello?	You	hooked	up	with	Austin!	What	were	you	thinking?”

Not	much	 beyond	 “yes,”	 if	 she	wants	 the	 truth.	 It’s	 not	 like	 Christy	 can
judge,	given	her	own	track	record.	She	picks	up	guys	the	way	an	adrenaline
junkie	picks	up	hobbies.	The	more	dangerous,	the	better.

Christy	pouts.	“Austin’s	the	guy	Haley	came	here	to	see	in	the	first	place.
She	really	likes	him,	right?”

I	 almost	 laugh.	 Austin	 is	 Otto?	 It	 figures	 that	 the	 one	 guy	 to	 show	 any
interest	 in	 me	 since	 I	 moved	 here	 nearly	 three	 years	 ago	 is	 Haley’s	 latest
boytoy.	My	life	 is	a	series	of	cruel	 ironies.	The	pretty	girl	no	one	sees.	The
horse	I	have	to	sell.	The	kiss	I	can’t	keep.

It’s	 not	 that	 I’m	 unattractive,	 exactly,	 but	 people	 always	 seem	 surprised
when	they	see	a	picture	of	me—as	if	they	never	noticed	I	was	pretty	before.



It’s	not	as	obvious	a	thing	with	girls,	but	it	still	happens.	It’s	like	I’m	missing
some	key	ingredient	when	I’m	around	people	in	person.

Christy	 grabs	my	 elbow	 and	 leads	me	 out	 to	 a	 patio	 that’s	 serving	 as	 an
impromptu	smoking	section.	“I	can’t	believe	you’re	doing	this	to	Haley,”	she
says,	like	I	planned	it	or	something.

I’m	 grateful	 for	 the	 cloak	 the	 cloud	 of	 smoke	 provides.	 It’s	 a	 relief	 to
disappear.	“I	swear,	I	didn’t	know.”

Christy	bums	a	cigarette	from	a	group	of	skaters	in	the	corner	even	though
she	doesn’t	really	smoke.	“I	knew	you	wouldn’t	do	this	on	purpose.”

“I	 didn’t	 know,”	 I	 say	 again,	 hoping	 if	 I	 repeat	 it	 enough	 I	 can	 absolve
myself	of	my	sins.

She	lights	the	cigarette	and	takes	short	puffs	without	inhaling.	“Did	you	do
something	different	with	your	makeup?”

I	shake	my	head.	“Haley	put	something	in	my	hair.”

“That	must	be	it.”	Christy	looks	back	toward	the	house.	“We	might	be	able
to	fix	this.	It’s	not	like	you’re	in	love	with	Austin	or	anything,	right?”

In	love?	The	fact	that	he	even	noticed	me	is	an	anomaly	in	itself.	Even	I’m
not	 foolish	 enough	 to	 pretend	 that	 love	 is	 part	 of	 the	 equation.	 “I	 just	met
him.”

“And	nothing	happened?”

“I	swear.”

More	 than	 anything,	 I	want	 to	 get	 out	 of	 here.	 To	 run	 back	 to	my	 coach
before	it	turns	back	into	a	pumpkin.	Too	soon,	the	clock	will	strike	midnight
and	I’ll	have	 to	 fade	back	 into	my	reality.	Once	Prince	Charming	sobers	up
and	realizes	he	can	have	Haley,	he	won’t	be	making	the	rounds	with	any	glass
slippers.

“So?	How	do	we	fix	this?”	I	ask.

Christy’s	 plan	 is	 simple.	 The	 old	 bait	 and	 switch.	 Haley	 will	 go	 into
Austin’s	 bedroom	 in	my	 place.	Once	Austin	 sees	 her,	 he’ll	 forget	 all	 about
me.	It’s	practically	a	fait	accompli.	Guys	don’t	say	no	to	Haley	Marvell.



I	wait	outside	while	Christy	goes	in	to	save	my	friendship	and	kill	any	hope
of	 a	 budding	 romance.	 I	 find	 an	 empty	 spot	 along	 the	wall	where	 I	 can	 be
alone,	more	comfortable	than	I’ve	been	all	night.

I	know	the	second	Blake	walks	outside.	The	skin	on	the	back	of	my	neck
burns	under	his	fiery	gaze.	I	turn	to	face	him,	every	instinct	telling	me	to	meet
him	from	a	position	of	strength.

He	stops	about	fifteen	feet	away,	his	face	indecisive.

I	want	him	closer.	Much,	much	closer.

Christy	brushes	past	Blake	as	she	rushes	up	to	me.	“It’s	done.”

Blake	turns	away	and	walks	back	into	the	house.	I	feel	sick.

“I	 think	 it	worked.	Haley’s	 in	with	Austin	 now.”	Christy	 claps	 her	 hands
together.	“I’m	sure	we’ll	hear	all	about	it	tomorrow.”

So	I	have	that	to	look	forward	to.

Christy	reaches	into	her	pocket.	“Oh,	Haley	said	to	give	you	this.”	She	sets
the	broken	charm	bracelet	into	my	palm.	It’s	hardly	a	fair	trade.

It’s	 not	 until	we	 reach	 the	 car	 that	 I	 realize	 I	 never	 asked	Blake	 how	 he
knew	my	grandma’s	nickname	for	me.	My	stomach	lurches.

I’m	definitely	going	to	be	sick.



