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			For anyone who had to hide your true nature to survive your hometown.

			For the angry, fierce girl I couldn’t let myself be back then.

			And for all of us who chose the bear.

		

	
		
			A list of content warnings for Natural Selection is available at the back of this book following the acknowledgments, and on the author’s website.

		

	
		
			In Riverside, you learn to be “bear aware” before you learn about “stranger danger.” Because there aren’t really many strangers. But there are way too many bears. Especially in fall, when they’re all fattening themselves up before hibernation.

			Drop to the ground.

			Make yourself small.

			Cover your neck with your hands.

			Pray.

			That last one isn’t actually part of the official list. Though it’s not like Riverside School would have any problem stepping right over the invisible line between church and state. That stuff’s more of a suggestion here. Mostly ignored, like a lot of other laws. Speed limits are vague recommendations, at best. Bars give the last round to go, with a straw. The age of consent is taken about as seriously as a bad joke.

			My point is, we should have been ready. For the bear. And for everything that happened after. But I don’t know how we could’ve been.

			And no matter how much I hated Kevin—for what he did to her, for what he did to all of us—no matter how much any of those assholes deserved it—and they did—I would’ve done things differently. If I’d had a choice. But I didn’t. And neither did she.

		

	
		
			Grin and Bear It
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				1

				Outlaw

			
			I freeze, shower-damp skin prickling with alarm as I try to make sense of the familiar figure kneeling on the locker room dryer. One of his hands grips the cabinet door with white knuckles while the other is shoved down the front of his green sweats.

			“What the hell are you doing?” My voice bounces off the cinder block walls as Kevin’s head snaps around.

			The second he clocks me, he drops to the ground, slamming the cabinet shut. But I saw him. His face was shoved into the open cabinet where we keep the detergent and dryer sheets and bleach and shit. Now he’s playing it off like nothing’s wrong. He leans against the washer, cool as a cucumber. He crosses one leg over the other, running the hand that was just on his junk through his light brown curls, quirking his mouth in a smile. The same smile I’ve seen him use on Megan a thousand times. The smile that always fools her. But it doesn’t fool me. Never has.

			“Good practice?” Kevin asks, acting like I didn’t catch him doing…what, exactly? I’m not sure, but it was definitely sketchy. And his hand was definitely down his pants for more than just a quick itch. His eyes scan down my body, and I should feel self-conscious. I’m wrapped in nothing but a towel, alone with my best friend’s boyfriend. But I’m basically the only girl in this town immune to his crooked smile, square jaw, and all-American-boy shtick. I’ve never been more grateful for that than in this moment.

			“What were you doing?” I repeat, ignoring his eyes lingering on my thighs. I’m tall—the dinky little locker room towel barely covers my bush—but I know all Kevin Johnson’s tricks and I won’t fall for a single one of them.

			“Just helping out with some laundry.” He steps toward me. We’re the same height, which he absolutely hates. It’s hard to claim you’re six-one when the five-eleven girl whipping your ass at beer pong can look you straight in the eye across the table.

			“Bullshit,” I say. I go to push past him but pause when I realize I’m going to have to press my mostly naked body against him to get by. I’ve never noticed how small this room is—a single industrial washer and dryer, side by side. Hell, it’s smaller than our basement laundry room at home. And it suddenly feels all the more claustrophobic with Kevin’s wide shoulders filling the doorway. But my curiosity is going to win this battle. As as I squeeze by, my towel catches on one of the door hinges and is pulled aside, revealing most of my bare ass.

			Kevin whistles. “Damn, Outlaw.” He shakes his head appreciatively as if he’s paid me some kind of compliment. He’s such a tool. I don’t understand what Megan sees in him.

			“Seriously, Megan,” he says, “just chill, okay?”

			And no one calls me Megan. Megan is my best friend. Kevin’s girlfriend. I’m Outlaw. And my long-abandoned first name out of Kevin’s mouth is what tips me off that something is really fucking wrong. When I turn back to him, he seems to fill the doorway and his eyes dart between my face and the cabinet.

			“Chill about what?” I ask.

			A muscle in his jaw twitches. I’ve always assumed I could take Kevin Johnson in a fight, if it came to it. We’re both athletes, have been our whole lives. Plus, he blew out his knee last football season and is still riding the bench a year later. But as I watch the knuckles on his hand pale as he grips the forest-green doorframe, I’m less certain we’re as evenly matched as I’d hoped.

			I tear my eyes from his and turn to the dryer—to the cabinet he doesn’t want me looking in. That’s when I feel his hand close on my bare shoulder, his fingers digging into my collarbone. He spins me to face him.

			“Seriously, Outlaw.” Now we’re back to my nickname. He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes, and his grip stays tight on my shoulder. My mouth goes dry, and I can feel myself shaking, holding my towel in place. Barely. We might be the same height, and I might be strong, but the look in Kevin’s eyes makes me feel small, weak, and vulnerable. But you’re not, I remind myself fiercely as I shove him off me. You’re the captain of the fucking volleyball team. UM, MSU, and Utah State are fighting over you. Kevin must sense the shift in my thoughts, because the vicious, satisfied gleam in his eyes falters for just a moment, and I look back up at the cabinet.

			“Think fast!” Kevin yells, and grabs the bottom of my towel, yanking it free from my body. Then he disappears into the boys’ locker room, my towel still clutched in his hand.

			I stand there. Frozen. Naked. Torn between rushing after him and teaching him a fucking lesson (even if it means barging into the boys’ locker room stark-ass naked), retreating back to the girls’ locker room (like he clearly thought I would), or finding out what the hell he was doing with his head in the supply cabinet before he can cover his tracks.

			I want to know what he’s trying to hide more than I need to pummel his smug-ass face or cover up my own literal ass, so I pull one of the practice jerseys off a nearby stack of clean shirts and tug it over my head, and before I can lose my nerve, I climb up onto the dryer.

			The metal’s cold on my shins. So much for Kevin helping with the laundry—this thing hasn’t been on in hours. Before I can open the cabinet, my eyes lock on a faded and familiar MISSING poster taped to it. Cally Coleman. I’ve seen the poster hundreds, probably thousands, of times. But something about the hope in her eyes hits different as I kneel on the cold metal, half naked. And I realize I’m the same age she was when she disappeared. Fuck, she was younger than me when that picture was taken. If she’s still alive, she’d be in her early twenties now.

			I shiver at the thought as I pull open the cabinet and peer inside. At first, all I see is the expected cleaning supplies, but then I notice a weird glow. There’s light coming from the back of the cabinet. I climb onto my feet and push the dusty boxes aside, fully shoving my head into the small space. Then I hear it: running water. A wisp of steam warms my cheeks.

			As I adjust my position (horrifically aware that my ass is fully at eye level if anyone were to come into the room), I realize exactly what this is. It’s a peephole. Into the girls’ showers.

			I close the cabinet door with shaking hands and leap off the dryer. Two thoughts collide in my mind as I rush back to the girls’ locker room.

			One: Kevin Johnson was watching the volleyball team shower.

			And two: How the fuck am I going to tell Megan?

		

	
		
			
				2

				Bee

			
			The stiff brown paper towel shreds against my bare stomach as I wipe the last of the sticky red goop away. A month into my second year at this absolute joke of a school and I’m ready to give up and beg my mom to homeschool me. Sure, she absolutely doesn’t have time for that. And yes, this particular impulse to hide in my room and not come out until graduation could be mostly the cherry slushy massacre that just literally put a damper on my already shitty mood. But now I’m missing the audition for the musical, my shirt and sweater are absolutely soaked, and the only thing I have to wear home is my freaking bright green RAVENS PRIDE gym T-shirt.

			Kill.

			Me.

			Now.

			It’s not like I wanted to actually be in the musical anyway. I was mostly just auditioning for something to do. That’s how Keely and Avery and I met last year. How we became friends. How we became a coven. But now my only two friends are gone—graduated and living their best lives at college while I’m stuck in this postage-stamp-sized nightmare-fuel backwoods excuse for a town, pulling tarot cards for myself like a freak.

			I thought the longer I was here, the more it might feel like home. Which is hilarious. I’m pretty sure anyone who wasn’t born here is considered an outsider forever. Me and Riverside were doomed from the beginning. I’m not a jock. My mom’s a liberal and divorced (gasp). And we’re from “the big city.” I’ll never get over how funny it is that people in this town think of Seattle as metropolitan and fancy.

			So maybe the whole slushy-drenching is for the best. Maybe it’s the universe reminding me that the more I keep my head down and get through the next two and a half years, the better off I’ll be. High school is something you endure, anyway, not something sane people actually enjoy. People who like high school are freaking psychopaths. I know people get judgy about the woo-woo witchy teen goths, but honestly, we’re absolute normies compared to the weirdos who truly believe these are the best years of our lives.

			I fling the disintegrating clump of the world’s least absorbent material into the trash can and it has the audacity to splat onto the flaps of the lid and not even fall in. Even the cleaning supplies are mocking me. I rinse my hands in the freezing water, and as I glance into the mirror, I notice there’s residual slushy in my hair. This just keeps getting better and better.

			I splash some water on my face and try to scrub the congealed sugary syrup from my forehead. I partially succeed, but not before a solid portion of it drips into my eye. I’m still blinking furiously, vision swimming, when I hear a locker slam shut behind me, and a voice I recognize shouts, “Fuck!”

			I blink the last of the pink water out of my eyes just in time to see a girl slam her fist into a locker. It’s Outlaw. I mean, her name is Megan Lawless, but everyone calls her Outlaw. She’s a firecracker, a spiked ball, a nearly six-foot-tall exclamation point of a girl. She’s the captain of the damn volleyball team. And she’s as gorgeous as always, not that I notice.

			“Fucking fuck!” she shouts again, slamming her palm against the locker she punched.

			I freeze, immediately self-conscious in a way I can’t entirely process. I stare at her like some kind of petrified rabbit that’s spotted a fox but isn’t sure if the fox has spotted it back. I swear I see tears leaking out of her eyes—and then I hear her say his name.

			“Fucking Kevin, that fucking—”

			And I know she’s still talking, but I don’t hear the rest. Because that name drags me right back to that night, this past summer. The night I don’t let myself think about. If I can avoid it. Which I can’t. So I pretend to not be thinking about it when it’s the thing that bullies all other thoughts right out of my head all day long. Every day. I don’t think about his rough, sweaty hands pressing my shoulders so hard I can feel the crumbs in the carpet under me. I don’t think about my favorite pair of jeans I had to throw away after because I couldn’t bear to look at them. I don’t think about how—

			A locker slams and I jump, wrenched back to the present, where Outlaw stands staring at me, wiping tears from her eyes as she shakes her head.

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			“Fine,” she says. “Just fucking pissed.” My face must give away my doubt, because she quickly adds, “I’m an angry crier, it’s so fucking annoying.”

			“I get it,” I say automatically. Even though I’m absolutely not an angry crier at all. But sometimes words leap out of my mouth before I can even register I’ve had the thought that spawned them. And Outlaw always makes me nervous. She stands there, at least eight inches taller than me, hair wet from the shower woven into a tight braid that falls over her shoulder. I wonder if she even remembers me. We talked a few times at the bookstore this summer, but I can’t just assume she knows who I am.

			“Did you say Kevin, as in Kevin Johnson?” The question drops from my mouth, and I immediately wish I could shove it back in, but it’s too late. Her gaze widens and her thin lips press together so hard they’re practically invisible. And what the fuck am I thinking? She’s Megan Deloria’s best friend. But she did say Kevin, didn’t she?

			“Yeah, I guess,” she says. “He’s just…” She trails off, leaving whatever Kevin “just is” unsaid. And there are a dozen ways I could finish that sentence for her, but none of them feels safe.

			“Totally,” I say.

			Outlaw’s gaze drops to my chest, and I become horrifically aware that all I’m wearing is a bra, my shirt and sweater discarded on the floor by the locker room sink. And it hits me—all at once—how much of an idiot I am for even talking to her. She’s Megan’s best friend. Megan, Kevin’s girlfriend. I turn away, rushing to my locker and fumbling with the lock.

			Two. Ten. Seventeen.

			The High Priestess. The Wheel of Fortune. The Star. My three favorite tarot cards.

			It takes me two tries to open the lock—the first time I accidentally stop on nine instead of ten. The Hermit. Well, at least I’m on theme.

			I grab my gym shirt and pull it on the moment I get my locker door open.

			“I didn’t take you for someone with school spirit,” Outlaw says.

			I guess she’s still here. And why wouldn’t she be? She belongs here. In the locker room. In this school. In this town.

			“I’m literally not,” I mumble as I close my locker and turn around. “I just—There was a slushy, and one of the football guys bumped into me, and…” I trail off. “It’s my gym shirt.”

			“Yeah, I can see that.” She crosses her arms over her chest, and I can’t help noticing that we match now. “It was a joke,” she adds.

			“Right, yeah, I know what a joke is,” I say, scooping up my clothes from the floor. “Sometimes I even make them. And people even laugh.” What the hell am I saying? I have to get out of here. I clutch my sticky sweater to my chest and avoid Outlaw’s gaze as I cross the room. I have to get home. Screw musical auditions. I need to pull some cards and be alone, where no one can judge me or make jokes I absolutely would get if I hadn’t just taken an unintended slushy shower and thought about him.

			“Hey, are you okay? Bee?” Outlaw’s voice echoes off the concrete walls. But I let the locker room door swing closed behind me and hurry down the long hallway. As I finally escape into the chill autumn afternoon, a thought creeps in, burrowing into my brain as I walk home.

			Outlaw knows my name.

		

	
		
			
				3

				Megan

			
			It gets dark so early in October. By the time Outlaw and Kevin were done with their practices, the sun was already setting. I expected Outlaw to come eat at my house, but she needed to make dinner for her younger siblings while her mom worked late, so we only just picked her up half an hour ago.

			Kevin’s grip on my thigh tightens as we turn onto Ponderosa Avenue. The tall boy between his legs sloshes onto his jeans as he takes the corner too fast, but he doesn’t even notice. I want to offer to drive and let him take shotgun—it’s his third beer of the night—but I don’t want him to blow up at me.

			“Kev, could you pull over for a second?” I ask, resting my hand on his and sliding my thumb up and down his wrist the way I know he likes.

			“Babe, trust me, you don’t want to break the seal this early,” he says. “We’ll stop at the Conoco later.”

			“She asked you to stop, Kevin,” Outlaw practically growls from the back seat of the extended crew cab. She’s being weird tonight. Quiet. It’s like her mind is a million miles away. I want to ask her what’s wrong, but she won’t tell me in front of the guys. At first, I thought she wasn’t even going to get in the truck when Kevin pulled up outside her house, but eventually she climbed in, shoving her jacket in the middle seat between her and his best friend, Marc, who’s sitting behind me with his window rolled down, his hand tapping an annoyingly irregular beat on the outside of the truck door. But at least he doesn’t have his knees shoved into the back of my seat like in Kevin’s old truck. Kevin’s dad gave him this brand-new F-250 for his eighteenth birthday over the summer, and it’s hilariously huge. I kind of hate it. But at least it means Marc isn’t breathing down my neck when he sits in the back.

			“Are you going to stop this truck or am I gonna have to?” Outlaw asks when it becomes clear that Kevin’s ignoring her. She practically climbs over the seat, reaching for the e-brake, and Kevin swerves onto the curb and brings his truck to an abrupt stop.

			“What the fuck?” He pulls his hand from my thigh and turns to face Outlaw, but she’s already hopped out of the truck and is wrenching the driver’s-side door open.

			“Out,” she snaps. “Get the fuck out. I’m driving.”

			“It’s my truck,” Kevin says, trying to pull the door out of her hands, but she grabs his tall boy and steps out of the way. The door swings back at him, almost smashing him in the face.

			“Don’t care,” Outlaw says, pulling it open again and holding out his beer. She glances over Kevin’s shoulder, and when we make eye contact, I understand instantly. She could see how uncomfortable I was; she knew I didn’t want him to drive drunk and wasn’t brave enough to say anything to him, so she did it for me. I really don’t deserve her. But I’m more grateful than ever that I have her. Always, but especially tonight.

			“Fine, whatever,” Kevin grumbles as he snatches his beer from Outlaw and climbs from the driver’s seat. “Come sit in the back with me, Megan.”

			I automatically reach to unbuckle my seat belt, but Outlaw stops me. “I want Megan up here with me. You boys can have the back for a while.”

			For a second, I think Kevin’s going to argue. Instead, he takes a long swig from his Budweiser and shrugs, climbing into the back and slamming the door shut.

			“I dunno,” Marc says. “Two dudes sitting in the back of a truck feels kinda gay.”

			“Well, don’t make out and it won’t be gay,” Outlaw says as she slams the driver’s door shut and puts the truck in gear.

			“Fucking disgusting,” Marc says, but Kevin roars with laughter, reaching over the seat and putting his hand on the back of my neck.

			“We’re gonna keep it no-homo back here,” Kevin says, “but if you two girls wanted to—” His next words are drowned out by the truck’s engine as Outlaw hits the gas and swerves back into the street. For probably the millionth time, I wonder why I’m still dating Kevin. The most obvious answer is because he’s Kevin Johnson. For as long as I can remember wanting anything, I’ve wanted two things most in the world: to be valedictorian and Kevin Johnson’s girlfriend. And look at me. We’ve been dating for over two years now. And here we are, senior year. We’re driving around town in his brand-new truck, with our best friends, we’ve got a lock on homecoming king and queen this weekend, and I’m almost definitely going to be valedictorian. I did it.

			Outlaw glances at me and I smile. She smiles back, but the expression fades too quickly, her eyes flicking to the back seat before returning to the dark road ahead of us. This side of town has hardly any streetlights, and we have to be extra careful about deer and coyotes and pets when we’re driving around at night. Which is what we do most nights. Drive around, in different cars and trucks, and different combinations of friends. There’s not much else to do in Riverside.

			Outlaw pulls to a stop at one of the only two roads in and out of town and headlights stream into the truck’s cab from behind us. She rolls down her window and sticks her hand out, flipping off the truck that’s on our bumper. They lay on the horn, and a couple seconds later someone jogs alongside Kevin’s truck, slapping the side a few times before a face appears at the driver’s-side window. Aiden Lawless, Outlaw’s little brother. Though “little” feels less and less accurate now that he’s six foot four. He’s a year behind us—a junior, and I guess he and his friends are also driving around town tonight. Which shouldn’t surprise me.

			“What are you doing driving Kev’s truck?” Aiden asks his sister, resting his elbows on the open window. He’s wearing a white T-shirt, and his summer tan has hardly faded from his freckled arms.

			“I hadn’t gotten a chance to drive this huge thing,” Outlaw says. “It’s a beast.”

			“Zero to sixty in six point three!” Kevin says, shaking the driver’s seat with both hands. Outlaw lets out a huff of air through her nostrils as she’s jostled. “Want to head out to the plateau and go head-to-head, man-to-man, truck-to-truck?” Kevin adds, leaning out the back window and slapping Aiden’s arm so hard the sound reverberates.

			“Nah,” Aiden says, bringing a hand to the spot Kevin slapped. “Our dad’s old truck is solid, but it’s got nothing on these new Fords.”

			“Damn straight,” Kevin says, oblivious to the look that passes between Aiden and his sister. We don’t talk about their dad much, but I know Outlaw misses him. I can’t believe it’s been seven years since he passed. I was so jealous of them when we were little kids. How much their dad laughed and how patient he was coaching us at T-ball. Aiden’s really starting to take after him—all long, lanky muscles, quick smiles, and floppy auburn waves.

			“Megan, you okay?” Aiden asks. I feel my cheeks flame as I realize I’ve been staring at him. I don’t think about my best friend’s little brother that way. I would never. I just hope Kevin doesn’t think I was staring at another guy.

			“I’m fine,” I say quickly. “Great! Excited for homecoming. And a little nervous, I guess.”

			“What does Megan Deloria have to be nervous about?” Aiden asks with a laugh. “You’ve been senior year homecoming queen material since you were born.”

			“And I was destined to be her king,” Kevin says, snaking his hand back around my neck. His fingers tangle in my hair and his grip is tight. Before I realize what’s happening, he’s pulled my head back and leaned over the seat. His tongue is in my mouth, and I have to fight to keep from pulling away. The last thing I need right now is Kevin thinking I don’t want him. The kiss lasts a long time, and he tastes like Budweiser and salt. He doesn’t seem to notice that I’m not really kissing him back, and I want to sink into the plush leather seat and disappear.

			Marc wolf whistles and Outlaw says, “That’s enough.” I feel her tug at him, and her tone is light, but there’s an edge to it I hope Kevin doesn’t notice. He bites my lip a little too hard as he finally breaks the kiss.

			“You could use a mint, babe,” he says, settling back into his seat. I glance out the window, but Aiden’s gone. Outlaw’s staring at me, her lips pulled to one side.

			“What?” I can hear my defensiveness, and I hate myself for it. I know exactly what she thinks of Kevin, what she’s always thought of me dating him. She stares at me for a long moment, then shakes her head.

			“Nothing,” she says. And she’s lying. Her eyes are doing that squinty thing they do when she’s trying not to say something. And part of me wants to know what she’s holding back, but a bigger part of me knows that I’m probably not ready to hear what she has to say.

		

	
		
			
				4

				Outlaw

			
			My very best friend in the entire fucking world is staring at me silently via our reflections in the smudgy bathroom mirror. And she’s not saying a damn word. I knew we didn’t leave things on the best terms last night. After I drove back to her house I ran home from there, even though I was in jeans. And I half hated myself as I watched Kevin swerve onto the curb when he took off with Marc in that stupid-huge truck. I shouldn’t have let him drive drunk. But it’s not like I could have stopped him.

			I have no clue why I chose the very end of lunch period in the girls’ bathroom to have this conversation, but there’s no taking it back now. What happened in the laundry room yesterday has been eating at me, and just as we were about to head to history, Megan said something about Kevin and homecoming and the truth fell out of my mouth. I couldn’t let her go with him, get crowned king and queen.

			And I don’t regret telling her, because I know Kevin. I know exactly the kind of creep he’s grown up to be. Just like his older brother. Just like most of his friends. I knew it before the laundry room yesterday, only now I need Megan to wake the fuck up and stop pretending he’s someone he isn’t. But I think I’ve messed up. I fumbled over my words and definitely called him a “fucking cocksucker,” which probably didn’t help at all.

			When Megan finally speaks, I can sense exactly where her mind is going before she even forms the words. And my heart shrivels as my worst fear comes true. She’s going to defend him. Again.

			“Maybe he wasn’t actually watching anyone.” She won’t meet my eye as she says it. She’s looking at her reflection now, and I wonder how she sees herself in this moment. Because she’s better than this. She’s better than him. She has to know that. Doesn’t she?

			“You don’t believe that for a second,” I say, slamming my bag down onto the counter and throwing my braid over my shoulder. “You’re making another excuse so you can feel better because you’re not brave enough to break up with him.”

			“That’s not fair.”

			“That doesn’t make it not true,” I counter.

			“He’s my boyfriend, Meg!” Her eyes flash as she turns to me, crossing her arms over her chest.

			“And I’m your best friend, Megan.” I hurl her name back at her, reminding her of its power to connect us. Reminding her of our shared history, our whole damn lives. She’s the only one who calls me Meg. I’m Outlaw to everyone, even our teachers. Even her, most of the time. It’s a play on my last name, Lawless. She’s the one who gave it to me when we were just little kids. One of us had to budge—there couldn’t be two Megans in a class of fifteen kids—so I became Outlaw, but I’ve always been her Meg. Having her sneer my real name at me turns my stomach almost as much as her loyalty to that absolute piece of shit she calls a boyfriend.

			“Never mind.” I pull my bag from the counter. But before I get to the door, Megan grabs my arm.

			“Don’t!” I wrench out of her grasp more violently than I mean to.

			Megan stumbles a little. “What the hell?” she snaps.

			I’ve been on edge since Kevin grabbed me yesterday, and it’s like her touch dragged me back to the laundry room. Even though she would never hurt me. Not in a million years. Some of what I’m thinking must play across my face, because Megan pauses and looks at me—really looks at me. And I’m not sure what she sees, but everything about her softens and sharpens in the same moment. “Wait, what aren’t you telling me?”

			“Nothing.” My denial is too quick, and Megan sees through the lie immediately.

			“What did he do to you?”

			“Nothing,” I repeat as I shrug my bag onto my shoulder. I have to get out of here. This conversation isn’t about me. At least, it wasn’t supposed to be. It’s about Kevin and what a fucking dick he is, that I caught him watching girls shower with his hands down his pants. This was supposed to be about getting Megan to finally face the fucking truth about her douche-nozzle of a boyfriend.

			“Nothing,” I say for the third time when Megan just keeps staring at me. I look up at the stained, foam-paneled ceiling and one of the fluorescent lights flickers, buzzing softly as I breathe through my nose and try to clear my thoughts. “I mean, it wasn’t that bad,” I finally say, bringing my eyes back down to meet Megan’s steady gaze.

			The bell rings and we both ignore it. A second ago I was ready to abandon Megan to her stubborn self-delusion. If she doesn’t want to know the truth about Kevin, then fuck it. But now her face is horribly blank, her eyes staring. And this isn’t what I wanted. This isn’t what I wanted at all.

		

	
		
			
				5

				Megan

			
			The bell echoes off the bathroom walls as Outlaw and I stare at each other. When she dropped this Kevin-shaped bomb on me five minutes ago, I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t believe it. But now the shock’s worn off and I’ve stepped out of my own self-centered orbit enough to notice that she’s shaking. Outlaw—confident, badass, always unbothered Outlaw, the girl who lives up to that nickname and then some, the girl who is going to nab us our first state championship in over a decade—is shaking.

			It makes me feel slightly insane, the way I was so willing to shut out the truth of Kevin’s actions when they affected anyone who wasn’t her. But she’s my ride-or-die, and I think my boyfriend did something terrible to her and she doesn’t want to tell me.

			A second ago I would have given anything to stop this conversation, but now you’d have to drag me out of here by my hair. Because that’s how it’s always been with us, how it always will be. We run hot with each other because we can. But we always, always have each other’s backs. No matter what. And just because I don’t want to believe something doesn’t mean it isn’t true. I just need a minute. Or maybe an hour. Maybe an entire lifetime.

			Thankfully, we have history next, and JB always gives the hot girls a pass when we’re back late from lunch. He’s a teacher who makes us call him JB instead of Mr. Berntsen. We’ve had him for gym and history since seventh grade. He’d sooner eat his stinky old Cowboys baseball cap than be disliked. He’s a little skeezy but mostly harmless, and he hasn’t given me a tardy once in six years, so I cross to the bathroom door and flick the lock. I have to hear this now, before I lose my nerve.

			“Tell me,” I say, turning back to Outlaw as she crosses her arms over her chest. “I can take it,” I add, before she can try to protect me from the realities of my own damn boyfriend. Again.

			“He only grabbed my towel,” she says. “It wasn’t a—”

			“As in he grabbed it away from you?” I ask. “So you were naked?” There’s a truly horrible moment after she nods where I’m angry with her. For being naked in front of my boyfriend. And how messed up is that? My best friend tells me she caught my boyfriend with his hand down his pants watching her team shower, and now tells me he stripped her naked in some kind of retribution, and I’m mad at her? I am so deeply not okay.

			“This is why I didn’t want to tell you,” Outlaw says, throwing her head back and scrunching her face tight, eyes closed, lips nearly invisible. She’s being patient with me because I’m the one crying. My mom would say I’m “making it about me.” But isn’t it, at least a little? I swear Outlaw can see my entire inner monologue playing out on my face, and she wraps me in a hug before the first tear even falls.

			“It’s so embarrassing,” I mumble into her letterman jacket. One of her varsity pins pokes my cheek, but I can’t even care.

			“I mean, I’ve been embarrassed for you about Kevin for fucking forever,” she says, resting her chin on top of my head.

			I choke out a muffled laugh.

			“I wish he was fucking dead.” Outlaw’s voice is light, but she squeezes me so tight as she says it, it almost scares me. And I wonder if there’s more she’s not telling me, how much she’s tried to protect me with ignorance—fragile, smarty-pants Megan Deloria. Always smiling. Always polished. Always perfect.

			“I wish I was dead.” The words are out of my mouth before I even realize I’ve thought them. And I wish I could unsay them. Especially when Outlaw pulls away from me, taking me by the shoulders and staring me down.

			“Don’t say that.” Her hands are tight on my upper arms, squeezing the little bit of fat I can never seem to get rid of there, no matter how much Pilates I do. The second of vanity is somehow grounding.

			“I mean, I’m not serious,” I say, trying to make light of the moment. “Not really.”

			“Well, I am,” she says, but softens as I widen my eyes. “Mostly.”

			“Though I do believe you would absolutely commit murder for me, I don’t think Yale would look kindly on an accessory charge.”

			“Hey, I didn’t say I’d kill him,” Outlaw says. “Just, like, if he shot himself in the leg like his dumbass cousin, I wouldn’t be making the tourniquet.”

			“He couldn’t even argue with that,” I say. “With how obsessed he is with—”

			“Natural selection,” Outlaw finishes for me.

			We both laugh and something releases in my chest, but then, as the familiar giggles subside, the silence between us tightens. I’ve rationalized away Kevin’s behavior too many times. Now there’s no excuse I can make, even to myself.

			“I’m sorry.” Outlaw’s gray-blue eyes are heavy, and I notice that her concealer hasn’t entirely succeeded at hiding her lack of sleep. She was probably up all night worrying about how to tell me. Or, a reasonable but cruel part of my mind reminds me, she couldn’t sleep because Kevin did more than grab her towel. And then the self-loathing washes over me again, and I almost wish I had the eating disorder everyone accuses me of having. A purge sounds cathartic. When did I become the girl who thinks watching girls shower and stealing their towels and leaving them naked is somehow excusable? I’m not. I’m not that girl. And I’ll prove it.

			“We’ve got to tell Coach Johnson,” I say. The shock on Outlaw’s face is like a knife to my gut. She didn’t think I was going to do the right thing here. And I guess, for a hot second, it was possible that I wasn’t. “You don’t have to look so surprised,” I add.

			“You know I don’t have your poker face,” she says. “But you can’t blame me for expecting the worst, not with your track record of being the number one Kevin apologist.” She smiles and rolls her eyes—in a joking way, but I can’t help feeling the sting of uncomfortable truth. She sets her bag back down on the counter and props her hip against the cement surface, crossing one leg casually over the other. The way I could conquer the whole world if I had her legs and she wastes them on the volleyball court, and basketball court, and track. Being an athlete when you’re naturally skinny does not compute.

			“Yeah, well.” I shake my head slightly and take a deep, steadying breath. “I’m giving up my title, turning over a new leaf, auditioning for a new part—”

			“Oh my fucking god,” she says. “Please stop with the metaphors and promise me you aren’t going to become a drama kid.”

			“I dunno, that SpongeBob musical thing sounded kinda fun…”

			Outlaw groans dramatically, and I turn to the mirror, surveying the damage to my mascara from my brief and mortifying moment of tears. Emotional honesty and vulnerability do not look good on me. But my waterproof mascara has held strong. Now to see if I can have a tenth of its resolve. I start toward the door, unlock it, and hold it open for Outlaw, but she’s still standing by the sink.

			“He’s not going to believe us,” she says.

			“Who?” I ask.

			“Coach Johnson,” she says. “He’s Kevin’s fucking dad. Even if he does believe it, he’s just going to excuse it.”

			I tap my hand on the door. She’s not wrong. Kevin’s dad knows all sorts of messed-up things about his sons and never does anything to stop them.

			“What about Coach Q?” I ask. Coach Q’s the volleyball coach. Not only is she Outlaw’s coach, she’s also a woman.

			“Yeah,” Outlaw says. “Yeah,” she repeats. But she doesn’t leave the sink. “I need a minute. Make some excuse for me? Tell JB I have my period or something?”

			“For sure,” I say, and I let the bathroom door shut behind me. As I walk down the hall, I wonder if I should have stayed with her. I’m so used to her being my rock. The thought of Kevin hurting her makes my blood boil in a way that scares me. It’s so strange how much I rationalize how he treats me. Because I’ve had to, haven’t I?

			The thought curdles as I pull my skirt up a bit to make sure JB doesn’t say anything about my late arrival, but class hasn’t even gotten started when I slip into the room.

			“Outlaw’s right behind me,” I say as I pass JB’s desk.

			“Probably that time of the month,” Marc says. “She sure was being a bitch last night, but I guess that’s just Outlaw, so it’s hard to tell when she’s—”

			“Language, Marc,” JB says, cutting him off. But it’s barely a reprimand. I settle into my usual seat at the long table next to Kevin. He immediately slips his hand onto my thigh, smiling at me, grin wide and utterly unbothered.

			“You look gorgeous, babe,” he says, leaning in and kissing my neck. And I want to scream. I want to shove him away from me and demand an explanation. Instead, I smile and pull my books from my bag, counting down the minutes until Outlaw and I can tell Couch Q what he did. I’ll break up with him after that. I will. Because I have to.
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				Bee

			
			Okay, so I shouldn’t have been listening. But I was. And it’s not like I was intentionally eavesdropping. It’s just that the look on Outlaw’s face yesterday in the locker room when I said Kevin’s name has been itching my brain, and I know she and Megan always go to the bathroom together at the end of lunch. So I came in here a few minutes before I knew they would. And I pulled my feet up onto the toilet when they came in so they wouldn’t see me. And then I…stayed here. Okay, so maybe that’s literally the definition of intentionally eavesdropping. But I didn’t think I’d hear that.

			And I was right. She hates Kevin too. He messed with her too. Though messed with is a pretty messed-up way to think of what Kevin did to me. But that’s why I try not to think about it.

			It’s been quiet for a good minute now. I think Megan’s gone. I thought Outlaw would take a second and then follow her. But she’s just…standing there. At the sink. I can see her through the tiny gap in the stall door. And I swear the last thing she said after Megan left, when she thought she was alone, was “I’m going to fucking kill him.”

			I absolutely don’t blame her for that sentiment, but I know she probably wouldn’t have said it out loud if she’d known anyone was listening. Because why would anyone be listening?

			I should make a noise. Cough. Flush the toilet. (It’s empty. I’m not perched over my own pee like some sort of demented bird.) Something. Anything. But I don’t. How could I possibly explain that I purposefully came in here trying to…eavesdrop. Okay, I was eavesdropping. Which is extremely not cool, but that’s very on-brand for me.

			As I struggle to keep my balance on the toilet, I curse my past self. Why did fifteen-minutes-ago Bee think hiding out and overhearing a private conversation was anything less than batshit insane? Why didn’t I make it obvious someone was in here? I need some reason why I’m like this. I should check my astrology book and see if there’s some sort of planetary explanation. Is there an astrological placement for being a total weirdo? Because if there is, I’m certain I have it. It’s honestly probably my Aquarius stellium.

			And that’s when it happens. After ten minutes without detection, my foot slips. And as I reach out a hand so I don’t fall headfirst onto the linoleum, I drop my phone straight into the freaking toilet.

			“What the fuck?” Outlaw snaps. “Who the fuck is in here?” She pushes the door of the stall next to mine and it slams open. Barely a moment later, she pushes on mine, but it’s locked. “Seriously, what the fuck?”

			I hear her drop to the floor just as I take a deep breath and stick my hand into the toilet bowl for my phone. We make eye contact at the exact moment I pull it from the water, dripping, clutched between my thumb and finger. I think I might actually combust. It’ll make for an easy cleanup, at least, being in the bathroom already. They can flush my remains straight down the toilet I dropped my phone into.

			“Were you recording us?” Outlaw says, her eyes wide and horrified as she looks between my face and my phone.

			“Oh my god, no,” I splutter, grabbing a huge wad of toilet paper and drying my phone and hands. “Here, I’ll show you if you want, just—”

			I balance my phone in a mitten of TP in one hand while I unlatch the stall door.

			“Did you just stick your hand in the toilet?” Outlaw asks as she pushes herself off the floor and I emerge from the stall like some kind of shameful, eavesdropping gremlin. My face is so hot, I think I might actually be sweating.

			“Well, my phone fell in, so…yes?” I say, setting it on the counter. “But I wasn’t using it to record you. I didn’t even mean to listen. I was just—”

			I break off. I don’t know what to say.

			“But you heard what we were talking about?” Outlaw asks. Her tone is casual, pointedly so. And there’s no use lying, right? I mean, the bathroom only has one door. I was obviously here the whole time.

			I nod. And sort of shrug at the same time. I probably look ridiculous. But the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen up close just saw me pull my hand out of a toilet only a day after she saw me in my bra post-slushy-massacre, so it’s not like there’s any coming back from this anyway.

			“Then you heard what Kevin did. Watching the team shower and—” She breaks off and I nod again.

			“I hate him too,” I say. I wonder if I should say more. I have this absolutely insane urge to tell her why I hate him. To tell her exactly what Kevin did to me at the one party I was stupid enough to go to. I’m not sure why just being near her fills me with this almost Catholic need to confess—to purge my soul of the poison of my secrets. Not sins. At least, not mine. But I have a strange feeling Outlaw might not run away if she knew the truth.

			Instead, I look back down at my phone.

			Outlaw turns away, bracing her hands on the counter. She looks at herself in the mirror for a long time before she speaks again, and when she does, her voice is cold.

			“We have to do something about him.”

			“I thought you were going to,” I say. “You and Megan, I mean. Didn’t you say you were going to tell Coach Q and—” And now it’s my turn to fall silent. Because my brain flashes back to what I heard her say right after Megan left the room.

			I’m going to fucking kill him.

			It was metaphorical, right? It had to be. The captain of the volleyball team is so not planning an actual literal murder in the girls’ bathroom at lunch. Well, fourth period now, I guess.

			“What’s that?” Outlaw asks. It takes me a second to register what she’s asking about, but I follow her eyes to the inside of my right forearm.

			“Oh, nothing,” I say, pulling my sleeve down to cover the symbol I drew there last night.

			“Is it a character, like, in another language?” Outlaw presses. And she seems genuinely curious, so I go ahead and leave sense in the dust and tell her the truth.

			“It’s a rune, for protection.” I pull my sleeve back up and show her. She reaches out like she’s about to take my hand, but then seems to remember at the exact same moment I do that I just shoved my hand into the freaking toilet.

			“Oh my god,” I mutter as I turn on the water and squidge a mountain of foam soap into my palm.

			“You’re into that pagan stuff, right?” Outlaw asks as I scrub. “I thought I saw you wearing a necklace with a crystal on it this summer, at the Caldera.”

			She remembers that?

			Outlaw came into the Caffeinated Caldera—the coffee bar in the bookstore—for a vanilla latte almost every Tuesday all summer. And obviously I remember both every single word she ever said to me each time we talked and absolutely none of what we talked about because I swear, I blacked out every single time.

			“Not pagan, exactly,” I say. “I mean, I’m not a pagan. I don’t practice modern paganism. And there’s not really any ancient paganism, that’s a common misconception, it’s a modern religion. Though not everyone would consider it a religion. And I’m not sure if it has, like, official church status? Like the tax stuff and all that?”

			I’m rambling, I know I’m rambling, and the water is so hot on my hands I think it might be burning them, but I can’t seem to stop scrubbing or talking.

			“I have tarot cards, though, which are absolutely not pagan, and kinda modern as far as esoteric tools go. And like, I know my birth chart. I could do yours, if you want. And the crystals are more because I think they’re cool, I don’t know all the meanings or anything, but Keely’s really good with them.”

			“And runes,” Outlaw adds in the infinitesimal gap I’ve left in my increasingly nonsensical ramble.

			“Oh yeah, and runes.”

			“For protection,” she says.

			“Yeah, and sometimes other things, like healing. But that one’s for protection.” I know we’re both thinking about why a girl in this town might need protection.

			“From Kevin,” I add. Even though I’m pretty sure that was obvious, and I really should have stopped talking ages ago.

			I can’t read the meaning behind the narrowing of Outlaw’s eyes, but I wish I could. I want to regret saying anything at all, but I don’t. Not really. Because she sees Kevin for exactly what he is. And I think she might hate him as much as I do. I hold my breath as she stares at the rune on my arm, hoping she doesn’t ask me to explain but needing her to understand what I’m not brave enough to say.
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				Outlaw

			
			Bee’s cheeks are all splotchy and pink where they aren’t so pale they’re basically translucent. She scrunches her full eyebrows together as she stares down at her hands, rubbed raw in the hot water. She finally turns off the tap just as her phone buzzes once on the counter, muffled by the wad of toilet paper it’s resting on. We both ignore it.

			I look back to the rune on the inside of her forearm, where the sleeve of her black hoodie is bunched up around her elbow. It’s spiky and looks vaguely ancient, which I guess is probably the point. But the realization that she went home after she saw me upset about Kevin and drew that on her skin…I can’t ignore it. And now she knows what Kevin did to me. And to my teammates. And I’m scared to ask her why she hates him.

			If he did something to her too.

			Bee’s hands drip into the sink, tiny drops of water plinking against the bowl.

			I want to be mad that she was listening to me and Megan, but somehow, I can’t be. Maybe we needed a witness. Maybe we need someone who isn’t one of us to break us open—make us actually face the truth. About Kevin, sure. But also about ourselves, about what we put up with, the girls who were raised by this fucking town.

			“Would you meet me after school?” I ask.

			The shock on her face is low-key hilarious, and high-key adorable.

			Nope, not going there.

			“Why?” she asks. And it’s a fair question, but I don’t want to scare her away. I need her to come and I need her to meet Megan. I think they need to talk.

			“There’s someone I want you to meet,” I say.

			Her lip twitches and she blinks about a dozen times and shakes her head like she’s trying to dislodge something stuck to her nose. It reminds me so much of an affronted kitten that I choke out a laugh, and she immediately turns bright pink again.

			“Um, sure, I guess,” she finally says. “I’ll have to ask my mom, like, if we’re going to be very long or whatever.” She scrunches her face up and I have to fight to keep from laughing again. She’s so strange. But in a way that makes me want to figure out how she ticks, like a mechanical clock in the age of digital or something.

			“Meet at my car after school?” I grab my bag and walk to the door, pulling it open and propping it with my foot so Bee can cross in front of me.

			“Don’t you have practice?” she asks.

			“Not today,” I say. She doesn’t need to know that I’m ditching. “You’ll meet me?”

			“Yeah, sounds good,” she says, pulling down her sleeves and then shoving her hands into the pocket of her hoodie as she crosses into the hall.

			“It’s the green Isuzu Trooper with the RAVENS PRIDE bumper stickers,” I call after her.

			“I know,” she says, glancing over her shoulder. She smiles, her full cheeks still rosy, then shakes her head again and disappears around the corner.

			I’m a full fifteen minutes late to history, but JB doesn’t even look up from his desk as I drop into my seat next to Megan.

			“We’re on leeeisure time,” Kevin says, leaning around Megan and mimicking the exact inflection JB uses to tell us it’s fine that we just fuck around for the entire period. Kevin tips his chair onto its back two legs, hooking one foot under the table, an arm slung around Megan’s shoulders.

			I fucking hate him. Part of me feels like I always have, but that isn’t quite true. We were close as kids, especially when my dad was still alive. It felt like our entire class was always over at my house, bouncing on the trampoline with all my siblings, or building entire imaginary kingdoms in the forest behind our yard. Of course, Kevin always wanted to be the king. And we usually let him. Maybe that’s part of the problem. We’ve let him get away with so much for so long. Little things, yeah, but also crazy shit like driving drunk and treating his absolutely brilliant girlfriend like trash.

			It has to end. We have to put a stop to it.

			“I need the john,” Kevin announces to the entire class. He drops the front legs of his chair back onto the linoleum with a snap that makes Megan jump, but he doesn’t even sort of notice.

			The second the classroom door swings shut behind him, I lean over to Megan.

			“Let’s go out to the lake after school,” I whisper.

			“I thought we were going to talk to…you know.” She raises her eyebrows, and I know she means Coach Q.

			“New plan,” I say.

			A little crease forms between her eyebrows. “Don’t you have practice?” she asks.

			“It’ll be fine.” I glance around. Marc’s messing around on his phone and no one else is in hearing distance. I lower my voice even more, though, just in case. “Let’s go talk, blow off some steam, and there’s—” I break off. I was going to tell her about Bee, but I think I should wait. “There’s some stuff I want to talk about, but I can’t do it at school or at home, you know? And I need to be back in time to do Jessie’s bedtime routine.” Jessie’s my youngest sister. She’s eight and swears she’s old enough to not need anyone to read to her at bedtime, but I like doing it anyway when I can.

			Megan’s quiet for a long moment, but then she tucks a strand of her shiny brown hair behind her ear and smiles.

			“Yeah, totally, let’s go to the lake.” She reaches out and squeezes my hand, and there’s this moment when her smile falters and something raw fills her eyes in a way that almost scares me. She opens her mouth, and I know she’s about to say something else, when Kevin drops into the chair beside her and puts his feet up on the table. It takes every ounce of willpower I possess and a few I have to borrow from some sort of supernatural entity to keep from slapping his self-satisfied smile right off his stupid fucking face.
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				Bee

			
			I’m practically vibrating by the time the final bell rings, and I make my way to Outlaw’s Trooper. I know exactly what it looks like. I mean, everybody does. It’s a small town. I’m definitely not especially attuned to Outlaw for any particular reason. And I definitely wasn’t disappointed when I found out it wasn’t just going to be the two of us this afternoon for…whatever we’re doing. I know that she usually parks at the very end of the parking lot, parallel, not using any of the twenty-ish diagonal spaces. But not as far as the trucks parked just off campus. Because of the guns. And occasionally dead animals. Hunting before school is considered normal here, which is basically all anyone needs to know about Riverside.

			I spot Outlaw’s Trooper the same second I spot Outlaw leaning against the hood. She’s scowling down at her phone, her blond hair shining in the afternoon light. I definitely made it weird earlier today, but she didn’t seem to mind, which was honestly the weirdest thing about all of it.