FOUR
I	pour	myself	a	glass	of	orange	juice	before	I	can	think	better	of	it.	The	smell
is	at	once	sweet	and	repulsive.	It	sits	on	the	kitchen	table,	untouched.

Dad	 looks	 like	 a	 bad	 quilt,	 in	 a	 plaid	 bathrobe	 wrapped	 around	 a	 set	 of
flannel	pajamas.	He	brings	me	a	cup	of	coffee,	 the	newspaper	 tucked	under
his	arm.	The	mug	says	Paxton	Insurance	Services—Because	your	life	is	your
most	valuable	asset.	If	Mom	was	up,	I’d	get	the	one	with	her	picture	on	it	and
the	tagline	Cyndi	Paxton	sells	dreams!	The	Paxtons	are	big	on	branding.

He	 catches	 me	 frowning	 at	 the	 mug.	 “Someday	 you’ll	 have	 your	 own:
Brianna	Paxton	saves	the	world.”	Dad	has	been	teasing	me	about	being	some
kind	 of	 environmental	 extremist	 ever	 since	 I	 announced	my	 plans	 to	 study
biology	in	the	eighth	grade.	He	doesn’t	realize	that	science	is	my	escape,	not
my	calling.

When	I	don’t	answer,	Dad	pulls	the	sports	section	out	and	skims	the	front
page.	“Heading	out	to	see	Piece	of	Meat?”

“His	name’s	Dart.”

“Well,	 don’t	 go	 getting	 attached.”	 This	 is	 shorthand	 for	 Dad’s	 Lecture
Number	 376,	 That	 Horse	 is	 Just	 an	 Investment.	 The	 full	 lecture	 includes
reminders	that	the	money	we	used	to	buy	Dart	off	the	racetrack	came	from	my
college	fund,	and	that	I’ll	have	to	sell	him	before	I	can	apply	for	college	in	the
fall.	It	goes	on	from	there,	but	thankfully	today	Dad	is	more	interested	in	the
Padres’	opening	week	than	my	progress	with	training	and	selling	Dart.

Or	 not.	 Dad	 pushes	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 paper	 down.	 “When	 do	 you	 think
you’ll	be	ready	to	sell	him?”

“Another	month	or	so.	After	the	Del	Mar	National.”

Dad	goes	back	 to	his	paper.	With	 the	wall	of	newsprint	between	us,	 I	 rub
my	temples.

“You	feeling	okay?”	Dad	misses	nothing,	even	at	six	a.m.

“Just	tired.”	I	take	my	still-full	glass	of	orange	juice	to	the	sink	and	pour	it
down	the	drain.



“Hot	date	last	night?”

“You	know	 it.”	My	standard	 response	 to	our	 running	 joke	 feels	heavy	on
my	tongue.	I’m	not	ready	to	think	about	last	night.	But	it’s	unavoidable.	“Hey
Dad?”	 He	 sets	 down	 the	 newspaper	 and	 looks	 over	 to	 where	 I	 still	 stand,
holding	the	empty	glass.	“Remember	how	Nana	used	to	call	me	‘bandia’?”

He	nods.	“You	could	take	your	grandmother	out	of	Ireland,	but	you	could
never	take	Ireland	out	of	your	grandmother.”

“It	meant	something,	right?	The	name?”

Dad	 pushes	 his	 glasses	 back	 against	 the	 bridge	 of	 his	 nose.	 “Why	 the
sudden	interest	in	your	grandmother’s	superstitions?”

Not	 an	 answer.	 He’s	 watching	 me	 like	 I’m	 about	 to	 sprout	 horns	 or
something,	 but	 I’m	 not	 backing	 down.	 “I	 was	 just	 thinking	 that	 Beltane	 is
coming	up	and	it	made	me	think	of	her,	that’s	all.”	Our	family	has	celebrated
Beltane	 for	as	 long	as	 I	 can	 remember.	Nana	made	sure	we	celebrated	both
half-year	 eves.	 It	 went	 right	 along	with	 keeping	 away	 from	 black	 cats	 and
wearing	sprigs	of	mint	around	our	wrists	when	we	got	a	cold.

Dad	smiles.	“Your	mother	isn’t	going	to	make	us	eat	that	nettle	soup	again,
is	she?”

“She	 always	 does.”	 In	 the	 two	 years	 since	 Nana’s	 death,	 my	 mom	 has
continued	the	tradition.

“You	sure	you	can’t	talk	her	into	a	nice	chicken	tortilla	or	tomato	bisque?”

“Sounds	very	Irish.	Good	luck	with	that.”

Dad	picks	up	his	coffee.	“She’ll	listen	to	you.	You’re	the	one	she	does	this
for.”

I	have	to	grab	the	sink	for	support.	“Me?”

Dad’s	 eyes	widen	 and	 I	 can	 tell	 he	wants	 to	 take	back	what	 he	 just	 said.
Then	he	sets	down	his	coffee,	resigned.	“Honey,	I	know	how	hard	it	was	for
you	when	Nana	died.	And	 then	we	had	 to	move	here	when	 I	 took	over	 the
branch	office.”	He	doesn’t	mention	the	other	reason	we	moved.	I	don’t	blame
him.	No	one	mentions	it.	“Your	mom	is	trying.”

“Mom’s	 trying	 to	 do	 what?	 She	 doesn’t	 have	 to	 pretend	 for	 my	 benefit,
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