			I glance around self-consciously as the dozen students who aren’t staying for drama or some sort of sports practice rush by me to their cars. I’m used to either walking home or my mom picking me up, but I texted her I was staying after for a drama thing. She didn’t question it, because why would she? I don’t lie to her. And I’m not sure why I felt like I needed to. I shove the thought aside as I walk to Outlaw, trying to convince myself I’m just nervous because I don’t know her that well and not for a totally different set of reasons that have everything to do with how golden her hair looks in the sun and how freaking long her legs are. I can stop thinking about that anytime I want to. Really. I can.

			Because I’m definitely a master at controlling my thoughts—basically a Buddhist monk at this point. I roll my eyes. At myself. Yep, complete weirdo. I’m just glad I’m too far from Outlaw’s car for her to see. She doesn’t look up until I’m right by her, and only when I awkwardly clear my throat, which makes me actually cough so hard she offers me her water bottle.

			“Thanks,” I say as I hand it back, and she uses her sleeve to wipe the rim before she takes a long swig.

			“No worries.” She smiles down at me, her expression guarded. Which, fair. It’s not like we know each other that well. Plus, I basically blush every time she looks at me. And she’s one of the popular kids, the kind who usually either ignore my existence entirely (preferred) or make me the butt of some nonsensical joke you had to grow up here to appreciate. But I’m starting to get the feeling that Outlaw isn’t like Megan and Kevin and the other cool kids, even if she spends most of her time with them. The ones whose parents own the snowmobile rental shops and franchise fast food places. The ones whose moms sell lakeside vacation homes to rich Mormons.

			And I swear my thoughts conjure the queen bee herself, because Megan appears beside me.

			“Who is she?” she asks Outlaw, frowning. Cool, I guess I’m not even worth asking my own name.

			“This is Bee,” Outlaw says, and dammit, I can tell by the look on her face that this is who she wanted me to meet. And just when I think this can’t get any worse, Kevin steps up beside Megan, slipping his arm around her waist.

			“Damn, three Meghans at once. Is this some kind of wet dream?” Kevin looks between the three of us, and when his eyes meet mine, I swear he smirks. I thought he was blackout. I thought he didn’t remember. But maybe I convinced myself of that because I needed to believe it. But he didn’t seriously make that joke in front of his girlfriend, did he?

			My stomach clenches and my throat burns. What’s he playing at?

			“What?” Megan snaps, looking between me and Kevin. Could she know? No, there’s no way. Outlaw doesn’t even know. Does she? I stopped talking after I said the protection rune was for Kevin, didn’t I? But was that too obvious? I freaking told her that I hated him. But there are plenty of reasons to hate Kevin.

			“I thought your name was Bee?” Outlaw frowns.

			“I mean, that’s what I go by,” I say. “Because of my middle and last names, Bella Bach. Both start with ‘B.’ But my first name’s Meghan. With an ‘h,’ though,” I add.

			They all stare at me like I’ve said something insane or offensive, instead of just telling them my name. God, this town is too freaking weird.

			“Don’t you have practice?” Outlaw asks, turning to Kevin and breaking the awkward silence.

			“Yeah, just wanted to give Megan my algebra stuff so she could get a head start on it,” he says.

			“Wait, like so she can do it?” The question erupts from my mouth like I’m some sort of hybrid of Captain Obvious and the world’s most awkward asshole.

			“She’s just helping,” Kevin says. He smiles, then keeps his eyes on mine as he kisses Megan on the cheek. “She’s so damn smart, it would be a crime not to help those of us whose gifts lie elsewhere.”

			“Like on the bench,” Outlaw says. “Don’t want to waste that fancy Salt Lake surgeon and all his hard work on your knee. Your dad will let you back on the field when you’re strong enough.”

			Kevin’s smile sours into a sneer and his fist clenches. But then someone calls, “Kev!” across the parking lot and he slaps Megan’s butt and jogs away, leaving the three of us standing in silence in the warm afternoon sun.

			“Let’s just get out to the lake,” Outlaw finally says.

			“The lake?” I ask at the exact same moment Megan says, “Wait, she’s coming with us? To our spot?”

			“Yes, she’s coming,” Outlaw says, turning to me. And there’s this weird buzzing sensation in my chest at the fierceness in her voice and the question in her eyes.

			“Um, yeah, sure,” I agree, before I can let logic get its rational claws back into me.

			“Whatever,” Megan says, crossing to the passenger door as Outlaw gestures with her head to the back seat. I pull the door open as Megan adds, “Oh my god, get in and let’s get out of here.” Her sharpness breaks me out of my thoughts, and I realize Outlaw and I’ve been kind of staring at each other, not talking. I climb in as Outlaw reaches a long arm back and shoves her Riverside Ravens duffel aside to make room.

			“Thanks,” I mumble.

			“No worries,” she says, turning to face forward.

			It’s the water bottle from a few minutes ago all over again. Why am I so awkward? A thousand answers to that question spring to mind, but the revving of the Trooper’s engine drowns out my shitty self-talk as we drive away from the school.

			Riverside’s only a square mile. Beyond that it’s national forest for miles and miles in every direction. Mom actually joked that if you walked in a straight line out our back door and just kept going, you could walk for almost a hundred miles before you hit another town. She said it with this reverence, like it was such a cool, special, freeing thing. But the thought still freaks me out more than a year later. Maybe I should have told her the truth about what I’m doing this afternoon. Not that I even know what we’re doing. If I’d known Megan was the person Outlaw wanted me to meet, I’m not sure I’d have agreed.

			“Want anything?” Outlaw turns to me, her arm propped on the back of Megan’s seat. The elbow of her green-and-white letterman jacket is worn, the sleeve a bit too short. It feels meaningful, or maybe poetic? But my brain is always doing this shit—“romanticizing,” that’s how my mom puts it. And she says she knows because she does the same thing. It’s what makes us the same. Unlike my dad. The “least romantic man on the planet.”

			“Um, Earth to New Girl?” Megan raises her eyebrows, and I realize I’ve been staring at Outlaw’s elbow and not answering. I glance around and belatedly register that we’re stopped at the gas station on the north edge of town. The sign that shows the prices is crooked. It’s the old-fashioned kind you have to change manually, but the numbers are so faded you can’t read it from the highway anyway. Besides, locals mostly come here for the booze that takes up half the store.

			“I’m fine,” I say.

			Megan and Outlaw exchange a look and then Outlaw shrugs.

			“Okay,” she says, and she and Megan hop out of the car and disappear into the gas station, leaving me alone in the back seat. I wonder if I should ditch them. I could. I could get out of the car and walk home. But Outlaw wants me here, and I think I’m starting to understand why. I think she wants me to help Megan face the truth about her shitty boyfriend. Which should make me even more determined to get out of this freaking car and run home. But I don’t. I just sit there, waiting. Hoping that these two impossibly beautiful girls aren’t secretly driving me out to the woods to murder me for hearing too much. And that would be the “overactive imagination.” I hope.
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			“Can you please just give her a chance?” I ask as soon as the Conoco door closes behind us and the bells stop clanging.

			“Maybe once you explain why she’s coming with us,” Megan says. Her voice drops as we stop in front of the second-to-last drinks cooler. “You don’t think she’s a little bit…weird? Creepy? Satanic?”

			I take a Diet Coke and hold the door open while Megan grabs her usual diet root beer. The Conoco is the only gas station in town that carries them, which is why we usually stop here before we start a drive or go to a bonfire or head out to our secret spot on the lake. Only when Creepy Connor isn’t working. I always know it’s safe to stop if his rusted Ford, with its missing tailgate, truck nuts, and libertarian bumper stickers isn’t parked in the employee spot.

			“I mean, she’s a little awkward,” I say, tucking the Diet Coke under my arm and grabbing another. “But she literally told me she’s not a pagan, and I don’t think she’s a Satanist.”

			“I don’t think you’re making the case you think you’re making.” Megan picks a bag of Doritos and walks away.

			As she tosses her stuff on the counter, I grab a Snickers bar and stop by the door. Bee’s waiting in the back seat of my car, staring straight ahead. Her dark hair falls in front of her face, so it takes me a second to catch her eye. I raise my hand to knock on the glass, but before I do, she looks right at me.

			You sure? I mouth, holding up the extra Diet Coke and the Snickers.

			A smile splits her face, and I swear I can see her blush from here. She nods shyly and gives me a thumbs-up. Which is so fucking wholesome, I actually laugh.

			I add the sodas and Snickers and a Little Debbie Creme Pie to the counter and let Megan pay and make her usual joke about buying “her creme pies” from Debby—the nicest cashier. Debby’s kids are in elementary, and they go to Megan’s church. I wander away, grateful Megan can be chatty enough for the pair of us. But as I reach the door, Megan catches up to me and stops me with a gentle hand on my arm.

			“Seriously, why did you bring this girl? What’s going on, Meg?”

			“You two need to talk,” I say. And I don’t want to explain more. Because I’m not even sure I’m right about Kevin having hurt Bee. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe she’s scared of him because she sees him for the fucking asshole he is. I just can’t shake the feeling there’s something Bee’s not saying about Kevin, and if she decides to say it, I want Megan to be there. Which is maybe kind of messed up. But this whole situation is beyond fucked.

			And I hope my raised eyebrows are enough of a hint for Megan to take it.

			She stares at me for a long moment before saying, “Whatever, I trust you.” And then, before I can reach for the door again, she adds, so softly I can barely hear it, “You know you’re the only person I really trust, right?”

			I nod.

			“Why didn’t you want to tell Coach Q?” she asks. “Were you worried I wasn’t going to have your back?” Her lip gives the tiniest quiver. “I had to sit through all our classes with his hand on my thigh under the table and pretend nothing was wrong. Which, like, I know I’ve done it a thousand times before, but it feels different now. I’ve got your back. I’m ready to be done with him.”

			“I mean, good,” I say, then rush to clarify. “Like, I’m not glad he did any of this, obviously. I’m just glad—” I try to find the right words and almost wish Megan could find them for me. She’s the one who’s good at this stuff. The talking about feelings and understanding how people tick.

			“No, I get it,” she says, saving me from myself once again. “I’m just used to knowing what version of myself I need to be. With you. With Kevin. With teachers.” She pauses. “Please be patient with me, okay? I’m trying.”

			She sniffs a bit, and I fight the urge to hug her. She’d be so pissed if she started crying in the Conoco. And it hits me how fucked this is for her. Like, obviously she’s known Kevin is a dick our whole lives, but for the last two years, he’s been her dick. Literally. We’ve all done shit we aren’t proud of to survive this town, and Kevin is part of that. Or was.

			I know Megan’s status as Kevin’s Girlfriend means a lot to her. It’s a big deal that she’s not defending him, for once. I can’t remember a time when she wasn’t obsessed with him. How happy she was when she showed up at my house the morning after the big blowout at Marc’s lake house the summer before sophomore year, when they’d finally hooked up. She was giddy and I’ll never forget the strange, dreamy look on her face. It scared me. And her borderline obsessive allegiance to him ever since has been fucking impossible. But I do get it. Even if I don’t get it.

			“You’re good,” I say, taking the plastic bag with our sodas and snacks from her and pulling the door open. “I’ve got your back always. No one will ever change that.”

			“Thank god.” She loops her arm through mine. “This rando transplant girl better not be a total psycho.”

			When we get back to the car, Bee’s out on the sidewalk, wrestling with the bear-proof trash can.

			“Come on,” she mutters as she fails to engage the latch that lets you open the lid. I leave Megan at the car and walk over to rescue her.

			“You know the problem with these things?” I ask, and Bee nearly jumps out of her skin. I guess she didn’t hear me walk up.

			“Literally everything?” she asks, and I laugh.

			“It’s hard to design a bear-proof trash can,” I say. “Because the overlap between the smartest bear and the dumbest human is pretty significant.”

			Bee blushes so fierce and so fast, she basically transforms into a tomato right before my eyes.

			“So I’m dumber than a bear?”

			“I mean, possibly dumber than the smartest bear,” I say. “And this one’s jammed.” I wiggle the latch a bit, careful to avoid the gum I know is stuck inside. I was once the shitty ten-year-old sticking gum in the trash-can handles. It’s all the same shit, just new people living out the same tedious patterns, telling the same jokes. Hell, I had at least three uncles use the “smartest bear, dumbest human” line on me when I was a kid.

			“Thanks,” Bee says, throwing in a crumpled ball of paper and a bunch of gum foil into the now-open trash can.

			“Are we going or not?” Megan calls, leaning out the shotgun window, impatience etched into every inch of her impossibly pretty face.

			“Oh, we’re going.” I let the trash can lid clang shut, and Bee jumps again. She’s skittish. It’s weirdly cute. I punch her lightly on the shoulder and run back to the Trooper, launching myself into the driver’s seat and staring the engine. I don’t entirely succeed at not watching Bee buckle herself in via the rearview mirror. We make eye contact for half a second before I put the car in gear and peel out onto the highway, headed north.
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				Bee

			
			They’re absolutely driving me out into the woods to murder me. I’m like 87 percent certain of it. No, 89. They’re both locals and they know these tiny, one-lane dirt roads like the back of their hands, but I lost track of the turns ten minutes ago. I know too much. They’re going to feed me to a bear or something.

			Then, far below us, the lake appears, glistening, smooth as glass in the late-afternoon light. The twisting, bumpy route through the woods has taken us to the top of a bluff high above the water, where Outlaw stops the Trooper way too close to the edge. So…shove me off a cliff it is. Right? It has to be. I should have made a run for it at the gas station when I had the chance.

			“Grab the blankets out of the back, will you?” Outlaw says as she and Megan hop from the Trooper. I turn to see a stack of wool blankets behind my seat next to a slightly deflated volleyball, a bunch of squashed soda cans, a fire extinguisher, and a winter jacket. I grab the blankets and pause when I see the tire iron that was under them. I almost take it, just in case. But then I shake my head, as if I can physically dislodge the paranoia that built up on the drive out here while Outlaw blasted music and took the bumps in the dirt road at a speed that fully scrambled my entire brain.

			Just be chill for once in your life.

			I climb from the car—wrestling the pile of blankets—and make my way to where Outlaw and Megan are standing at the edge of the bluff. Which isn’t as much of a cliff as it seemed when we pulled up. It’s actually a pretty soft slope down to a rocky beach. Suddenly the whole situation seems way less sinister, and I feel like even more of an idiot for being scared. But just because there isn’t a cliff for Megan to shove me off doesn’t mean I’m going to let my guard down.

			“Oh shit, let me grab the bear spray,” Outlaw says, jogging back to the car and extracting a canister from under the driver’s seat. Then she’s beside me, pulling one of the blankets from my arms, and she and Megan are jogging down the hill, fully expecting me to follow them.

			Which I do.

			I trip and almost tumble down the last ten yards of slope but regain my footing just in time, skidding to a stop only inches from the lake’s edge.

			“Smooth move, Ex-Lax,” Outlaw says.

			She spreads her blanket out on the rocky sand and nods for me to do the same. It takes me three tries to get it to lie flat, and I look up as Megan skips a stone over the waveless water.

			I count nine skips before it sinks. Impressive.

			“So, what are we doing here?” Megan says, turning to Outlaw before selecting another rock.

			“We need to talk about Kevin,” she says, looking between us. “All three of us,” she adds.

			Megan takes a deep breath through her nose, running a thumb over the smooth rock in her hand. She turns back to the water, flinging it out over the shining surface. My heart races.

			We all count in silence. Only eight skips this time. Still nothing to shake a stick at.

			“Bee, I don’t know what your history is with Kevin,” Outlaw says. “But I think there is some, right? You kinda freaked out when I said his name yesterday in the locker room.”

			“What happened in the locker room?” Megan asks.

			“Nothing,” Outlaw and I say in unison. Too quickly.

			Megan looks back and forth between us.

			“Wait, so you two like, know each other?” Megan asks.

			And the only thing I can think to say is “I mean, doesn’t everyone know everyone in this town?”

			“Wait,” Megan says, her eyes going wide. “You’re the girl who moved into the old Coleman house, aren’t you?”

			“Um, yeah, I guess?” I say, as if I don’t even know what house I live in. Why does talking to pretty girls who are a little bit mean to me immediately turn me into an absolute goober?

			“And your real name is Meghan, with an ‘h,’ ” she adds.

			“Yeah.” I look to Outlaw for some sort of lifeline.

			“Why did Kevin know that?” she asks, and I think I see some kind of realization growing in her eyes, and I wish we could go back to watching her skip rocks, because suddenly I’m a rock and I’m sinking.

			And I’m back there. Sucked into the night I can’t fully remember or forget.

			When I woke up to pressure. Everywhere. On me. In me.

			Grunting.

			Sweat dripping onto my face, into my eyes. Not mine.

			“I heard he hooked up with someone this summer while I was visiting Elizabeth at Stanford,” Megan says, and it’s more to herself than to us. But when she says it that way, “hooked up,” I feel like I’m going to explode.

			“We did not hook up,” I splutter.

			“For real?” Megan asks. My hands sweat as I realize exactly how she’s misunderstood me. Because there’s relief on her face. She thinks I’m saying I never had sex with her boyfriend. But I’m trying to tell her I never wanted to.

			“I didn’t want—” I whisper, and I’m not even sure I’m speaking. It’s like I’m floating above my body, watching this messed-up conversation from outside myself. Just like I was that night. “I don’t even really remember—”

			Outlaw winces. And I’m not sure what she expected, bringing us out here to talk about him. But it wasn’t this. And maybe I should have just let Megan think I slept with him. That I wanted it. But I didn’t. I really didn’t.

			I see Megan understand. All the color drains from her face and she drops the rock she’s been clutching. It rattles onto the rocky beach, and I can’t help feeling relieved she didn’t chuck it straight at my face.

			Megan doubles over, hands on her knees. Outlaw tries to put a hand on her back, but she swats her away. I think she might be hyperventilating. Or maybe she’s not breathing at all. I press my hands to my eyes so hard I see light burst in the darkness, and the next thing I hear is Megan’s completely feral roar.
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				Megan

			
			I don’t even realize I screamed until the quiet descends around us. A small flock of ducks about a hundred yards out on the water takes off, their wings whistling in the silence.

			He hurt her. No, come on, I can’t keep dancing around this. I can’t believe how hard it is to even think the word.

			Rape.

			He raped her.

			Kevin raped her.

			The phrase—even in the confines of my own thoughts—feels horrible, twisted, and wrong. But that doesn’t make it untrue. My boyfriend raped this girl. This girl with my name. Our name. And as I glance back at her, tears fill her eyes, and I think my head is going to explode. Or I’m going to rip her throat out. Probably the latter. Maybe both.

			And how messed up do I have to be to be mad at her? And I’m not, or at least I don’t want to be. I feel sick, guilt and rage gnawing at my insides like ravenous beasts. And I try to figure out who I need to be in this moment, but I can’t find her. I don’t know which version of me can handle this. Maybe none of them. Maybe all of them are horrible cowards, because the boy I’ve given two years of my life and most of my virginity to has been watching my friends shower, assaulting my best friend, and raping underclassmen. And I’ve just been sitting right next to him with his hand on my thigh the whole time.

			“You okay?” Outlaw asks. I start to tell her I’m fine before I realize she’s not asking me. She’s asking this other girl. Bee. Meghan.

			“No, I’m freaking not,” she says, her voice all high and squeaky. And in one truly horrible moment, I realize it’s my fault that he raped her. Because I let him. I wasn’t at that party, but I’ve been the chairman of the Kevin Johnson Enablement Committee for way too long. And I can’t fix what happened, I can’t take back that night for her. But as Outlaw lays a comforting hand on Bee’s shoulder, she looks at me, and the sadness in her eyes breaks through the final wall that was standing between me and my conscience—between me and the truth of who I’ve helped protect. And it wasn’t Outlaw. It wasn’t Bee. It wasn’t even myself. It was Kevin. It was always Kevin.

			But not anymore.

			“We have to make him pay.”

			The other two look at me like I have three heads, and the shame that floods me at their surprise is caustic and almost overpowering. I should be ashamed. Of being so disposable. Of being so gullible. Of being so weak and so damn naive.

			“He never faces any consequences, and that has to change,” I say. “He has to pay for what he’s done,”

			“What do you mean, ‘pay’?” Outlaw asks.

			“You said it back in the bathroom,” I say. Outlaw glances at the new girl again, but I ignore it. I have to get this out before I lose my nerve, and I can feel my thoughts coalescing. “We were going to tell Coach Johnson, but we knew Kevin would just get away with it, yet again. And even if we told Coach Q, nothing would happen. Nothing ever happens. And it’s time for something to happen. To him.”

			“You’re freaking me out a little,” Outlaw says.

			But Bee meets my eyes, her own shining in the almost-setting sun. “I’m in,” she says. “Whatever it is, however you want to make him pay. I’m in.”

			“Okay, but if we’re actually planning a murder, I’m going to need us to chill for like, half a second,” Outlaw says. “Your dad is literally the chief of police, and this town is way too small for anyone to get away with anything.”

			“I don’t want him to die.” I feel myself smile, which is utterly insane, but for once I don’t try to manufacture the expression on my face. I let myself feel, let myself think, and let Outlaw and Bee see me, the real me. “I want him to suffer, like we did.”

			“What do you mean?” Bee asks.

			“I want him to be ashamed,” I explain. Because everything I’ve suppressed, every piece of Kevin I’ve ever excused that has pissed me off or repulsed me or hurt me, is bubbling to the surface. Bee’s revelation lifted the lid and I’m boiling over. “I want him to feel small. I want his boys to laugh at him, mock him, see what a weak, pathetic excuse for a human he really is.”

			“Okay, you’re kinda awesome when you’re pissed off,” Bee says.

			“So you’re in?” I ask, smiling as Bee nods emphatically. And then I glance up at Outlaw, my Meg. The most impressive person I’ll ever be lucky enough to know. And for a second, I think she’s going to break my heart, because she looks hesitant. This stranger is ready to vow vengeance with me, but my best friend isn’t. Maybe this is too little, too late. Or too much, too late—but the look on her face freezes my heart.

			“Isn’t this what you wanted?” I ask.

			“Yes,” she says immediately. “I just want to make sure it’s actually what you want. A few hours ago, you were making excuses, and—”

			“And you and Bee opened my eyes to things I’ve been ignoring for way too long. And I’m sorry.” My throat goes tight as I reach a hand toward Outlaw. She grasps it so hard my bones ache. After a moment, I reach my other hand out to Bee. She looks to Outlaw, as if asking permission, and then we’re standing in a circle, hands clasped in some unspoken promise. But I know we need to speak it—I need to speak it.

			“I, Megan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.” The words feel silly, but neither of them laughs.

			Instead, Bee echoes me, word for word.

			“I, Meghan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.”

			We both turn to Outlaw, and a smile tugs at her lips, and she rolls her eyes. But then she says it too.

			“I, Outlaw—also technically Megan—vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.”

			And then, without prompting, we all say it again, in unison, our voices strong and low and filled with promise, catharsis, and something too wild to have a name.

			“I, Megan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.”

			We stand there in silence for a long time, or maybe only for a moment. Our hands clasped, our hearts pounding, our vow taken.

			And then I tell them my plan.
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				Bee

			
			Never, not in a million years, could I have imagined that I’d be making promises of vengeance with Megan and Outlaw as the sun set over the lake. It’s honestly the witchiest shit I’ve ever done. And I don’t think either of them even read their horoscopes.

			No matter how witchy Keely and Avery and I got (and we got plenty witchy—we did a whole coven thing at the summer solstice that involved burning wishes and a pretty ridiculous amount of mugwort), nothing ever felt as close to real magic as standing on that rocky beach and making that promise with those girls. And Megan had a point. What are the odds? Three girls with the same name in a town of less than a thousand people in the middle of nowhere. All victims of the same boy in different ways. All trapped here for another interminable winter.

			I can’t believe I told them the truth. I didn’t mean to. But I can’t deny that it felt good to say it out loud. As if a bit of Kevin’s poison was leeched from me just by letting someone know. And the more we talked, the better it felt. Planning our revenge definitely didn’t hurt either.

			Megan’s plan is simple enough: Embarrass Kevin. On camera. At first, I thought she was going to try to do something at homecoming, because she and Outlaw kept talking about the bonfire. And I wasn’t following how we were going to get away with this at all. But then Outlaw explained that the bonfire is kids only. No chaperones allowed. Which is fully insane, but so is everything about this town. The game is Saturday afternoon and then the bonfire is later that night. Out in the woods somewhere they call the plateau, which I guess is probably some kind of…plateau. The more questions I asked, the more self-conscious I felt, so I just started to nod along as if I understood what they were talking about. Which I have a pretty solid amount of practice doing when it comes to all things Riverside.

			Megan will lure Kevin into the woods and then get his fear on camera for everyone to see. We’re going to make him think there’s a bear coming for him, when what’s actually coming for him is us. Three girls he’s going to be sorry he ever underestimated. And then we’re going to make him own up to what he’s done, and hopefully get that on camera too.

			It was actually my idea that I dress up as a bear.

			I said it half joking, thinking there would be no way we’d be able to find a bear costume by this weekend. But turns out you don’t need a costume when you’ve got a bearskin rug. Apparently, Megan’s family has two. A solid reason to never go to her house.

			So I’m going to be the bear. Outlaw’s going to make the bear sounds with a megaphone. And Megan’s going to be the bait.

			This plan for complete and total Kevin humiliation also involves Megan pretending nothing is wrong for the rest of the week, but she assured us that she’s got Kevin under control. And if Outlaw believes her, I believe her.

			“Bee, are you sure you don’t want some leftovers?” Mom asks through my bedroom door.

			“Yeah, I’m good,” I say, shoving the book I’ve been poring over ever since I got home under my pillow just in case she comes in.

			“They’re on the top shelf in the fridge if you change your mind,” she says.

			“Thanks, Mom!” I call as I pull the book back out, settling it in my lap. Practical Spells for Modern Witches. “Love you!” I add.

			“More!”

			I’m not even sure why I’m hiding the book from her. She knows about my tarot deck and my crystals. She doesn’t know where I got all of them, but she’s never asked, so I’ve never had to lie about it.

			I glance at the corner by my closet. The floorboard is back in place, hiding the hollow cavity underneath where I found a treasure trove of all things witchy about three weeks after Mom and I moved in last year. The books and crystals were fascinating, but the thing that held my attention most was the tarot deck—I’d always been curious about tarot. I immediately realized they must have been stashed there by whoever lived in this room before me, which means they were Cally Coleman’s.

			And then it just felt weird even admitting I’d found them, never mind that I use them. I mean, her face is still plastered all over this town, five years later. I’ve asked around about her a little, but beyond explaining that she disappeared after homecoming five years ago, nobody will really tell me anything. Except to say shit like “she was a disaster” and “you can’t be that surprised when a girl like that disappears.”

			So I’ve kept the origins of my esoteric hobbies to myself. Not even Keely or Avery knows where I got the deck, even though I’ve done at least a hundred readings for each of them with it. It took me a while to get a handle on the cards, but once I did, it was like they could talk to me. Or through me?

			Sometimes I think it’s maybe Cally talking to me through them. Which feels dark and kind of sad. I mean, I hope she isn’t dead. I hope she just ran away. I couldn’t blame anyone, especially not a girl, from running as far and as fast from this town as they possibly could.

			I’ve read every page of the tiny little spell book in my lap more times than I can count. Well, it’s not really a spell book. I looked it up online after I found it and it’s just a book by some actor turned witch. The woman who wrote it has a website and everything. I swear, though, there’s something in it about practical magic that has been poking the back of my brain like a splinter in a sock since Megan, Outlaw, and I left the beach an hour or so ago.

			I continue to flip through it, and I finally find what I’m looking for in five—the number five. Today’s the fifth of October—which is probably a coincidence. I keep reading and it’s the last paragraph on the page:

			
				Spells are intentions. Magic is most potent when it draws from the beliefs and desires of our deepest secrets. There is power in speaking what has been unspoken. Be careful the spells you cast with your words. Words are powerful portals.

			

			I think of the three of us standing on the beach, hands clutching each other for dear life as we spoke our intention.

			“I, Meghan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.” I whisper the words again. Before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve reached for my tarot deck. Cally’s tarot deck.

			I pull three cards, one each for me, Megan, and Outlaw. And then I pause, because the spread feels unfinished. Cally. I need one for her too.

			The four cards are placed on the bed before me, face down. My hand hovers above them, almost afraid to turn them over. I start on the far left.

			The card for me: the Fool.

			The card for Megan: the Queen of Swords.

			The card for Outlaw: the Ten of Wands.

			The card for Cally: Justice.

			My palms buzz as my heart races. The spread isn’t finished. And then I realize what’s missing. And it turns my stomach, but I swear I hear her voice in my mind, guiding my hand. I pull one last card.

			A card for Kevin.

			Judgment.
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				Megan

			
			Outlaw offers to drive me to the door after we drop Bee at her house, but I won’t let her. Even with my car still at school, it’s a pain to turn around by the garage once my dad’s cop car and mom’s Suburban are parked for the night. Especially in the dark. So I wave goodbye and start to walk up the long driveway, the sound of the Trooper fading behind me. I didn’t realize how dark it had gotten while we drove back from the lake. We stayed and watched the sunset, going over our plan for homecoming next weekend again and again. It means I’ll need to wait to break up with Kevin until then, which makes my stomach tight and my jaw ache. But at least he’ll be busy with football practice every afternoon.

			I cross my arms over my chest as the wind picks up. The branches of the trees lining the driveway rustle and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. The towering lodgepole pines are old on the edge of town and in this part of the forest. There are hardly any branches low to the ground, and sometimes the dark tricks your eyes and you can’t tell what’s the trees and what’s the space between the trees. It all blends together into different shades of black, different flavors of darkness. I love it.

			I’m not afraid of the dark, even though everyone thinks I am. Because Kevin is. He’d never admit it in a million years, so I pretend to be the one who’s afraid so he can be a “gentleman” and stay close to the fire, or go back in the house, or turn on the lights. I usually find the darkness of a cloudy night in the forest comforting. Sure, there are things out there that could hurt me, but not nearly as many as the ones hiding inside most of the houses in this town. The men this town raises have always scared me more than the animals that wait in the woods.

			But it’s different tonight. Something in the air. The darkness smothers rather than comforts. The wind feels wicked, somehow. And suddenly, I can’t breathe. Every nerve in my body lights up, and I start to run, faster than I’ve ever run before. Something is right behind me, I know it, but I can’t pause to look. I swear I hear it, though—breath hot and stinking. And my imagination runs faster than my legs can carry me, and I’m crying. Tears stream down my face, burning as they fall and freezing as the wind whips them from my cheeks. I’ve never felt anything like this in my life. And I never want to again.

			The lights in the windows blur, and I gasp. It’s like the faster I run, the farther away the house gets. My mind is playing tricks on me. It has to be. I’m overreacting. I’m being ridiculous. I’m going crazy. But finally, I trigger the motion sensor lights, and I blink through the brightness, rushing toward the front door.

			I trip on the final step, stumbling as I scramble for the door handle, praying it’s unlocked. My thumb slips, missing the latch twice before it catches and the door swings open.

			I push through into the foyer and slam the door shut behind me, collapsing onto the cold tile, chest heaving, unable to catch my breath. I’m sobbing. And it only takes a couple of seconds before my parents appear, staring down at me.

			“What on earth?” My mom frowns but doesn’t move beyond the threshold of the entryway. The huge, floor-to-ceiling windows that line the far side of the kitchen are like fun-house mirrors, reflecting the oak cabinets and granite countertops in fractured waves. The amber statement lights my mom added above the kitchen island last year frame her perfect brown bob, and for a moment, she looks like an alien.

			Then our golden retriever, Folly, rushes between my parents and basically body-slams me. My sobs turn to bubbles of laughter as she licks my face, but then my dad walks toward us, reaching to open the door. He’s wearing his uniform, his gun on his hip.

			“Don’t!” I shout. “There’s something—” But my dad’s already swung the door open. I tackle Folly, pinning her to the ground so she doesn’t run out, and she gives a sad little whimper.

			“Megan, what the heck has gotten into you?” my dad demands.

			“Something was chasing me,” I explain, my breath short and my voice all high and squeaky. “Please, just—”

			“Close the door, Bob,” my mom says. He does, but not before peering out into the darkness for a moment, hand on his holster, and the feeling shivers through me again—the same primal fear that sent me racing up the driveway to begin with. My head pounds as my parents exchange a look, and Folly squirms out from under me.

			“Megan, what are you talking about?” My mom sits on the bench by the door, reaching a hand out and brushing my hair out of my face. “What’s wrong?”

			“Sorry,” I say, not sure what I’m apologizing for. Maybe for scaring her, or squashing Folly, or simply existing. Which feels melodramatic but not entirely inaccurate. “I just got super scared all of a sudden. Outlaw dropped me off at the bottom of the driveway and, I dunno…” I shiver, remembering the terror that swept over me. “I swear something—”

			“I don’t think anything’s out there,” my dad says. “But I’ll grab a rifle and have a look, if it makes you feel better.”

			For a second, it does—the idea of my tall, capable, police officer father hunting down whatever was chasing me. He’s a good shot too. He’s bagged an elk each season my whole life and even butchers them himself. We have a freezer in the garage that’s basically just elk meat, and it lasts all winter. He gives the extra meat to local families in need. But I shake my head and let my mom pull me up beside her, onto the bench.

			“It’s okay,” I say. My breath is steadying but my hands are still shaking. “I think I imagined it. I’m not sure what got into me.” I’m lying. I don’t think I imagined it. But it’s easier than explaining something I don’t understand.

			“It’s that big, beautiful brain,” Dad says. He ruffles my hair. “Third Deloria valedictorian!”

			“It’s not a done deal yet, Dad,” I say, but he waves a dismissive hand.

			“It will be. Hailey’s smart, but didn’t you say she’s taking Latin or something like that this year? Long-distance? That’s a recipe for disaster. You’re a lock.”

			I better be, I think as I smile up at him. He taps me under the chin with the knuckle of his index finger, making a clicking noise with his tongue, and then he’s gone. He’ll change out of his uniform and disappear into the basement to watch a game and finish the crossword he started at breakfast.

			“You missed dinner,” Mom says, folding a foot up under her as she turns to face me. “Want me to heat you up something?”

			“I ate with Outlaw,” I say, leaving out the fact that it was just a bag of Doritos. What my mom doesn’t know can’t hurt her. Besides, she’s doing the low-carb thing again and I cannot stomach more reheated elk steak and mushy green beans.

			“Everything okay with Kevin?” My mom’s tone is casual, but she tucks her hair behind her ear and stares at me expectantly. Because everything needs to be okay with Kevin. If I’m his number one apologist, she’s definitely runner-up.

			“Totally fine,” I say. For now, it’s not even technically a lie. “He’s basically assistant coach while his knee keeps healing up, so he wanted to stay late at practice, and Outlaw and I drove out to the lake.”

			“Mmmkay,” Mom says, getting to her feet and scratching Folly’s head absentmindedly. “Be careful with him,” she reminds me. I nod. She smiles and crosses back into the kitchen, humming something I can’t make out.

			I’m trying, I want to say. I’ve been trying. But what she means by “careful” is careful not to piss him off. Careful not to let him get distracted. Careful not to lose him.

			I’m finally understanding what kind of careful I need to be with Kevin Johnson. And my mom wouldn’t approve of it in the slightest.

			Folly crosses to the door, whining, begging to be let out.

			“Not right now, girl,” I say, taking her collar and leading her farther into the house. I know I’m being paranoid, that what I felt out there was probably all in my head. But I’m not going to risk it. She can go out later. In the back, where it’s all fenced in. It’s only then, as she runs up the stairs ahead of me, that I realize I dropped my bag at the bottom of the driveway.

			But the only homework I need to do tonight is Kevin’s. So I leave my bag out in the dark. He won’t have anything to turn in tomorrow when he’s in algebra with the sophomores, but he’ll live.
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				Outlaw

			
			The four days since Megan, Bee, and I went out to the lake have been the longest and shortest of my life. And it’s not like I expected Bee to come to the homecoming game, but I can’t help scanning the stands for her face. I don’t find it. It’s just a sea of the usual suspects. Well, more like a pond. Maybe a lake, if you’re feeling generous. Which I’m not.

			“Let’s go, Ravens, let’s go!” the three cheerleaders chant. Cheerleading’s not a big thing in Riverside. Too many people are in pep band, and most of the girls on are the volleyball team, who I’m sitting with at the top of the stands. We join in with the crowd, letting Christen, Gina, and Jen lead us as we cheer on the boys.

			“Let’s go, Ravens, let’s go!”

			The crowd joins in, and I can’t suppress the wicked jealousy that fills my chest. We didn’t get half this turnout for our match last night, and we actually fucking won. The boys are down 31 to 7 and the third quarter’s almost over. There’s no way they’re coming back to win it. Of course Kevin is going to say it’s because his dad kept him benched. And I hate that he could have a tiny bit of a point. For all Kevin’s faults, he’s a pretty phenomenal football player. I just hate the way this town only worships the boys’ sports. The volleyball team has a real shot at state for the first time this decade, but this travesty of a near shutout gets twice the crowd. Typical fucking Riverside.

			But I’ll have my state championship, and he won’t.

			All week I’ve gone over tonight’s plan again and again, wondering if there’s any way we could end up fucked for this. If Coach Q could kick me off the team, or bench me for a few games. But she can’t. Because it’s just a harmless prank. Genuinely. Our plan for Kevin isn’t half as fucked up as the shit they do to haze the freshmen on the football team.

			At the thought of what we have in store for Kevin, I glance at Megan, who’s down in the front row of the bleachers with her parents and the other boosters.

			I think of the bearskin rug that we smuggled out of her house early this morning when her parents were both here at the field helping to set up. I couldn’t believe how heavy it was. I’m half worried it’s going to absolutely smother Bee, but I have a feeling she’s stronger than she looks. Getting the bear sounds recorded on the megaphone took a bit of trial and error. But we’re all set. The rug, the megaphone, and the beer are all in the back of the Trooper. We just have to get through the game. Then we’ll pick Bee up from her house and everything will go to plan.

			By this time tomorrow, the entire football team will know what a fucking pussy their captain is. Megan’s going to break up with him after. We hope to get his confession on tape too, at least that he was watching us shower. And if we don’t, if he won’t confess, we’ll go to Coach Q. He’ll be humiliated, Megan will be free of him, and Bee will at least get some small semblance of revenge. It won’t be everything. But it’ll be a start of something. I can feel it in my bones.

			“I, Megan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.”

			“What?” Logan, my setter, asks. She’s got a raven head painted on her cheek, its beak open in a caw.

			Fuck, I didn’t mean to say that out loud.

			“Nothing!” I say, and jump up and join in the Riverside school spirit. Cheering the boys on to their inevitable defeat.
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				Bee

			
			“Are you sure you want to go?” Mom asks. She even looks up from her laptop at the kitchen table. Then she closes it. Wow, she really wants me to know she’s paying attention.

			“I’m sure,” I say, checking my eyeliner in the mirror by the front door. Mom makes a skeptical noise as she drains the last long sip of red wine from her YOU CAN’T FIX STUPID BUT YOU CAN DIVORCE IT mug. “What?” I prompt. “Just say it.”

			“It just doesn’t seem very you,” she says with a sigh as she taps the empty mug against her palm. “Getting drunk with townies in the woods.”

			“Oh my god, Mom. ‘Townies’?” I turn back to her, and she sets the mug down and raises her hands, palms out in surrender.

			“Bad word choice,” she says. “But really, Bee. You don’t have to prove anything to these kids. You know that, right?”

			I raise my eyebrows. She can’t be serious.

			“Actually, I kind of do.” I reach for my jacket, but as I pull it from the coat tree by the door, the whole thing starts to topple toward me. I catch it before it can squash our ancient cat, Chaucer. “Reflexes like a cat” is a phrase that absolutely has not applied to him since I was in elementary school. “You’re the one who dragged me to this tiny cabin in the middle of freaking nowhere for high school,” I remind my mom as she refills her mug.

			“You know I had to—”

			“Get away, yes, I do,” I finish for her. “Well, I have to make new friends. And do normal high schooler stuff. And that includes bonfires and sportsball games and maybe even a—gasp—school dance or two.” I grab my chest dramatically, throwing my head back. Mom laughs.

			“You? At a Riverside dance?” She mimics my drama.

			“You never know!” I say through my own laughter.

			“Just be careful, okay?” Mom says, serious again. She sets down her mug, crosses the few feet between the table and the front door, and pulls me into a hug. My jacket’s only half on, so it’s less of a heartfelt embrace and more of a puzzle of arms, but it’s the thought that counts.

			“Outlaw’s our DD, and her car has four-wheel drive,” I say. “I’ll be fine.”

			“Her nickname does not inspire confidence,” Mom says, but she kisses the top of my head and helps me tug my jacket on the rest of the way.

			“I mean, would you rather I not have told you about any of it?” I ask. “I could have said I was hanging out with some drama friends.”

			“Your drama friends both graduated.” Mom settles back down and opens her laptop. She’s working. Not for her full-time job doing data entry, which she only does at her desk in her bedroom. For her real job, writing novels, which she does almost every night at the kitchen table, or sometimes even on the couch while we’re watching TV if she’s so caught up in a scene she can’t wait to get the idea down until after an episode ends. She doesn’t get paid for it. Yet. But she will. There’s not much I believe in anymore, but I do believe in my mom. As weird and embarrassing as she can be, she’s talented. And she loves me more than anyone should reasonably love an almost-sixteen-year-old.

			“Well, then aren’t you glad I’m making new friends?” I ask.

			She laughs, shaking her head and rolling her eyes as she tops off her wine mug. Most people don’t get the dynamic with me and my mom, but most people don’t know what it’s like to be an only child and have a mom who is, well…“Cool” isn’t the right word. I’d die before I admitted to anyone that my mom is cool. But she’s so different from the other moms in this town, she might as well be an alien.

			“I promise we’ll be careful,” I say. And my chest aches a little with the half lie. I mean, we are planning to be careful while being maybe a little bit reckless. But it’ll be worth it. It has to be.

			“Well, you look lovely,” Mom says, her eyes back on her laptop screen. But I know the compliment is genuine. “And the all-black is very witchy! Oh my god, has my daughter found a new a coven?”

			“This isn’t one of your novels, Mom.” I cross to her and take a sip of her wine as I look over her shoulder at the laptop screen.

			She shrieks dramatically and covers the screen with her hands. “It’s not ready yet!”

			I laugh and take another sip before setting the mug back down. A car horn honks outside.

			“That’s my ride.” I kiss Mom on the top of the head and then stoop to give Chaucer a few scratches. He doesn’t budge. Not even a blink. “And remember not to panic if you text me and it doesn’t go through. There’s no service up on the plateau, apparently.”

			“Right, yes. Don’t panic if I can’t reach my only child as she parties with tow—her coven,” she corrects quickly, with a wink, “out beyond the reach of modern technology with alcohol and probably wolves.”

			“Oh my god, Mom.”

			“Please make good choices.”

			“I’ll just do everything you wouldn’t,” I say.

			“Perfect. Later, alligator!”

			There’s another honk, and I pull open the door and hurry from the house. The night air is cold, even with my leather jacket. I wonder if I should go back for my fluffy winter coat, but it’s hard to feel cool and cute and confident when you look like a marshmallow. So leather jacket and moderate-to-severe shivering it is.

			I squint into the blinding headlights and skirt around the driver’s side of the car. The metal handle stings as I pull the door open and climb inside. This time, Outlaw doesn’t need to move anything. The back seat is ready for me. The realization makes me feel suddenly warm. Or maybe that’s just the heat blasting from the vents as I settle onto the worn bench seat.

			“Nice jacket,” Outlaw says. And I feel so validated I almost forget to say thank you. But I don’t. Forget. I say something. And it sounds enough like “thanks” that Outlaw doesn’t immediately kick me out of the car for being a total psycho.

			“You sure you’re up for this?”

			It takes me a second to process that Megan is the one asking. And she’s asking me.

			“Yeah,” I say automatically. “I mean, if you are, I am. We’re doing this for all of us, right?”

			“Exactly,” Outlaw says as she backs out of the gravel driveway and heads west.

			“How was the game?” I ask.

			“We lost,” Megan says.

			“They lost,” Outlaw corrects. “My team killed it last night, not that anyone cares.”

			“But you’re the queen or whatever?” I ask Megan.

			Her hand floats up to her head, as if she forgot she was wearing the sparkly silver tiara.

			“Oh yeah.” She starts to pull the crown from her head, but it gets tangled in her hair. I lean forward to help, but she waves me away. “I should probably leave it anyway.”

			“Good call,” Outlaw says. “Now I think we need some Alanis!”

			“Oh my god, yes!” Megan takes the auxiliary cord that’s plugged to a cassette tape and hooks up. I’ll never get over how old-school so much stuff in this town is. But hey, there’s something kind of nice about the idea of not getting new shit just because. Outlaw’s Trooper is ancient, but it runs great. And it suits her.

			As “You Oughta Know” starts to pour from the speakers, Megan turns up the volume so loud it’s painful, but it’s also perfect. We roll down the windows, belting out the lyrics as Outlaw expertly winds her way through the pitch-black woods. How does everyone here know exactly how to get to all these illicit backwoods bonfires? They’ll say things like “right after Jerry’s turn” or “the clearing out past the old railroad tracks” and everyone just knows what that means. And gets there.

			I barely start to see the orange glow of the bonfire when Outlaw pulls off the tiny dirt road onto an even smaller one. The trees on either side of us are so close, they scrape the sides of the Trooper. After only a few seconds, she stops the car and the stereo goes silent. Laughter and shouting filter through the trees, but we’re far enough away from the bonfire itself that when she turns off the headlights, the forest is pitch-black.

			I’m so far out of my depth it’s a joke. But then Outlaw jumps from the car and opens my door for me, smiling a wicked, conspiratorial grin, and I hop out, trying to match her smile. I probably look like a deranged raccoon.

			Megan joins us at the back of the Trooper. “I’m going to go find Kevin,” she announces. “It shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes to get him drunk enough to follow me; I know he was pregaming with the team on the way out here, and I swear he was already drunk after the game when we got crowned. But give me at least forty-five, okay?”

			“We’ll be fine,” Outlaw says. “We’ll get set up and then I’ll come back and make an appearance and give you the thumbs-up.” She turns to me. “Sure you’re going to be okay alone out here for a couple minutes?”

			The most truthful answer is “No, I’m absolutely not.” But I remind myself that for tonight, I’m one of them. A local. Someone who isn’t afraid of these woods or these boys or the guns in their trucks or the stuff they can put in your drinks. And it’s that thought that most calms me. Sure, hanging alone in the woods a thousand miles from anything without cell service in the middle of the night is terrifying, but it’s got nothing on going near that fire.

			“Yeah, I mean, I’ll be fine.”

			Outlaw reaches out a hand and squeezes my shoulder. “You’re fucking aces for doing this, you know that?” I nod, my mouth suddenly dry. “Let’s get the supplies.”

			I watch as she crosses to the back of the Trooper and grabs a six-pack, the megaphone, and the bear spray. She hands me the megaphone and beer, then turns me by the shoulders, lifting the bottom of my jacket up and clipping the bear spray to my jeans. Her fingers are shockingly cold against the skin of my lower back, and I let out a mortifying giggle.

			“Sorry,” I say quickly. “Your hands are fucking freezing.”

			“You know what they say,” she says as I turn back to her. “Cold hands, warm heart.”

			“You sure you can manage the rug?” Megan asks as Outlaw wrestles it into her arms. It’s huge. Which I guess makes sense. It’s literally a bear. Or was. Its head flops over her shoulder and I stumble back.

			“Scared it’s going to bite?” Megan says with a laugh. And it’s not unkind. I think she’s actually doing her best to include me, make me feel like I’m one of them. But something passes over her face as she says it that sends a shiver up my spine. I shove the feeling aside and follow Outlaw as she makes her way deeper and deeper into the woods, carrying the bearskin as Megan heads in the opposite direction, toward the real predators.

		

	
		
			
				16

				Megan

			
			I’m going to need another drink. Or five. But I have to pace myself. If I get too wasted, I won’t be able to find Outlaw and Bee and the clearing we scoped out two days ago. And if I can’t find them, our plan won’t work. And I want the plan to work. I do. I think I do. I mostly do.

			“The homecoming king and queen!” Marc yells. “Raise your motherfucking drinks!” He’s beyond wasted, but I can’t deny a little thrill goes through me as everyone cheers. For us. Me and Kevin. The Riverside power couple. At least for another twenty minutes.

			Kevin’s hand tightens on my waist, fingers hot and sweaty against the inch or so of bare skin between my jeans and my sweater. His letterman jacket hangs over my shoulders, and he’s sweating through his T-shirt. I hate that hiding under my repulsion is some heinous memory of how much that used to turn me on. His chest, his arms, the feel of his six-pack under my hands as I slipped them under his sweatshirt.

			He kisses my neck and says something I don’t care about to someone behind us. The bonfire’s so hot I don’t even need Kevin’s jacket. Someone tosses something into it and a log cracks. The entire towering structure of plywood, tree branches, and random scraps adjusts and settles. Sparks fly, and one lands on Kevin’s arm. He’s too drunk to notice, and I don’t brush it away. I just take another long sip of my Coke that’s mostly Fireball. Each time I make a dent in it, Kevin adds more cinnamon whiskey from the fifth he has tucked in his back pocket.

			Can I go through with this?

			The question makes me sick. Or maybe that’s the Fireball on a mostly empty stomach. And it’s not truly the thought of our plan that’s making me queasy, it’s that I’m not sure I can go through with it. Even after everything. Something about being drunk and surrounded by all our friends has me falling right back into the excuses and messed-up logic that kept me with him for so long, even though I know Outlaw and Bee are counting on me.

			And it was my plan. It was my idea. It was my rage at Bee’s admission that led us all here. I knew from the moment she said she didn’t really remember that she was telling the truth.

			Because isn’t that exactly how Kevin and I got together to begin with? Me, too drunk at a party the summer before sophomore year, finally making out with Kevin Johnson, falling asleep in his bed, waking up to him inside me. Because he knew I wanted it, even if I hadn’t realized it yet. And I did, eventually. Not that night, but eventually, I did. There were times I did. I know that. There were times I begged him to touch me just so I could feel alive.

			I’m so close to having everything I thought I ever wanted from my high school experience, and I’m about to risk it all, for what?

			For Outlaw.

			For Bee.

			For myself when I was fifteen.

			And maybe even for Cally Coleman and all the other girls this town has broken, discarded, and forgotten.

			The answers are right there, but I can only believe them with part of my heart. I hate the power this stupid boy and his stupid muscles have over me. I want to hate him. I should hate him. I do hate him. But not as much as I did at the lake when we made that stupid vow.

			“I’m sorry you didn’t get to teach Randy to say something,” Kevin says. “Leave it to Creepy Connor not to be able to keep track of a bird that knows its own name.” He laughs and pulls me closer. “I’ll find that raven for you, though, babe. I promise.”

			“Wait, you remember that?” I ask.

			I have no idea who started the tradition of the homecoming king and queen teaching the school’s living mascot, Randy the raven, a new phrase, but it was one of my absolute favorite things when I was little. My sister Elizabeth was queen five years ago, when I was in seventh grade, and she knew how obsessed I was with the silly bird, so she taught it to say “Megan’s pretty.”

			I basically fainted with happiness. And I was genuinely looking forward to that part of being homecoming queen. But I didn’t even get to teach Randy a phrase after we were crowned, because Creepy Connor went and lost him.

			“Duh, babe,” he says. “I know you were looking forward to that!” He takes another long swig of his drink. “I’m gonna teach it to say ‘Skibidi Toilet.’ ”

			And when he spins me around and kisses me, I want to be repulsed, but I’m not. Senior year was supposed to be about all my dreams coming true, not learning new and more miserable levels of self-loathing. But here I am, getting genuinely turned on by my dirtbag of a boyfriend instead of leading him into the woods like I was supposed to do—I glance at my phone, which is basically just a clock when we’re out this far into the forest—twenty minutes ago. Outlaw disappeared back into the woods after making a very conspicuous appearance and then shouting to the entire bonfire that she “needed an effing piss.” That was our green light. Now I’m supposed to be the red flag waved in front of my bullish boyfriend. And instead, I’m stalling.

			“Dude, lay off her.” Across the bonfire, Outlaw’s little brother Aiden is pulling Marc away from one of the freshman girls. He looks up and meets my eyes, a shy smile pulling at the corners of his mouth as he drags Marc away, making it into a joke. It’s not a joke. We all know Marc’s reputation at these things. Which is exactly why Aiden’s keeping an eye on him. But how messed up is it that he has to?

			And that’s why we have the plan. I take another long swig of my drink, letting the sticky sweetness and familiar burn chase away the last of my doubts. Kevin leans in for another kiss, sliding his hand down to my ass, and I lean into him, playing at being even drunker than I am. I moan into his mouth, and I feel him press into me harder.

			“Let’s get out of here,” I whisper into his ear, and then bite, gently at first, then not so gently.

			“Fuck, Megan.” He groans, squeezing my ass and turning me away from the fire. Which would maybe be gentlemanly if it wasn’t so that all the guys can see his hand in my back pocket.

			“Yeah, exactly,” I say. And I grab the belt loop of his jeans and start leading him away.

			He resists at first. Groaning performatively and looking over his shoulder at his team, who hoot and holler, encouraging him to go, egging us on.

			“Please, babe, I need you.” I make my voice all whiny, and I see the second I’ve won, the moment desire overrides fear. He glances over my shoulder, into the darkness, away from the fire, and at exactly that second I hand him my drink and pull the flashlight out of my purse.

			A hungry smile splits his face, and I almost falter. I almost chicken out and go back. I could give Outlaw and Bee a thousand excuses tomorrow. And I might be that girl still, the girl who makes excuses—for herself and this car crash of a boy she hates and loves with equal and opposite ferocity. But I don’t want to be. So I chant my new mantra in my mind over and over.

			I, Megan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.

			I, Megan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.

			I, Megan, vow to destroy Kevin Johnson.

			And I take my soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend’s hand and lead him into the woods.
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				Outlaw

			
			“She’s coming. I know it.”

			It’s probably the tenth time I’ve said those words in as many minutes. I can tell Bee doesn’t believe me anymore. I’m not even sure I believe me anymore.

			We’ve been sitting here—well, I’ve been pacing, but Bee’s been sitting—for almost an hour. We should call it. I should call it. But I need to believe that Megan’s coming, that she hasn’t pussied out. Or worse, that there isn’t a reason she’s not here, a Kevin-shaped reason, pinning her down somewhere and—No.

			“She’s coming.”

			“Sure she is.” Bee hugs her legs to her chest, resting her chin on the bare skin that peeks out of the ripped black denim. She stares into the darkness. Our eyes adjusted to the lack of light ages ago, and I can see how tight her lips are, how her fingers tap on her elbows, arms crossed. She’s scared. I fight the fucking insane impulse to sit beside her and put my arm around her, pull her to me, let her know I won’t let anything happen to her. I don’t even know her. Sure, we chatted a few times this summer when I’d stop in at the Caffeinated Caldera. But it was nice to talk to someone who hasn’t known me since I was in diapers. It’s hard to find people like that in Riverside. And I guess, maybe, I got the sense that she might be like me. Even though I have zero evidence. Except maybe the way she looked at me in the car. And on the beach. And in the locker room.

			I have to snap the fuck out of it, stat.

			“What’s the deal with you two?” Bee’s voice is barely more than a whisper, but it crosses the darkness between us easily. Maybe because I’m staring at her lips.

			“What do you mean?” I ask, sitting beside her on the blanket, leaving a reasonable and completely normal distance between us.

			“You just seem so different. Is it the name thing?”

			I laugh, a barking sound that echoes too far into the trees, and I clamp my hand over my mouth. And then I snort as I try to suppress the next wave of laughter. Which makes Bee laugh.

			“Oh my god, what?” she asks, unwinding slightly from the tiny ball she’s packed herself into. “Is it really that funny?”

			“I guess not,” I say as my breathing returns to normal. “The name thing is kind of part of it, but also not? It’s hard to explain. I think you’d have to have grown up here to get it.”

			“Yeah, I hear that a lot.” Bee turns her face away and a knot forms in my chest.

			“Fuck, I never thought how that sounds to someone…” I trail off, trying to find the right word.

			“Like me?” Bee offers.

			“Well, yeah, I guess.”

			A silence falls between us again, and I listen hard, hoping to hear Megan in the distance. The soft sounds of the forest are all that answer.

			“So you two were never a…well, a thing?” Bee trails off and I almost can’t hear the final word. But at the sound of it, I go hot all over. Not because Megan and I were a thing. We weren’t; she’s tragically straight. Only someone cursed to live life as Kinsey 1 would choose to date Kevin Johnson. But because maybe my hunch was right, maybe Bee’s—But before I can even finish the thought, Megan’s too-loud laughter filters through the woods and Bee and I jump to our feet.

			“Oh, come on, Kev. I don’t want them to hear us,” she says.

			“Babe, you know how I feel about the fucking dark.” Kevin’s attempt at a whisper is more like a shout, and a few of the words slur together. Good. He’s wasted. This just might work.

			I rush to drape the bearskin rug over Bee’s shoulders, but it snags on something on the ground and we both almost topple over under its weight.

			“Fuck,” she hisses, and I smash my hand over her mouth. I feel as much as hear her whisper “Sorry” into my palm, eyes wide in the darkness. I barely manage to get the rug flung over her, grab my megaphone, and step out into the trees myself when Megan and Kevin stumble into the clearing. The beam of her flashlight swings dangerously close to where I’m not quite hidden. Lodgepole pines are absolute shit for cover. But the dark should do most of that work for us as soon as—

			The light goes out and Kevin swears loudly. And there we go.

			“Babe, where are you?” His voice is playful at first. But then it sharpens. “Megan. What the fuck?” I hold my breath as I wait for what should happen next. What has to happen next.

			“Megan. Seriously. What the fuck?” Kevin’s voice was pure anger a moment ago, but now the fear is creeping in. Good.

			“What were you doing in the laundry room Monday, Kevin?” Megan asks, emotionless.

			“What the fuck?” he says, confusion seeping into his voice.

			“I said, what were you doing up on the dryer with your hands down your pants?” Megan asks.

			“Seriously, babe, that was nothing. Just turn the light—”

			“It wasn’t nothing.” Megan cuts him off. “Tell me what you were doing.”

			“Jesus, Megan, seriously, just turn on—”

			“Tell me.”

			“I was just looking, just for a second,” he says. “It was the first time I’ve ever done it and—”

			“Looking at what?” she demands.

			“I was watching the girls shower, fuck! Is that what you want? Turn on the fucking light, Megan, or I swear I’ll—”

			“You’ll what, Kevin?” Megan’s voice is different. It’s lower, deeper, grounded into the earth like she’s some kind of avenging fucking angel. No, something even older and more sacred than that.

			I swear I hear Kevin whimper, and my hands shake on the megaphone as I get ready for the final step of our plan.

			“How do you like it?” Megan’s voice is soft. I can barely hear her, but Kevin’s closer to me than she is, and I know he’s listening hard.

			“What the fuck?” he says. I hear him move away and then fall. Hopefully crashing over the log Bee and I placed at the north edge of the clearing.

			When Kevin’s cursing goes silent again, Megan repeats herself.

			“How do you like it, Kevin?”

			“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he growls.

			“How does it feel?” Megan’s getting louder, stronger.

			“This isn’t fucking funny.”

			“It’s not supposed to be.” Bee’s voice sends a shiver down my spine. It’s deep, resonant.

			“What the fuck?” His increasing confusion stokes the fire burning in my chest. We’re doing this. We’re really fucking doing this.

			“Don’t you have anything else to say?” Bee continues. “Should I ask him what he did to me? Get a record of that too?”

			“Who the fuck is that?” Kevin asks. “Just turn the fucking light back on, Megan, or I swear to fucking Christ I’ll—”

			“What?” Megan demands. “You’ll what?”

			“Oh, I think you know what,” Bee says, and then laughs, a cackle that echoes through the trees like a harpy’s cry. Feral. Rabid. Completely fucking untamed.

			“Who the fuck is that?” Kevin’s voice is hysterical, and the thrill it sends through me is hot and wild. My entire body burns at the sound of his fear. Fucking finally.

			And now it’s my turn. I fumble for the megaphone, almost dropping it, my hands are shaking so badly. I press play, and the growl fills the woods and everything else falls silent. It’s low at first, rumbling, and even though I planned this, a chill runs through me. I’ve only heard a grizzly in the wild once before, and that was enough. Even from across the river and even with each of us carrying a rifle—Mom, me, and Aiden—it was the most terrifying thing I’d ever heard. And that’s what gave Megan the idea. Kevin and his older brother had a run-in with a sow and her cubs last elk season. The jackass is only scared of two things: the dark and bears. But we’re going to add a third thing to the list: us.

			“Very funny.” Kevin forces a laugh in the silence that follows the first growl.

			But then Bee steps into the clearing, and she’s fucking incredible. The bearskin is draped over her back, head hanging in front of her face. And I press play again, the grizzly’s roar filling the woods, and Kevin lets out the most satisfying sound I’ve ever heard in my life.

			He screams.

			He swears again, calling Megan’s name. Our name. Begging her to call it off, to call off the bear. It’s perfect. And that’s exactly when Megan switches the flashlight back on, shining it right in Kevin’s tear-streaked face, recording all of it.

			But the temporary thrill I felt at Kevin’s fear has been chased away and I’m blinded by the beam of the flashlight as I stumble through the trees, toward the light. Toward Megan, Kevin, and Bee. Because the megaphone lies silent on the forest floor, but the growling hasn’t stopped. It’s coming from behind me.
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				Bee

			
			I struggle to get the bearskin rug off me, heart pounding so hard it might break free from my chest and drop onto the forest floor and hop away like some sort of maniacal rabbit. We did it. We fucking did it.

			I follow the light cast by Megan’s flashlight and Kevin’s there, kneeling on the ground. His hands are covered in dirt and his face is streaked with tears, and it should feel like we’ve won. I should feel triumphant. There should be fanfare and whatever. But I just feel somehow both hollow and overfilled. This isn’t what I thought it would be like. I look up and see Outlaw stumbling to the opposite side of the clearing.

			She doesn’t look happy or satisfied either. She looks terrified.

			“You fucking bitches,” Kevin snarls as he blocks the beam of Megan’s flashlight with a hand and spots Outlaw and me on either side of him. “You fucking dy—” The slur dies on his lips as he lunges for Outlaw, but he trips and goes down hard, his head cracking against a rock with a sickening thunk that is both nothing and everything like when it happens in the movies. And suddenly the world is moving in slow motion.

			Megan screams and drops her phone and flashlight, lunging for Kevin. Outlaw swears over and over, but she’s not looking at Kevin, at least not for long. She’s looking back over her shoulder into the woods. And that’s when I hear the screaming. And then a gunshot. And then a low, terrible, guttural growl. A growl that sounds horrifyingly like the recordings that were coming out of Outlaw’s megaphone. But it’s not in her hand. Her hands are empty.

			“Is that—” I don’t even have time to answer the question before she’s rushing to me, shoving me into the woods.

			“The bear spray,” she demands. “Where’s the fucking bear spray?”

			I reach for the canister she hooked at my waist, but it’s not there. It must have fallen off. But when?

			“I don’t have it,” I splutter in a panicked whisper. “I don’t know where—”

			“Fuck!”

			We both start searching the ground around us and go still when we see Megan and Kevin, lit in an eerie half-light cast by the flashlight she dropped when he fell. And didn’t get up. He hasn’t gotten up. He’s not moving. Except when Megan shakes him.

			“Kevin, please,” she whimpers. “We only wanted to scare you. This isn’t funny. I’m so sorry, please.” She turns to us, tears streaming down her face. “He’s not breathing. I don’t think he’s breathing.” She turns back to him, cradling his face in her hands.

			“Megan.” Outlaw’s voice is calm. Too calm. It scares me more than anything else. It’s the kind of calm you use on a child who’s in real danger, but you don’t want them to know it, so you have to pretend everything is okay so they don’t panic and make it worse. And that’s when I smell the bear. I smell it before I see it. Musty, earthy, and metallic. And then I hear the cracking branches and heavy huffs of breath. Only then do I see its face. And it’s huge.

			The local bank has a taxidermied bear in the lobby. A Kodiak, from Alaska. The bank owner shot it himself on some messed-up toxic masculinity circle jerk of a “wilderness trek.” I’ve stood next to that bear, and maybe because it’s not still, maybe because it’s very much alive and very much breathing and very much walking right toward me, but this bear seems bigger, and horribly, terribly lethal. And it’s only a few yards from Megan and Kevin, and only a few more from Outlaw and me. And I lost the damn bear spray. We are all going to die, and it’ll be my fault.

			“Megan,” Outlaw repeats. “I need you to curl up in a little ball and cover your neck, okay?” Her voice has gone all wobbly, the measured calm replaced by desperation as the bear keeps moving toward us.

			Megan ignores her, keeps shaking Kevin. Keeps apologizing until the very last moment when the bear stops only a couple feet away and roars. And it’s nothing like the sounds that we used for our prank. It’s visceral and primal and cuts straight into every cell in my body, and they all scream RUN at the exact same time. And I want to, I want to run away, but Outlaw grabs my arm.

			And we both watch in horror as Megan falls backward and looks straight up into the bear’s face.
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				Megan

			
			It’s a bear. A real bear. A grizzly. And my entire brain short-circuits as I look between it and my boyfriend, bleeding on the ground. And then there’s this horrible moment where I wonder if somehow I caused this—if we called this bear to us, with karma and childish thoughts of revenge. And God or Mother Nature or whatever is out there beyond our understanding heard us and saw fit to teach us a lesson.

			And I feel insane because I want to throw myself over him, even now. Protect him. But what am I against a bear? I don’t even have a gun. Or bear spray. Who had the bear spray? And did I hear a gunshot?

			I’m barely aware of hands on my shoulders, my arms, dragging me back, dragging me away from Kevin—away from the bear. And that’s when the first snowflake hits my face. Harsh, biting, invigorating, and cruel.

			The flashlight I dropped is propped on the log Kevin tripped over, casting a beam of yellow light through the sudden flakes, illuminating the bear as it dips its head and sniffs. Sniffs the blood leaking from Kevin’s head.

			And then the worst thought I’ve ever had crashes into my brain like an avalanche—swift, violent, and unforgiving in its cruelty.

			Maybe this is how it’s meant to be. Maybe this is Nature taking her course. Restoring the balance. Demanding the sacrifice of a callous, broken boy who hurt too many girls in so many ways. Maybe we just let her have him.

			Because I’m certain the bear is a her. I don’t know how. But I can feel her. And I know she won’t hurt me. So I pull free of Outlaw and Bee’s grasp and take a tentative step toward her.

			She lifts her head, her snout wet with Kevin’s blood. Her long tongue swipes the blood away, and I’m struck by how tiny her eyes are, by how much I sense in them, even in the dark. My mind is probably playing a million little tricks on me, or maybe I’ve lost it. Maybe I’m witnessing myself go insane in real time.

			“Let her have him.” I hear the words as if I haven’t spoken them. I’m not entirely sure I have until I hear Bee’s panicked “What the hell?” and Outlaw’s “Very funny.”

			“It’s fate,” I say. And the words feel powerful—I feel powerful. The snow starts to fall in earnest, the wind whipping it around the clearing.

			The bear lets out another low growl, and I sense Outlaw and Bee’s retreat, but I stay right where I am. And I watch as she lowers her head, takes Kevin’s lifeless arm in her jaw, and starts to drag him away.
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				Outlaw

			
			What in the actual fuck is going on?

			Kevin’s feet disappear into the darkness between the trees as the bear lumbers away. It’s snowing. Big, fluffy flakes that sting my face and tangle in my hair. And I can’t process what just happened. What’s still happening. Raised voices echo through the forest, and there’s another gunshot. Someone’s getting closer, maybe a lot of someones.

			Megan snatches the flashlight from the ground and uses it to find her phone, which she shoves into her pocket before turning back to me and Bee.

			“What the fuck, Megan?” I’m hoarse and my tongue feels like sandpaper.

			“He wasn’t breathing.” Megan’s voice is eerily calm; light, even. It’s the sweet tone she uses on teachers when she wants an extra-credit assignment or to be excused from class early. It’s the voice she uses with her dad. It’s a voice she’s never once used on me. And I hate that it fucking scares me.

			“We were going to have to explain what happened,” Megan continues. “We were going to have to tell people what we did, how he fell. Now…” She trails off. The snow continues to fall, adding to the unreal quality of the moment.

			“And now we can blame the bear,” Bee says. And then her hands fly to her mouth, sniffling a giggle. I can’t tell if she’s in awe, in shock, or so scared she’s gone numb. She’s shivering and smiling, but tears fill her eyes.

			And she’s right. They’re both right. The bear might have saved us. Because what were the cops going to think? Who were they going to believe?

			“It was the bear,” Megan says, looking at Bee, who nods at her, and then at me. I hold her gaze, blinking slightly until she lowers the flashlight farther. Finally, I nod, brushing a wet snowflake from my face.

			“It was the bear,” I say.

			“It was the bear,” Bee echoes.

			And it feels true. An oath we’ve taken in the trees.

			A promise the forest has exacted.

			We take each other’s hands and squeeze.

			“Oh my god,” Bee squeaks, and we both turn to her. “The rug,” she explains, eyes wide. “Where’s the rug?”

			I drop Megan’s hand, but Bee’s lingers in mine for a moment longer, fingers unlacing slowly, reluctantly. Megan’s the one who spots the bearskin rug, the flashlight beam illuminating it draped over the log Kevin tripped on. My heart fists in my chest at the sight of its jaws—unmoving, a truly fucked-up mirror of the bear that just dragged Kevin away. The bear that could be lurking in the trees.

			“What do we do with it?” Bee whispers, rushing to help Megan disentangle the huge mass of fur and fangs from the log. The image of her draped in it only moments ago swims into my mind’s eye as the shouts from the bonfire get closer.

			“Bury it?” Megan suggests.

			“We don’t have time,” I hiss, casting my eyes around the clearing. The snow’s falling even harder, which is what gives me the idea. “We can come back and get it later. Let’s just get it out of sight.”

			“Kev? Megan?” Marc’s voice breaks through the trees.

			“Now,” I growl.

			“Here!” Bee’s whisper is more like a squeal, and Megan and I turn to see her pointing at the roots of a recently fallen tree. “I think it’ll fit.”

			Megan and I drag the rug over to her, my heart pounding so loud in my ears I almost can’t hear Marc’s repeated shouts, but they’re getting closer.

			We shove the head in first, pushing the rest of the rug in after. It almost fits, and when we step back, as long as the flashlight isn’t shining directly on it, it’s basically invisible. Bear fur camouflaged in the environment it evolved to disappear into.

			Megan grabs my hand, dragging me back to the clearing as the first of the kids from the bonfire break through the trees.

			“Fucking hell, they’re okay,” Marc says. His rifle hangs at his right side, and he’s got a bottle of Jack clutched in his other fist.

			“Thank fucking god.” My brother Aiden pushes past him and runs to me, wrapping me in a hug so tight, it feels like my ribs are going to crack.

			“I thought I heard you scream,” Aiden says, finally releasing me.

			“Yeah, probably,” I say. “The bear—” I break off, uncertain what to say. The bear was here? The bear took Kevin?

			“Wait, where’s Kev?” Marc asks as more people pile up in the trees behind him, lighting up more and more of the increasingly snowy woods with their flashlights.

			“The bear—” Megan chokes out, and everyone turns to her. “It was the bear.” Her lip trembles, and she nearly drops her flashlight, her hands start shaking so badly.

			“What do you mean?” Aiden asks, looking between me and Megan and then casting his eyes into the trees.

			And then a sound breaks through the forest that freezes my blood. A scream. An anguished, very human scream. Kevin. He wasn’t dead.

			He isn’t dead.

			“Oh my god,” Megan breathes. She lunges in the direction of Kevin’s cries, and Aiden and I grab her.

			“No!” I shout. Aiden wraps his arms around Megan just as Kevin screams her name.

			“Get off me, get the fuck off me!” she screams. Her long nails scrape my cheek, and I know there will be blood as Aiden and I fight her.

			“Megan, please,” I cry, and Kevin’s screams continue. The snow is falling harder, and I look over to see the football boys standing, frozen. Will they go after the bear? Will their guns be any use? A thousand indecisions flicker in the unreal and never-ending moment. Senses dulled by alcohol, heightened by fear.

			And then everything falls deathly silent. Kevin’s screams have gone quiet. At the exact same moment, the snow stops. A few lingering flakes drift to the ground, and the clearing goes still as death.

			Marc’s the first to move, pushing past Aiden, Megan, and me, headed toward the echo of Kevin’s cries. He pauses, turning back, and looks between me and Bee and Megan, his eyes narrowed.

			It was the bear, I remind myself.

			It was the fucking bear.

		

	
		
			It Was the Bear
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				Bee

			
			This town is so messed up.

			I’m not an idiot; I know police stations aren’t like Law & Order, especially not in tiny rural towns. Mariska Hargitay isn’t coming to save us. But our parents should be here, at least. Right? In this dingy little conference room. The whole building only has a few rooms: the entrance with its three desks, the two holding cells (which they locked us each in one at a time during a messed-up field trip last spring), Officer Deloria’s private office, and…whatever this room is. Two folding tables—the kind people use for bake sales and craft fairs—placed in an L. There’s one window, but the glass is milky and it’s still dark outside. Every few seconds a particularly strong gust of wind slaps more snow against it, and I have to fight the urge to jump each time.

			It’s just a storm.

			It’s just a room.

			It’s just a police interrogation without our legal guardians.

			Sure, they said it’s not an official “interrogation.” They’re “just trying to establish what led up to the attack.” But sitting across the table from this smug asshole of a cop definitely feels at least interrogation adjacent.

			I glance between Outlaw and Megan, but their eyes are locked on each other, communicating things silently I can’t even start to guess. I am so screwed. The thought bursts into my brain like an arctic blast. The creepy cop is going to be back any second, and I’m the odd man out. I’m the new girl. I’m the stranger. I’m the unknown quantity. And I’m gonna take the fall. I know it. There’s no way this town is letting the loss of their golden boy go unpunished. I can still hear his screams, the way he called Megan’s name. How quiet it got when he stopped screaming.

			It was the bear.

			It was the bear.

			I repeat the words like some sort of misguided mantra. And they’re true. Aren’t they?

			We all jump as the cop comes back into the room. My eyes immediately lock on the gun strapped to his hip. I’m not sure if it’s better or worse than looking at his greasy blond hair and self-satisfied smirk.

			He sits across from me, because of course he does. And I nearly topple out of my cold metal chair as he slams something down on the table between us. The megaphone.

			Shit.

			Are they going to pull out the bearskin rug next? I glance at Outlaw, but she’s staring the cop down, her face fiercely neutral. My eyes flick back to him.

			“Can you explain what this is, Miss Bach?” he asks.

			“Brent, it’s a megaphone,” Megan says. “It’s homecoming.”

			“I was asking Miss Bach,” he says, his creepily pale blue eyes pinned on me. “And it’s Officer De Smet to you girls right now.” I try not to squirm. I wonder if he can tell I’m ripping the hole in the knee of my jeans bigger and bigger, twisting the shredded denim threads at the edges around my fingers tighter and tighter.

			“I mean, yeah,” I say. “It’s a megaphone. Like, for homecoming stuff.”

			“You were at the game,” Megan says, staring down Officer De Smet. “We saw you and Tiffany, remember?”

			“Well, what does homecoming have to do with this?” Officer De Smet asks, then flips a switch on the handle and the roar of a grizzly fills the room. And now I actually do fall out of my chair. At the same time Megan bursts into tears.

			“What the fuck, Brent?” Outlaw growls, pulling Megan into a hug.

			“It’s Officer De Smet,” he grumbles as he switches the sound off. The silence it leaves behind is almost worse. I’m shaking, and the floor is ice-cold on my palms. I definitely haven’t fully processed what happened in the woods. That an actual bear dragged Kevin away and, what? Ate him? My stomach clenches and my mouth sours. I only had one beer, and it was hours ago, but it’s going to find a way to resurface all over this sticky concrete if I don’t get out of here soon.

			“You girls were the only ones to see Kevin get attacked by the bear, and then we find this?” Officer De Smet’s tone is supposed to be intimidating, I think. But it misses the mark.

			“That’s so messed up, Brent,” Megan says, wiping a tear from her cheek and glaring at him across the table as I push myself off the floor. Outlaw stands and pulls me up. I start to thank her, but she won’t meet my eyes, so I kind of mumble something completely incomprehensible even to myself and sit back down in my freezing-cold chair. I’d give anything for the puffy coat I left at home because I wanted to seem cool in my stupid leather jacket.

			“It’s Officer—” Officer De Smet begins, but Megan cuts him off.

			“Sorry, Officer De Smet,” she corrects, her voice sugary sweet and filled with pain. The perfect performance of a beautiful, broken girl. But maybe she is. Maybe it’s not a performance, despite what I saw in the woods. I mean, she’s definitely beautiful, and how could she not be broken? After what we heard. And saw. Her voice cracks as she keeps speaking. “That recording.” She takes a deep, shaking breath. “That’s the bear that mauled my boyfriend, and you just played it. Just like that. Don’t you understand how messed up that is? My dad speaks so highly of you, but—”

			“You’re saying this is a recording of the attack?” Officer De Smet asks. He directs the question at me, but when I just sit there, mouth hanging open, he looks to Outlaw and Megan.

			Where are our parents? I can’t stop myself from shaking anymore; my knee is fully bouncing up and down like an overwound jack-in-the-box. I know I look guilty, but I can’t even care. I mean, I do care. But I can’t help it. I’m melting down.

			Megan’s explaining something to Officer De Smet about what happened. She calls him Brent again. Outlaw mentions his kids, how great they were in basketball camp this summer. The more they talk, the more under control they seem. I think Detective Olivia Benson would call this a rapport. Yep, I’m losing it. Because then I hear my mom yelling at Officer De Smet, my feminist savior descending from the flickering fluorescent glow and giving this small-town hick of a cop the dressing-down he deserves.

			But she’s not just in my imagination; she’s here, in the police station, standing over Officer De Smet as he scrambles to get up from his chair.

			“I know this town takes the law as seriously as a racist joke, but what the hell do you actually think you’re doing?”

			Officer De Smet stammers a nonsensical reply.

			“Officer”—my mom squints as his badge—“Desmit?” She doesn’t give him time to correct her (probably intentional) mispronunciation. “I’m obviously going to need to speak to your superior, but for now, this parody of an interview—Sorry, ‘parody’ means ‘comical exaggeration,’ like your haircut. You could also use the word ‘farce,’ but that’s probably above your reading comprehension too. My point is, this highly unethical interview is over. I’m taking my daughter home.”

			“Mrs. Bach—” Officer De Smet begins.

			“Ms. Kelly,” she corrects, emphasizing the “z” sound in “Ms.” She went back to her maiden name, or as she calls it, her “BC name.” BC stands for “Before the Cocksucker.” The cocksucker being my dad. She said I could change my name too, if I wanted. But Meghan Bella Bach is a great name and Meghan Kelly is not exactly my vibe for obvious reasons.

			The next thing I know my mom’s hoisting me out of my chair and dragging me from the room. In a maternal, protective way. I want to say goodbye to Outlaw. But before I can switch my brain back to the “make intelligible words that communicate meaning” setting, we’re outside.

			Tears start to pour from my eyes the second my mom wraps me in the tightest hug I’ve ever felt. My bones are being crushed; my lungs are collapsing. I’m being condensed like a sweater in a plastic bag being vacuum-sealed after winter. And it’s exactly what I needed.

			“I’m sorry,” I sob into her jacket. “I didn’t—We didn’t—There was a bear and—”

			“I know,” she murmurs into my hair. “I know.”

			But she doesn’t. She can’t. I wonder what they told her. Who told her. I couldn’t text her because—“They took our phones,” I splutter, looking up at her.

			“Christ on a fucking cracker,” she growls. “Go wait in the car. I’ll get your phone.” She points to our old blue sedan idling in the closest parking spot. I nod and cross to the car, tucking myself into the passenger seat. Mom has the seat warmers on, and the heat is almost too much. I’m not sure exactly why. Maybe anything would feel like too much right now. There was a bear. I was almost attacked by an actual bear.

			But was I? I don’t even know. An absolutely insane thought settles into the back of my mind, so softly I almost don’t notice it. It tries to slip away from my consciousness before I can fully take note of it. But I do. A whisper from somewhere deep inside me. A wondering. A hunch. Hell, maybe it’s my intuition. And it asks how much more Megan and Outlaw know about those woods, about bears, and about each other. I try to look away from the thought before it can become any clearer. We’re going to need each other.

			But do they need me?

			I glance back at the station, wiping more tears from my swollen face. I didn’t even realize I was crying again. Or maybe I never stopped after Mom hugged me.

			The few trees surrounding the police station are painted with snow, but hardly any has stuck to the ground. The windshield wipers swipe back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. It feels like forever before my mom comes out of the station. In the glow cast by the headlights, I see that she’s actually in pajamas. I’d only clocked her long, secondhand Patagonia coat, but she’s got her flannel pants tucked into her Ugg boots and still she managed to make Officer De Smet cower.

			“You don’t have to tell me what happened,” she says as she climbs into the car and hands me my phone. “Not tonight, anyway. Okay?”

			I nod, tucking my phone into my coat pocket.

			“I mean, I’m going to need to know what the hell happened, especially with that sleazy-ass officer before I got here,” she continues. “But not tonight, okay?”

			“Thanks,” I whisper, my throat closing as more tears pour down my face. Mom leans over the console between us and hugs me again.

			I want to tell her everything. I feel the truth bubbling up inside me, ready to spill out of my mouth. I’m not one of those girls who tells her mom everything. But I’m also not not one of those girls. I wish I could talk to Outlaw. I wish we could have an actual conversation about what just happened.

			But I have to keep this secret.

			And how many secrets are they keeping from you?

			The thought makes me want to vomit. Or scream. Or cry. Well, I’m already crying, so I guess it makes me want to cry harder. Instead, the tears somehow stop by the time we get home, and I let Mom lead me from the car inside and tuck me into bed.

			I try to pretend I’m in my room back in Seattle. Far from Riverside. I picture the childish pink-and-white wallpaper I hated so much, and the stupid lace curtains I made my dad take down when I turned twelve. But no matter how much I try to transport myself, all I can see each time I close my eyes is the snout of the bear, covered in blood. And I can’t stop hearing Megan’s name—our name—screamed by a dying boy. Dying in the worst way I could possibly imagine. Except I don’t have to imagine it. I heard it. I felt it. I can still hear it.

			But no, that’s not Kevin’s voice. That’s not a memory. It’s a real sound, here and now, coming from—where, exactly?

			I climb out of bed and tiptoe to the window. What am I doing? I think as I unlock the latch and twist the handle. I open the window a couple inches; then I listen. And I hear…nothing. Just the normal sounds of the night on the edge of town. I can’t figure out if I’m relieved or disappointed.

			“Outlaw?” I whisper, and immediately feel like a complete idiot.

			But then I hear it again. And this time, I can make out what the person is saying.

			“Meghan.”

			I freeze.

			“Outlaw?” I whisper again, louder this time.

			“Meghan,” they respond. And then silence. I want to call for Outlaw again, but it didn’t sound like her, not quite. Besides, why would Outlaw be outside my window? But then another, crazier idea bursts into my mind.

			“Cally?” I ask, quietly at first, and then a bit louder. “Cally?”

			There’s only silence.

			I’m being ridiculous. I quickly twist the handle the other way, but the window doesn’t shut. What the hell? I reach out and tug on the frame, but it won’t give. It’s stuck. I pull harder, leaning back and fully yanking with all my very limited upper-body strength, and it finally gives, snapping shut so violently, it almost chops my fingers off. I pull them clear just in time and stand there, looking out into the darkness. Out into the forest.

			“You okay, sweetie?” my mom asks through my door after knocking softly. “I heard a bang.”

			“Fine,” I say. “I’m fine.”

			“Okay,” she says, and I hear her walk down the hall, back to her room.

			I need to try to get some sleep. But before I go back to my bed, I grab my tarot deck from my bedside table and tap on the light.

			I always try to pull cards from a grounded energy, but there’s absolutely no chance in any hell that’s happening, so I let my hands guide me. I shuffle for a few seconds before three cards fly from the deck.

			Death.

			The Three of Swords.

			The Queen of Wands.

			Well. Shit.

			I mean, Death is obvious, but the combination of the Three of Swords—heartbreak, and three Meghans, plus the Queen of Wands—the witch of the deck. Together, they’re chilling.

			Did we do this?

			Did I do this?

			My eyes flick to the corner of my room, to where Cally hid her witchy curiosities. And I want to believe I’m being paranoid or insane or that it’s just the leftover adrenaline from literally almost getting eaten by a bear.

			But we didn’t almost get eaten. That bear was never going to harm us. I could feel it, the same way I can feel which tarot cards to pull or which crystal to put in my pocket. It’s beyond logic, beyond sense. It’s instinct. The cards swim in my vision and a tear splats onto the Three of Swords as I think about the vow we made at the lake. The spell we cast. Maybe Megan and Outlaw aren’t the ones hiding something about tonight. Maybe I’m the one hiding something from them.

			I shove the cards from my bed, onto the floor. It’s disrespectful, possibly even some kind of sacrilege, but I can’t look at them for another second. I tap off my light, pull my duvet over my head, and try not to listen to my thoughts, or to whatever—whoever—might be calling to me.
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				Megan

			
			I’m used to attention, I’m used to people staring, but I’m not used to pity, and it’s palpable as I walk through the halls on Wednesday—the saccharine sadness in people’s eyes. I almost want to shout the truth at them just to wake them up, shake them out of this strange, buzzing somnambulance. School was canceled Monday and Tuesday, and I thought it would be a relief to get out of my house and back to my friends today. Unfortunately, I couldn’t have been more wrong.

			Outlaw came over yesterday, but we couldn’t talk in front of my mom, who won’t leave me alone for a single second. She’s deeply concerned that I haven’t cried. But I can’t. It’s strange; I feel like my entire life has been a performance of the parts of myself people most wanted and needed, but now everyone seems to want something from me I can’t give. Maybe I left that Megan in the woods, or at the police station. Or maybe she never really existed at all, and I’ve been deluding myself.

			I open my locker, grateful for the cover the door provides. A wall of photos bombards me, an entire high school career in Technicolor, Kevin in almost every single picture. I wait for the sadness to come at the sight of his off-kilter smile, the way his right cheek wrinkled up more than the left, the perfect way his waves fell over his forehead just so. And when it comes, I expect anger, hatred, anything. Instead, I feel even emptier.

			I expected to be haunted by Kevin’s screams, but instead, for the first time in my life, my dreams are peaceful. Which is as unsettling as it is welcome. I’ve been plagued by nightmares my entire life, and now, after the most horrific thing I’ve ever witnessed, my sleeping mind finally goes quiet and lets me rest.

			I unzip my bag, pull out my books and notebooks, and start shoving them into my locker, less careful than I would normally be. It’s just so damn quiet. I’ve never heard the school this hushed. It’s uncanny.

			Ouch! I hiss and pull my hand out of my backpack. A drop of blood wells on my ring finger from a paper cut. I didn’t even realize I had any loose papers in my bag. I drop it on the ground and dig through it, and crumpled at the very bottom is Kevin’s algebra homework. The sight brings an absolutely inappropriate bubble of laughter to my chest. It isn’t funny, not by any definition. But something about the one thing I didn’t do for Kevin in his final days coming back to bite me feels karmically absurd.

			“You okay?”

			Outlaw’s crouching beside me, eyeing the blood on my finger. She reaches into her letterman jacket automatically, pulls out a tissue, and hands it to me.

			“Thanks,” I say, ignoring her inquiry. I’m not okay, but not in the way people seem to want or expect. I press the tissue to my finger and the tiny drop of blood is absorbed instantly. It wasn’t even that deep, unlike the scratches I left on her face.

			Two red streaks cut across her right cheek. I’ve already apologized at least ten times, but she swears it’s fine. Swears she’s fine.

			“They finally gave me my phone back, so I guess we’re not, like, suspects,” Outlaw says, her voice low. Somehow no one seems to know we were interrogated that night, and I think my dad wants to keep it that way.

			“And they asked us to help hang up these flyers.” Her lips thin as she gives me half the stack of papers, but she seems to think better of it right as I glimpse the smiling photo of Kevin that takes up most of the page. “Wait, you shouldn’t have to do this.”

			“No, I’ll help,” I say, holding out my hand. “I should want to, at least, right?” I add in a whisper.

			“Yeah, I guess,” Outlaw says. But when she splits the stack, she keeps most of them, passing over only a handful.

			Celebrate the life of Kevin Johnson

			Cherished son of Riverside

			I glance at the details. This Saturday. An all-day celebration of his life.

			And this wasn’t how this was supposed to go. Kevin—frozen in time, forever the homecoming king. Always the chosen son of Riverside. Now we’ll never be able to tell anyone the truth—not only about that night but about him. It’s like he has to keep finding these ways to hurt me, even from the afterlife. And maybe he’ll never stop.

			“We’ll get through this,” Outlaw says. “I promise.”

			“We always do,” I say.

			I sleepwalk through the rest of the day, but it’s not like the teachers expect anything of me right now anyway.

			And that’s what finally starts to drag me out of my stupor. I’m Megan Deloria. My early decision application is due to Yale in less than three weeks. But this whole town thinks I care more about Kevin than I do about my future. Hell, they probably all thought he was my future. So I let myself forget Kevin Johnson for an entire blissful hour and lose myself in the simple, beautiful complexity of my calculus independent study. And it works: When the bell rings, I’m smiling. Of course, I have to wipe the expression off my face before emerging into the hall to perform my role as grieving girlfriend. But for the first time in days, I feel like I might be able to find my way through this after all.
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				Outlaw

			
			My morning runs are getting longer and longer as the days get shorter and shorter. It’s only been six days since homecoming, since the bonfire, since—I drag my thoughts away from that night. I’m doing everything I can to avoid thinking about what we could have done differently. What I could have done differently. And it’s so fucked because I’m not even sad he’s dead. But he’s even more present now than when he was alive. Kevin Johnson’s stupid face is plastered to every goddamn window. His name is in every fucking sentence. His memorial is tomorrow. It’s planned to last most of the day. It’s a “community tragedy.”

			And it is. I know that. I’m the one who has to live with the images of the bear dragging him away. I’m the one who’s having nightmares every night. Hyperrealistic dreams of running through the forest, faster and faster, chasing the bear, never quite catching her. And I know it’s a her in my dreams. It’s like I can hear her—her hunger. And I can almost catch her, almost save him—even though he doesn’t—didn’t—deserve to be saved.

			So I run. Before school. Sometimes after practice. The only way to drown out my own thoughts is by making myself too tired to think. Aiden’s stepped up so much, cooking dinner when Mom can’t, even getting our thirteen-year-old brother, Chris, to help with stuff—which is a fucking miracle. I can’t stand to be home right now. I can’t stand to be anywhere. So I run. And even with the pulsing music pounding in my headphones, the questions break through.

			Was it our fault?

			Did we call the bear to us somehow?

			Why didn’t we fight for him?

			Well, that last one has an easy answer: because he didn’t deserve it. But just because he didn’t deserve us risking our lives to save his doesn’t mean he deserved what he got. I’m so caught up in trying not to think about Kevin that I barely have time to swerve out of the way as a bike comes at me out of nowhere.

			“Oh fuck!” Bee screams, and topples off her bike, and I barely manage to catch her hand as she lets the bike clatter to the ground.

			“You okay?” I ask. She realizes who she’s almost slammed into and swears again. Several times. I haven’t actually seen her since that night at the police station. She hasn’t been in school, and the one time I went by her house no one answered the door.

			We both notice we’re still clasping each other’s hands at the exact same moment and release our grip. I cross my arms over my chest as Bee fumbles for her bike and the bag that’s slung over her shoulder falls to the ground, spilling most of everything inside. She drops the bike again and starts scrambling for the papers, books, snacks, and other chaos now littering the sidewalk.

			“You know you’re not supposed to ride your bike on the sidewalk,” I say as I stoop to help her. Great, criticizing her. What the hell am I thinking?

			“Well, it’s not like there are bike lanes,” she says, shoving a couple books and a smashed sandwich back into her bag.

			“Are these like tarot?” I ask, gathering the colorful cards that have scattered into the street. A truck passes and I instinctively put out my arm to keep Bee back as she bends to grab more of them.

			“Yeah. Like, I don’t actually believe in that stuff,” she says as she pulls the cards from my hands. She handles them reverently, dusting them off one by one, then carefully stacking them together. Which doesn’t exactly seem like the way you’d treat something you don’t believe in, but who am I to judge her coping mechanisms? This is my second run of the day.

			“Like, they’re more of a distraction, I guess? It’s just…” She trails off.

			“Something to do?” I offer, handing her the one that flew the farthest into the street.

			“Yeah, I guess.” She reaches for the card, but suddenly I register the image on its face, and I can’t let go. It’s a woman with long hair standing beside a bear. Her hand rests on its head as she stares confidently out, challenging the viewer. A chill runs down my spine, and I release the card.

			“Strength,” Bee explains. “It’s the Strength card.”

			“What does it mean?” I ask, and immediately feel like a fucking idiot. It’s called Strength; I’m pretty sure the meaning is obvious. But the woman on the card looks strangely familiar and I can’t figure out why.

			Bee takes the card back. “So, Strength is actually about surrender,” she says. “Like, tarot isn’t always about the obvious meaning of the card. So, yeah, it can be about strength, but it’s also about how strength isn’t always pushing through or whatever. Like, sometimes letting things happen the way they’re meant to, just like, getting out of the way…that’s also strength.”

			I stare at her, wondering if she’s meaning the words the way I’m taking them. A twisted kind of pep talk. Does she know how guilty I feel about what we did? What we didn’t do?

			“But like, you have to pull the cards for them to mean something,” she says quickly, as if she can sense my thoughts.

			“Yeah, okay,” I say. And I almost ask her if she’s all right. There’s no one around. It’s just us. The snowmobile shops we’re standing outside of won’t open for another month or so. Not unless winter hits really early this year. But it hasn’t snowed since that night, and all that snow melted by the next morning. It isn’t that weird to have snow in early October in Riverside. But something about the storm felt wrong.

			“Are you okay?” Bee asks. And for a wild moment I consider answering honestly.

			No, I’m not even close to okay. How could I be? Are we murderers?

			And it’s like she can sense my answer without me having to say it. Because I see regrets and questions flash across her flushed, round face. I see her lips twitch as if she’s going to say more. I watch her swallow as she keeps her thoughts to herself, and I hold my silence. I wonder if she feels the same guilt I do. Can she sleep? Why the fuck do I feel so guilty anyway? He fucking deserved it. Didn’t he?

			I need to get away. Not from her. Not necessarily. I just need to be moving again. Standing still feels like dying.

			“I’ve gotta finish my run,” I say, putting my headphones back on. I don’t wait for her response. I start down the street and don’t look back. Even though I want to. There’s something in me that wants to turn around and run right back to Bee and tell her everything that’s been going through my head all week, to ask her if she’s okay. To hear the truth of what it’s been like for her. Because I know it can’t have been easy. It’s been hell for me and Megan, and the two of us have each other. We have a community that cares about us, even if they are kinda fucked in the ways they show it.

			Who does Bee have? Other than her mom—who was a total badass with Brent De Smet and that totally epically messed-up interrogation. Is Bee carrying all this alone?

			I run faster and faster, until the questions are drowned out by the pounding of my own stupid, slippery heart.
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				Megan

			
			Vaguely sad music fills the gym while photos of Kevin and me flash across the huge screen. I picked out half of them. My mom said I didn’t have to. If I was too sad, I could let someone else handle it. But I wasn’t too sad, and I’m still not. I’m playing the part of the grieving girlfriend, and I am grieving. In a way. In my way. But I’m grieving who I was with him more than I’m grieving him. I keep waiting to feel worse, to at least feel bad about not feeling bad. Outlaw, of all people, seems seriously messed up. But I’m just mostly…fine?

			A picture of Kevin and me at last year’s homecoming.

			A picture of us at prom this past spring.

			A picture of us at a bonfire.

			Uncomfortable whispers pass through the crowd in a wave. Well, maybe I shouldn’t have chosen that one, but it’s not like we’re not all heading to the lake after this. I think it’s kind of messed up, throwing a bonfire for him. But Marc had a point that it is probably what Kevin would have wanted.

			Before I know it, it’s my turn to speak. My mom stands first, looking to me expectantly as I rise from my seat, almost in slow motion. She guides me across the gym floor to the small set of stairs leading up to the platform—the same one we’ll use for graduation in a few months. As I walk onto the small stage, I expect my hands to shake. I expect tears to fall. I expect a lot of things that just don’t happen. My mom positions herself beside me at the podium—the same one I’ll stand behind for my valedictorian speech—ready to help if I collapse or something. I read the words I wrote last night, and my voice is stronger than I expect it to be. I get through my speech easily. People are crying. People are grieving.

			I should feel what they feel.

			I should feel sad.

			I should feel angry.

			I should feel. Period.

			But I don’t.

			Until my eyes catch on Brent De Smet and his wife, Tiffany, sitting in the front row next to my dad. Their seven-year-old son, Liam, sits beside them wearing a black suit. His feet dangle, not reaching the ground. His older sister, Katie, holds his hand. Her face is streaked with tears. She’s thirteen this year. Eighth grade. I wonder if she’ll be at the bonfire tonight. And then it’s like every emotion I couldn’t access, every thought that was shoved aside, they all collide in the same moment.

			Fear that someone will figure out about our prank and how it went wrong.

			Horror that I let the bear take him.

			And a strange nagging in the back of my mind that there’s something I’m not seeing, something I’m not understanding about my own actions that night. We’re pretty sure no one’s found the bearskin rug, but neither Outlaw nor I have had a chance to go back out there and check.

			I can’t breathe. The gym starts to spin and my mouth sweats. I’m going to throw up. Or cry. Or explode.

			My mom wraps her arms around me in an instant, holding me up, practically carrying me to my seat. And when I meet her eyes, what I see there is relief. I’m finally behaving like I should. I’m finally freaking out. Outlaw puts her hand on my knee, squeezing tight through the fabric of my black dress.

			“Breathe,” she whispers, handing me a tissue. Her brother Aiden catches my eye over her head. He mouths the words I’m sorry, then turns to face Marc, who’s at the podium now.

			“The world is a safer place without Kev in it,” Marc says, and my heart freezes at his words, but then he continues. “If you’re an elk or a coyote, in season or out!” He’s shouting his messed-up eulogy, seeming to forget there’s a microphone.

			“Or a trout!” someone calls from behind me.

			“Or a deer,” Marc adds, his hand slipping on the podium. He nearly falls from the stage. He’s drunk already. But no one seems to care. That’s this town’s solution for anything and everything: Drink it away.

			I cry silently through the rest of the speeches. Not for Kevin. Not even for me. I just cry. I’m too tired to question it, and my tears are lost in the sea of seemingly genuine grief. They loved him. And I did too. Before. Before I really knew him. And that tempers my sadness in a way their willfully ignorant persistence of his absolute perfection can’t allow.

			The pep band plays the Riverside Ravens’ fight song to close out the memorial. It’s a disaster. There are only about twenty-five people in the band and half of them are crying too hard to play. But at least it’s over. At least people are filing out of the gym. At least everyone’s mostly leaving me alone except for the constant murmur of “sorry for your loss.”

			A few hours later, after we change out of our black dresses and into our jeans and Ravens gear, Outlaw drives me out to the lake. We don’t talk on the drive. It’s maybe the first time in our entire lives we don’t know what to say to each other. We don’t even listen to music.

			Every time we’ve talked this week, it’s like our words fly past each other. But when we’re quiet together, it’s all okay. Well, not okay, but it’s less not okay. So we drive in silence. She speeds along the road out to Fisherman’s Point, the Trooper leaves a cloud of dust behind us, and I take long sips from the Conoco fountain cup I filled halfway with Coke and the rest of the way with whiskey. The trees blur and I count my breaths as I lose track of my sips.

			When Outlaw pulls to a stop behind a line of trucks, I’m finally jerked back to the present. “You sure about this?” she asks. The trucks all have Kevin’s picture taped to the back of their cabs. Outlaw refused to put one in her window. “We could just get out of here. We could be literally anywhere but here. This is so monumentally fucked.”

			I swivel the rearview mirror over to check my makeup. “I have to,” I say.

			“Megan, come on, you know I hate it when you mess with my mirror,” Outlaw says. But she doesn’t readjust it until I’m done. Until my lipstick is perfect. Until I’ve stared at myself long enough that my vision clears a little.

			“We just need to make an appearance,” I say. “Show our faces.”

			“Yeah. You’re probably right.” Something about Outlaw’s tone itches my brain, but maybe that’s the whiskey and the aftereffects of the public mini emotional breakdown. She grabs a six-pack from the back of the Trooper, and we climb out of the car and walk toward the fire together.

			It’s smaller than the homecoming bonfire, but the heat emanating from it is already strong. The orange glow of the flames reflects off the smooth water of the bay. Dozens of kids stand in clusters around the fire and along the rocky, curving beach. It’s like the entire school turned out. For him. And to drink and not worry about getting a Minor in Possession. No cop would dare break this up, no matter how out of hand it gets. Not even my dad.

			I’m practically a burr stuck to Outlaw’s letterman as the night goes on. I drain the entire thirty-two-ounce whiskey and Coke and immediately accept whatever sticky-sweet drink someone hands me next.

			By eleven, it’s freezing, and everyone is crowded around the bonfire. Some of the football guys are ripping limbs off trees to add to the blaze, and the pine needles sizzle and pop as the flimsy little bits of wood are consumed by the flames.

			“Fuck that fucking bear!” someone shouts, throwing a beer can into the flames.

			People cheer in response. My vision swims.

			“We should fucking shoot it!” another voice shouts.

			“I mean, Fish, Wildlife, and Parks is going to, won’t they?”

			“If they can find it.”

			I can’t keep track of who’s talking. I should have known the conversation would land here eventually. Maybe Outlaw was right. Maybe we shouldn’t have come. Maybe I should have let her drive us home before we got too wasted.

			I’m sitting on a log, knees hugged to my chest, PBR in one shaking hand. I reach out my other hand to take Outlaw’s, but she’s not there.

			Where did she go?

			“I’ve heard once a bear gets a taste for human flesh, it can’t stop.” The voice is hushed and reverent but loud enough to carry across the crackling flames. “Like in that movie The Ghost and the Darkness.”

			“Oh my god, don’t say ‘human flesh.’ ”

			“That movie’s about lions in Africa.”

			“I mean, lions and tigers and bears, oh my,” someone else says in a mock-spooky tone.

			I can’t do this. I can’t listen to this.

			I stumble a bit as I push off the log and walk away from the fire. West. Across the beach. Toward the rope swing and the best swimming spot. But then a hand closes on my shoulder and spins me around.

			Thank goodness.

			“Where have you been?” I ask, but I stop. It’s not Outlaw. It’s Marc.

			“Where you off to, Megan?” he slurs.

			“Get off me.” I try to shrug his hand from my shoulder, but he slides it down to my arm and grabs on tighter.

			“I know you’re like, mourning or whatever,” he says, leering over me, his face lowering closer and closer. I can smell the beer on his breath. And something even more sour. Vomit. He’s already thrown up, but that hasn’t slowed him down. “When you need a shoulder to cry on and someone to keep you warm at night—”

			“Get off me.” I say it louder this time, shoving him in the chest.

			“Hey, I’m just saying I’ve already seen all of it.”

			I freeze.

			“The video from prom night last year was especially—”

			I push him again, hard. But I’m drunk. And my hands slide off his chest and I almost fall into him. Kevin swore he didn’t share that video with anyone. But of course he was lying. He was always, always lying. I know I should never have let him record me in the first place. There’s so much I should never have let that boy do, and then the one time I finally stand up to him—

			“Do you wanna see?” Marc says, pulling out his phone. “We could watch it together. It could be our own little private tribute to—”

			“Watch what?” It takes me a few seconds to register who asked the question. But then I see Aiden’s freckled face lit by the light of Marc’s phone. He’s standing behind Marc, one hand on his shoulder, holding him back.

			And I’m not sure why I expect Marc to stop. Marc never stops. He never knows when to call it and give up even when he’s sober.

			“Aiden! Bro! You ready to see Deloria’s titties? They’re even better than—”

			The next thing I know, Marc is falling backward. He lands on his back and his phone flies from his hand, toward the water.

			“The fuck, man?” he shouts as he tries to go after it, but before he can right himself, Aiden stomps on the phone. Hard.

			“Dude!” Marc yells. Other people are coming, drawn by his shouts.

			Aiden stomps again.

			This time I hear a crack and relief floods through me as Aiden stomps again and again, until he’s certain Marc’s phone and everything on it are thoroughly destroyed.

			I know that video is probably in the cloud somewhere. And if Marc has it, the entire football team does too. But there’s at least the temporary relief of watching Aiden crush Marc’s phone, and I let myself live in that moment as I try to catch my breath.
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				Bee

			
			I shouldn’t have come to this school-spirit-fueled, Fireball-soaked, macho-bullshit bonfire. But I can’t even lie to myself about why I did: because I thought Outlaw would be here. And she is, but each time I thought I’d found her in the darkness, she disappeared again. The choir girls I caught a ride with left twenty minutes ago. I don’t even know what I was thinking. I don’t have a ride home. This was such an epic mistake. And the thought that runs through my mind as I join the rest of the kids and race down the beach after the shouts is I lied to my mom for this? She’s been so freaking supportive while the whole town loses their entire minds over the death of the boy who freaking raped me. I haven’t told my mom that part. I can’t tell her that part. I can’t tell anyone now. Kevin got to die the golden boy, and we have to live with his frozen-in-amber memory. It’s so messed up.

			“Fight!” someone yells, and it’s such a ridiculous parody of high school chaos I want to just die. Aren’t they embarrassed for themselves? Aren’t I? I’m here, after all. I’m wearing a Riverside Ravens sweatshirt and everything.

			“I’m gonna fucking kill him,” someone growls. And I know that voice. It’s Marc. Kevin’s best friend. He’s pushing himself up off the ground, and there are too many people crowding around him for me to tell who he intends to “fucking kill.”

			“No the fuck you’re not,” says another voice I know. A lifeline in the chaos.

			Outlaw.

			I see her grab Marc’s arm and twist it behind his back as he gets to his feet. And then I see Aiden and Megan. What the hell is going on?

			“Outlaw, get off—”

			“You stay the fuck away from—” Outlaw starts, and then she freezes. It takes the crowd a second to realize what’s happened. But then Marc lets out a sick laugh and someone’s phone flashlight lights up him and Outlaw and he’s got his hand on her crotch, grabbing her. As he laughs.

			The next moments seem to happen in slow motion. Aiden rushes toward Outlaw as she winds up. Marc throws his head back, laughing. Outlaw’s fist glances along the side of Marc’s head. And then the world is on fast-forward.

			Marc’s hoisted into the air by two of the other football players and they march right into the lake and dump him. He screams, and they shove him under again.

			“Dude, stop fighting it. You need to cool off.”

			The crowd shifts to the water’s edge as Megan rushes to Outlaw, taking her by the elbow. Aiden hovers nearby, seemingly as frozen as I feel. It’s so dark. The bonfire is nothing but embers now, and the sky is cloudy. No moonlight, even though the moon is almost full behind the clouds. Somewhere. Maybe that’s why we’re all going crazy. The full moon does things to people. If it can pull the ocean, why shouldn’t it be able to pull on us too?

			“Dude, don’t fucking drown him.”

			“He’s fine. He just needs to sober up. Underwater.”

			The voices carry across the bay and I feel like I’m the one drowning.

			I’m out. This is too much. Way too much.

			“Are you okay?” Megan asks, and for a second, I think she’s asking me. But she’s asking Outlaw, whose arms are wrapped so tight around her chest, she looks like she’s wearing a straitjacket.

			“No, I’m not fucking okay,” Outlaw hisses.

			“I mean, about—” Megan starts, but Outlaw snarls. Like a lion or something. It’s terrifying.

			“We did this,” she hisses.

			“What are you talking about?” Megan’s voice is shrill and panicked. She steps closer to Outlaw, and I move closer to both of them, but I don’t think either has even realized I’m here.

			“I could have saved him,” Outlaw says. “I know it. I know it, Megan.” Her words slur together, and she stumbles. Kevin. She means Kevin. No, she can’t be talking about this. Not here. Not now.

			“Saved him from what?” Megan whispers. But it’s too loud. “From you?”

			“What the fuck do you mean by that?” Outlaw asks.

			I think they think they’re whispering. But they’re not. And the shouts and splashes from the water are dissipating and their voices rise.

			“And you!” Megan rounds on me. “Why were you so eager to go along with it? You didn’t even hesitate. Maybe this is what you wanted.”

			“Hey, no, stop.” I have to get them to stop talking.

			Outlaw’s face softens as she seems to see me for the first time, but Megan smiles and shakes her head. And her face is anything but friendly.

			She steps toward me. “Maybe it was really your idea!”

			And I’m not sure what she even means. Was what my idea? Because the plan for Kevin wasn’t. Getting assaulted by him wasn’t. Going to that stupid bonfire wasn’t.

			“It was literally your idea,” I whisper. Actually whisper. And it’s too quiet for either of them to hear. But maybe that’s for the best. “We shouldn’t be talking about any of this. Not here.”

			“Bee’s right,” Outlaw says, placing a hand on Megan’s arm.

			“Oh, she is?” Megan flings Outlaw’s hand from her, spraying us both with the PBR that’s somehow still clutched in her hand. I wonder if she even knows she’s holding it.

			“I mean, yeah,” I say. Which doesn’t help. But I am right. People are coming back over. “It was the bear,” I mumble, hoping it will have some effect. Hoping it will cut through how drunk they both are and remind them what’s at stake here.

			“Whatever,” Megan says, taking another sip of her beer.

			“You girls okay?” someone asks from the darkness, and my heart clenches until I see it’s Aiden. Outlaw’s freakishly tall brother.

			“We’re fine,” Outlaw snaps at the same time Megan says, “Yeah, thanks.”

			And then there’s this achingly awkward moment where we all just stand there, in silence. As if lines are being drawn in the sand. Or like, on the rocks or whatever this weird lake beach is made out of.

			“Are you sober?” Outlaw asks. It seems like a joke until I realize she’s asking me.

			“Oh, um, yeah?”

			“Yeah, as in you’re actually fucking sober or yeah as in you could probably blow a—”

			“I haven’t had anything to drink besides a Red Bull,” I say.

			“Then you’re driving.” She tosses something at me, and I stand there like a statue. I don’t even reach out my hand. I just let whatever it is fall to the ground.

			“What the fuck, Bee?” Outlaw says, turning on her phone flashlight and searching the ground. She’s unsteady on her feet and wobbles a little.

			“Sorry,” I say, and join her in searching for…her keys. I spot them the same second she does, and we both reach for them. She misses. I grab them. Guess that’s why she tossed them to me in the first place.

			“You coming?” she calls over her shoulder at Megan and Aiden.

			They exchange hushed words I can’t hear, and I start to follow after Outlaw, who doesn’t wait for their reply.

			“I’ve got her,” Aiden finally calls.

			“Glad to hear it,” Outlaw says. And since Outlaw seems content to leave Megan with her brother, I continue along after her, trying not to feel like some sort of wounded puppy or inconvenience.

			We’re almost back to where all the cars and trucks are parked, headlights intermittently lighting up the section of the beach where the bonfire is now just ashes. Everyone’s leaving. Marc’s sobering forced baptism seems to have dampened the mood.

			“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Outlaw says as she climbs into the passenger seat of the Trooper. I feel like now is exactly not the time to mention I don’t technically have my license. But I can drive. At least, I have driven. And I’m sober. That seems most relevant. But then I put the key in the ignition, turn, and…nothing happens.

			“You can drive stick, right?” Outlaw asks. She laughs, as if there’s only one right answer. And yet again, I’m about to be the wrong answer to a question someone wished they hadn’t asked.
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				Outlaw

			
			The look on Bee’s face is fucking tragic. “I take it that’s a ‘no’?”

			She shakes her head.

			“Well, I’ll just have to teach you,” I say. Which is ridiculous. I’m so drunk I can barely see straight. But the Trooper’s got an easy clutch. I’ve taught at least six people to drive stick in this car. And Bee’s sharp, even if she’s fucking weird.

			“Wait, no, seriously?” she asks.

			“Yeah, I mean, it’s not hard. It’s just a tiny bit of coordination. Knowing what to press and pull and when. We’ll take it slow.”

			Even in the darkness I can see Bee’s cheeks go pink at my words. And I flush all over. I didn’t even mean it that way. Not that I mind that she took it that way. I think I like making Bee blush. Not entirely sure what to do with that feeling other than shove it the fuck down for a time that’s more appropriate, but oh well.

			“So the pedal on the left is the clutch,” I explain.

			“Okay, I do know that part,” Bee says, rolling her eyes.

			“Good, that’s a start. It’s all about the clutch.”

			“I’m totally going to wreck your car,” Bee says. “I can’t do this.” She pushes the door open, but when I put a hand on her arm, she freezes.

			“You’ve got this,” I say. “Trust me.”

			And a tiny, rational, sober part of my brain knows this is a terrible idea. But it seems better than driving drunk. I know most of the people in Riverside act like it’s no big deal. They know the roads. They “drive better” drunk. Whatever bullshit they spout to convince themselves it’s okay. But it’s not. And Bee can do this. I know it.

			She closes the door again and takes a deep breath. “Okay, tell me what to do.”

			The extremely not sober part of my brain has a field day with those words, but I try to stay focused.

			“Well, to start, pull the seat forward so your short little legs can reach the pedals.”

			She giggles and it turns into a snort. Which is disastrously adorable.

			“Okay, now press down the clutch with your left foot and the brake with your right, then turn the key.”

			She follows my instructions, biting her bottom lip and furrowing her eyebrows in concentration. Her face breaks into a huge smile when the Trooper starts.

			“I did it!” she cries.

			“A-plus for car starting,” I say. “Well, maybe silver, since it took you two tries and I had to explain it.”

			“A-plus to silver, huh?” She raises her eyebrows.

			She’s right, there’s something wrong in that sentence, but I can’t quite figure out what it is. Not important. What’s important is that—The thought races away. What was I thinking?

			“So what’s next?” Bee asks.

			Right, the cute girl who doesn’t know how to drive stick. That’s what’s important. Well, her driving skills, anyway. Us getting back to town in one piece. Well, two pieces. Her and me.

			“Maybe we should go get Aiden?” she offers.

			“No, no, no, you’ve got this. We’ve got this.” I fish under the passenger seat for the water bottle I know is stashed there. It slips out of my grip a few times before I can grab it and twist off the cap. I take two huge swigs before I dive into an explanation of how to release the clutch as she presses on the gas. And how she needs to press the clutch before she brakes. As she brakes.

			Bee nods along, and I swear she would be taking notes if she could. Her full bottom lip is caught by her teeth again, and it’s fucking distracting.

			“I’ll handle the stick,” I say. “And we’re only gonna do the first three gears. We’re only a few miles from town. Once we get on the highway, we’ll just keep it slow and stay in third.”

			“If you say so,” Bee says.

			And then we start. Well, we try. She stalls three times before she successfully gets the car moving. And then she stalls again. There are only three other cars left in the lot by the time we get on the road. One is Aiden’s truck. I wonder if I should have let him drive us all home. Too late for that now.

			The clutch slips as Bee tries to shift into second and we stall again.

			“Fucking fuck!” she yells, and her knuckles are white on the steering wheel.

			“Bee, you’ve got this. Just try again.”

			She swears some more but restarts the car, and then we’re going. I help her shift into second, and then third. She’s getting the hang of the clutch already. I knew she was a quick study. I turn to congratulate her, but the cab of the Trooper lights up. Someone’s speeding up behind us, going way faster than they should on the barely one-lane road.

			“Fucking fuck! Oh my god, what do I—”

			“Just keep driving,” I say, putting a hand on the steering wheel beside Bee’s. “We’re not gonna change gears, we’re just gonna keep going. You don’t need to speed up. Just keep driving.”

			The truck—because of course it’s a truck—doesn’t slow as it approaches us. Not until the last second. And then it rides our bumper, honking.

			Bee’s panicking. I know we’ve only got another half mile or so until the highway. We’re going thirty, which is plenty fast for after midnight on a dirt road. Whoever’s behind us doesn’t seem to give a shit. The honking gets louder. And then there’s shouting too. I glance behind us and can barely make out three people standing in the bed of the truck, probably holding on to the gun rack. They’re waving bottles and cursing and screaming their fucking heads off.

			“Should I pull over? Should I stop? Should I—”

			“Just keep going,” I say again. “The road is gonna widen out before the highway and they can pass us.”

			“It doesn’t seem like they want to wait for that,” she says through gritted teeth.

			“Well, they’re gonna have to,” I growl. But the truck edges even closer, tapping the bumper of the Trooper with its grille.

			Bee screams, and I fight the urge to unbuckle my seat belt and hang out the window and scream right back at them to back the fuck off. And then I realize I’m not wearing my seat belt. Neither is Bee. Fuck.

			The truck bumps us again and she screams. “Outlaw, what do I—”

			“Just pull over,” I finally shout. And I’m worried I’m making it worse. But whoever’s behind us is going to run us off the fucking road. “Press the clutch and brake softly and pull over to the—”

			My words cut off as Bee jerks the steering wheel to the right and slams on the brakes. We both scream and I brace myself for the truck to slam into the Trooper, but it roars around us instead. We’re stalled, slightly in the ditch on the side of the road. But at least we didn’t hit a tree.

			“Are you okay?” Bee’s voice is so quiet I almost don’t hear it. And that’s when I realize my ears are ringing. I banged my head on the passenger window when she jerked to the side of the road.

			“I’m fine,” I say, fumbling for the door handle. “But we’re trading places.”

			“What? No!” Bee protests. “You’re still drunk, and—”

			“I’m just gonna get us out of the damn ditch, Bee,” I say, climbing from the Trooper and walking around to the driver’s side. “You’re still driving us home.”

			“You’re sure?” she asks. And my heart freezes in my chest at the fear in her voice. She’s scared. Of me. But then I wonder if maybe she should be. Part of me wants to jump behind the wheel and race after the truck. I may be drunk, but I’m more sober than they are, that’s for fucking sure. But then Bee’s face comes into focus again.

			“Yeah, I’m sure,” I say. “I pinky promise.” I hold up my pinky. She rolls her eyes but doesn’t hesitate before holding out her own. We link them and then she pulls me toward her and before I know it, she’s kissing her fist. Our faces are so close, our foreheads are practically touching, and as she removes her lips from her hand, I feel her breath on the skin of my fingers for the briefest of moments and I shiver. I actually fucking shiver.

			“Oh, sorry, that’s how we did the pinky-swear thing…”

			“Back in Seattle?” I finish as she trails off. She mumbles something that sounds affirmative as she climbs out. She stands on the side of the road in front of the Trooper as I back it out of the ditch. And then she hops back in the driver’s seat, we buckle up, and she drives us home. We don’t talk other than my instructions to her about the clutch.

			I tell her to run the one light in town. There’s no need to stop—we don’t see anyone else on the road, thank fuck. Bee drives to her house on the south side of town and parks in the driveway behind her mom’s blue sedan. It has a half-scratched-off Seahawks sticker on the bumper.

			“Oh, shit, this is my house,” Bee says, turning to look at me. “This is your car. I can—”

			“I’ll just run home,” I say quickly.

			“No, that’s crazy,” she says, her face twisting in surprise. “It’s like after one in the morning.”

			We both glance at the dash. It’s 1:19 a.m.

			“I’ll be fine,” I say, setting the parking brake.

			“I can’t let you run all the way across town,” she says. “You could stay here instead?”

			“Are you asking me to stay over?” I say, and I don’t mean for it to sound…well, dirty. But it kind of does. And Bee splutters a totally unintelligible response. “Bee, it’s fine,” I tell her. “Really.”

			“There’s literally a man-eating bear out there somewhere,” she says, her voice a squeak, and her panic is kind of adorable. Which is a fucked-up thing to even think silently in my own head.

			“Then it’s a good thing I’m not a man,” I say. I can practically hear Bee roll her eyes. I reach over and turn the car off, pull the keys from the ignition. “I’ll be back to move my car before it’s time for church tomorrow,” I say.

			“We don’t actually go to—”

			“Oh yeah, the tarot cards,” I say.

			“I mean, those don’t have anything to do with—I’m not a—Wait, do you think?” The car falls silent and I’m not sure what to say. I’m not sure what I think. About her or her tarot cards.

			“Have you heard someone calling your name?” she asks quietly. “Our name?”

			Her question drives every other thought from my head.

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“Oh, never mind.” Bee opens the door and jumps from the car.

			“Bee, wait!” I climb out after her. “What are you talking about? Is somebody messing with you?”

			She looks at me, her eyes searching for something she doesn’t seem to find. “Forget I said anything. It’s not important,” she says.

			But I won’t forget. No matter how drunk I am—or was—I can feel sobriety washing over me in the cold night air.

			We stand in silence for a long minute. It’s dark on this side of town. No streetlights. No moonlight. And I want to trust her, this distractingly pretty girl with her intoxicating strangeness.

			Bee opens her mouth to say something, but I turn and start running. Always running. That’s all I know how to do.
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				Megan

			
			I toss my jeans and hoodie in my hamper and wrap my smoke-saturated hair up into a bun. I should brush my teeth and take off my makeup, but I’m still way too drunk and beyond exhausted. It takes me multiple attempts to get my legs through the holes of my pajama shorts, but the fourth time’s the charm and I finally collapse onto my bed, staring up at the canopy, willing it to stop spinning. It doesn’t work. But when I screw my eyes shut, the mental turbine only gets worse, so I snap them open again.

			What was I thinking?

			I wasn’t. I haven’t been for weeks now, not since that day in the girls’ bathroom, that night on the beach. And it’s like getting drunk tonight shifted everything on its axis again. I was finally starting to find my footing, or so I thought. But then Marc grabbing Outlaw, her leaving with Bee, me staying with Aiden…it all pulled the rug right out from under me.

			The rug.

			Mom’s going to notice it’s missing eventually. I’m surprised she hasn’t already. But maybe Maria didn’t mention it when she was cleaning the study. Dad’s barely been home, and when he is, he’s either in the kitchen or down in the basement. Maybe we could go out to the plateau tomorrow and get it and no one will even know it was gone. Or is it better just to leave it out there? Maybe no one will ever find it. Maybe it needs to stay in the forest with whatever curse we brought down on ourselves with that prank, with our promise, with our choice. My choice.

			But I can’t think of the bear as a curse. Not even now.

			I drank so much tonight that the entire evening is fractured and fragmented. Which is a relief. The drunker I got, the more questions broke into my mind. Questions I’ve been avoiding, questions I want to keep avoiding. So I kept drinking until they quieted, until it all quieted.

			I roll over and drain the last of the water from the glass on my bedside table. There’s no way I’m going to sober up before I fall asleep, so why am I even trying?

			The questions compound like a snowball, racing downhill and growing in intensity. I brace myself for the crash, for the moment of realization. For the layers of wondering to smash into understanding. But they don’t. My mind never slows down, but the spins finally calm enough that I can close my eyes without feeling like I’m on a possessed carnival ride.

			I remember to set my alarm so I can at least wash away my hangover with a long shower before church. I doubt I’ll remember much of tonight in the morning anyway. But I have to remember one thing.

			I can never tell Outlaw what happened tonight after she and Bee left Fisherman’s Point.
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			My head is going to explode. Or implode? Maybe both. It’s going to collapse in on itself and then burst. I’m sure of it. I should not have gotten so drunk. I feel winded. My dreams of running through the forest are getting worse each night. There’s something I can never catch, and I swear I’m getting closer and closer, but it always stays out of reach.

			I wonder if Bee knows anything about dream meanings. Though I guess you don’t need to be a master of symbolism to decode why I’m dreaming about running through the trees when I’m drowning in guilt for freezing at the worst moment of my life.

			I roll over and look at my alarm clock.

			10:34 a.m.

			Why didn’t it go off at six?

			Oh, right, it’s Sunday. Shit, my car’s at Bee’s.

			I squeeze my eyes shut against the late-morning light streaming in through my bedroom window. The fucked-up post-memorial rager comes back to me in pieces. Marc grabbing me. The boys throwing him in the lake. My fight with Megan. Bee, saving us from ourselves. Bee driving us home.

			Bee.

			Bee.

			Bee.

			Her name pounds in my head.

			God, what did I drink last night? My mouth is absolutely nasty. I’m used to hangovers, but this is some new and special hell. I need a shower, some coffee, and a breakfast sandwich from Burt’s. I drag myself out of bed and cross to the bathroom that connects Aiden and Chris’s room to mine, praying neither of them are using it. But then my stomach starts to rebel, and I can’t even care. I burst into the bathroom, slamming the door to their room and locking it before collapsing over the toilet. But nothing comes up. I just kneel there, head pounding, stomach clenching.

			And then I see my hands and I freeze. They’re covered in something dark red and flaky—is that blood? I push myself off the floor and look in the mirror. My face is pale, so pale. And standing out against my almost grayish skin is a smudge across my forehead. More blood. It’s definitely blood. I examine my hands more closely and the skin on my knuckles is cracked, which maybe explains some of the blood. But why is it also under my fingernails? What the hell happened last night?

			It had to have been after I left Bee’s.

			I saw her go into her house, didn’t I?

			I rack my memory as I turn on the tap and run my hands under the water. It’s cold, but that’s almost a relief after I get past the initial sting. I scan my body and I’m sore, but I don’t seem to be actively bleeding anywhere.

			I remember saying goodbye to Bee. I remember promising to go back and get the Trooper before her mom got up. A promise I clearly broke. I remember running. But I don’t remember getting home. I don’t remember…whatever happened that got me covered in dirt and blood. Tears sting my eyes.

			Maybe when I sober up. Maybe after I shower and get dressed and have a strong-ass cup of coffee, maybe then I’ll be able to piece the rest of it together. I’ve blacked out before. Not often, but it’s happened. I’m not a fucking saint. It’s basically the only way to survive Riverside: Drink enough to forget it. Drink enough to not care.

			But I don’t think that’s working for me anymore.

			Something’s gotta give. I can’t let this town mess me up any more than I already am. I think of the truck nudging the bumper of the Trooper. Bee’s scream. Megan’s face as Marc grabbed me by the lake. So much of the night is seared into my memory, but not whatever happened between leaving Bee’s and getting home. Did Marc and the team find me on the way home? The thought makes my stomach clench again. The horrible taste in my mouth doubles. It’s like fucking roadkill.

			And then a deeply fucked thought occurs to me, and I check between my legs. I almost cry from relief when I don’t find any blood there. And I’m not sore, not like I would be if—

			I need to find Megan. We need to talk about the night of the homecoming bonfire. I need to talk about it. I can’t keep getting wasted and trying to drown out my own thoughts with exhaustion and whiskey. But she’s probably at fucking church.

			I pull the green plaid shower curtain back and freeze. There’s dirt everywhere. What the fuck did Aiden get up to out at the lake after I left? I almost barge in and ask him, but my worries about Bee and the blood smudged across my forehead push the thought to the back of my mind. I’ll handle that after I make sure Bee’s okay.

			I can’t believe I don’t have her number after all this.

			I hop into the shower, even though the water’s freezing, shoving the majority of the dirt down the drain with my feet. It’ll take at least three minutes for the hot water to reach this end of the house, and the cold is bracing, shocking away the worst of my hangover.

			It’s only after I get out of the shower, after I watch the dirt and blood swirl down the drain—more of it than I realized, in my hair, on my neck—that I notice I left the sink tap running. I turn it off. The towel wrapped around me isn’t even mine. Gross. It’s probably touched Aiden’s balls. That’s almost enough to make me want to jump back in the shower. But my head’s clearing, and I really, really need to make sure none of the blood I just washed down the drain belongs to Bee.
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				Megan

			
			I don’t understand why our church insists on pop music. It all sounds the same. And it’s so cringe how the moms visibly swoon at Pastor Paul and his guitar. Like, what is that about? My mom may be exhausting, but at least she doesn’t simp for the pastor. Thank god for small favors, I guess.

			My head is throbbing with each chord strummed on Pastor Paul’s Gibson. A gift from my dad last Christmas. Or a donation? When you gift stuff to the church, they always call it a donation. I wish I’d said I was sick. But I don’t want my mom to know how hungover I am, so I put on a brave face and now I’m standing with the rest of the congregation as they dedicate songs to Kevin’s memory. Even though he hated church. Even though he never came except Christmas and Easter. Even though his stupid memorial was yesterday. I should have known that wouldn’t be the end of it. There’s no end of it. This is my life now: Kevin’s memory draped over me like a bearskin rug. Smothering me.

			I try not to think about the lake. About fighting with Outlaw. About letting her leave with Bee. Most of all, I try not to think about what happened after they left. The rest of the night is flashes and fragments, and I can’t even remember leaving Fisherman’s Point or the drive home. But every moment of what happened with Aiden is fixed in my mind like it was seared with a smoking brand. And I can’t believe I was such an idiot.

			The song finally ends. Thank god. Maybe even literally. I’m less and less sure what I believe in, if I believe in much of anything anymore, but sometimes I think someone’s listening.

			I take a deep breath as my mom and I settle back into our pew. My dark blue dress matches the fabric of the cushion almost perfectly. If I let my eyes unfocus, it’s like my legs disappear completely and my lap and the space on either side of it become the night sky. I let the comfort of the darkness wash over me as Paul launches into his sermon. Each time Kevin’s name is mentioned, my heart stops.

			I look down at my hands and they’re clenched so tight my knuckles are white, and my fingertips are bright, violent pink. I wish I could clap them over my ears. Instead, I start picking at the dirt under my fingernails. How is there so much of it? Aiden and I didn’t even stay on the beach that long after Outlaw and Bee took off. Did we? Paul is saying something about forgiveness and my mom is nodding along when a different, familiar voice echoes through the sanctuary.

			“Excuse me, Paul,” my dad says, yanking me back to reality. What’s he doing here? I mean, he’d normally be in the pew on the other side of my mom, but she told me he had to work this morning.

			“Bob, what is it?” Paul asks, stepping out from behind the pulpit and starting down the altar steps.

			“Paul, I’m so sorry to interrupt,” my dad says from the back of the sanctuary as the doors swing closed behind him, “but I think it’s best if everyone finds out together.” Everyone turns to face him as he walks up the aisle. He looks terrible—hair mussed, face ruddy. The shirt of his uniform isn’t even tucked in. One of his hands hovers absentmindedly over the gun holstered at his waist. He never brings his gun into church.

			“Find out what, Bob?” Christy asks. Kevin’s mom. She’s sitting on the other side of my mom, and the pain in her voice is a knife to my chest. Everyone’s standing, looking to my dad to find out what happened. What could have gone wrong that would warrant him interrupting service. And that’s when I realize I’m still sitting, frozen.

			“It’s the bear,” my dad says. And it takes a moment before my stomach drops. Before I realize what he means. She’s dead. The bear. The boys got her. They went tearing off last night, Marc and half the football team. They said they were going to shoot it. Which was absurd. It seemed absurd. They were drunk off their asses, and finding a bear in the forest is like finding a needle in a haystack. Except the needle is just as smart as you, knows the haystack better, and doesn’t want to be found.

			But then my dad keeps talking.

			“It got…I mean, it—” He breaks off, and I finally stand, turning to fully face him with the rest of the congregation. He’s gone white as a sheet, and he looks—scared. My dad looks scared.

			Everyone seems to understand the meaning of his silence at the same time. Several women let out muffled noises. Parents pull their kids to them, the ones old enough to be in the sanctuary instead of back in the nursery or at kids’ service in the basement.

			Then Dad’s eyes meet mine and my heart freezes at the sadness there.

			No.

			Not Outlaw.

			Not my Meg.

			No, it can’t be.

			I’m up and running to him before I can think.

			“No, no, no, no.” I shouldn’t have let her leave with Bee. She was too drunk. Bee doesn’t even know the roads. What if they got stranded? Is that how? Is that why?

			“Marc,” my dad says, catching me and pulling me to his chest. “It was Marcus Northman.”

			“Not Outlaw?” I say, staring up into his face. I can’t even care about the people crying out in horror.

			“Not Outlaw,” my dad affirms. He pulls me into a tighter hug. And I’m glad I can’t see his face as he continues talking, because his words send a spark of terror through me. He runs his hand over my hair before taking me by the shoulders and looking me in the eye. His next words are quiet, meant only for me. “I’m gonna need to have a talk with Outlaw. And that Bee girl. We need to talk about the homecoming bonfire. I need to understand exactly what happened that night. See if we can determine a pattern of behavior.”

			I nod, because what else can I do. I remind myself he means the bear, a pattern of behavior with the bear. The bear that has killed someone else. The bear that has killed Marc, right after he drunkenly hit on me at his best friend’s memorial. Right after he grabbed Outlaw by the crotch.

			The church is in chaos. Everyone’s crying or yelling, and some people have even dropped to their knees to pray. We aren’t a drop-to-your-knees-and-pray congregation, and I vaguely register how weird it is to see everyone like this before I let my mom lead me outside. There’s a chill in the air; someone said something about snow in the forecast.

			My mind’s still reeling when we get home, still speeding through the worst versions of reality my brain can conjure as Mom sits me down at the kitchen island and starts making tea. And then my mind begins to spin and spin around a single vicious thought: Another terrible, abusive boy is dead, and I don’t know where my best friend was when it happened.
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			Justice stares up at me from my bed. She’s wearing a red robe and balancing scales, and no matter how long I stare at her, I don’t understand what she means. Not fully. Because what is justice? Who gets to decide? Is what happened to Kevin justice? Some days it feels like it. Last night at the bonfire it didn’t. But I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit I wished for those assholes who kept bumping the back of the Trooper to crash into a ditch. Like, I didn’t actually want them to get hurt, not really. I didn’t even truly want Kevin to get hurt. But I can’t convince myself that I’m sorry he’s gone.

			The longer I stare at the card on my black duvet, the more it seems like the figure representing justice is pointing at me. Like she’s going to spring out of the card and tell everyone everything I’ve never wanted them to know. Not just the truth about the homecoming bonfire, but every shameful thought I’ve ever had, every T-shirt I’ve stolen, every test I’ve cheated on, every thought that ran through my head when Outlaw said those things in her car last night, how badly I wanted her to come inside.

			The memory of last night brings back my mom’s chastising, and a whole new wave of shame consumes me. I couldn’t even lie to her. I told her I went to the bonfire. I told her what happened, how drunk everyone was. How I drove home without a license. Though she was a tiny bit proud of me for staying sober and for driving a stick shift. We talked until four, when I fell asleep on the couch with my head in her lap. The sun was shining when we both woke up and retreated to our rooms to get more sleep. But I’ve been awake ever since, maniacally pulling cards, as if the cards are some kind of channel to Cally Coleman. A girl I never even met. A girl who might not even be dead. Maybe she’s living in Seattle now or something. Maybe we traded lives and this bizarre parasocial relationship I’ve developed with her is some type of psychosis or trauma response.

			The doorbell rings and I jump, knocking the dozen or so cards I’ve pulled off my bed and onto the floor. Chaucer wanders over lazily and lies down on the Seven of Swords. I scramble to look out my window, and when I see Outlaw’s Trooper my heart leaps into my throat before I remember she left it there last night. But then I hear her voice.

			I rush to pull on some pants and throw my hair into a bun. I wish I’d brushed my teeth; my mouth tastes like ass.

			“Bee can’t talk right now,” I hear my mom say.

			“It’s really important, though,” Outlaw says.

			“I’m sure it is, but you’re just going to have to wait for school tomorrow,” my mom tells her.

			“But she’s here?” Outlaw asks. “She’s okay?”

			“Is there a reason she wouldn’t be?”

			I step out of my room and see my mom somehow filling the doorway even though she’s at least half a foot shorter than Outlaw, who spots me over my mom’s head.

			“Oh my god, you’re okay?” she asks. And there’s this crazed look in her eyes. For a second I think she’s going to push past my mom and run to me like I’m special and important and she needs to make sure I’m real. Her hair’s wet and twisted into a bun on top of her head, and she’s wearing black sweats and her usual Ravens sweatshirt. Her face is flushed, and all it takes is one glance at me from Mom for her to clock exactly who this is. She raises her eyebrows at me before turning back to Outlaw.

			“I take it you’re Outlaw?”

			“Um, yeah,” she says, shoving her hands in her sweatshirt pocket. “Well, Meg. Meg Lawless, but everyone calls me—”

			“Outlaw, yeah, I got that.” My mom sighs, glancing back over her shoulder at me. I try to keep my face neutral. I’m not sure what the best approach is here. My mom’s usually pretty chill about, well, everything. But finding out I knowingly went to another bonfire in the woods (I told her it was a beach, but she said everything around here is the damn woods and she has a point) after literally almost getting eaten by a bear has tested her leniency.

			“You have five minutes,” she finally says. “And I’ll be right on the other side of that door.” She points to the door of her room as Outlaw steps into our kitchen. It’s surreal, seeing her in our house. The only Riverside kids who’ve ever come over are Keely and Avery, and we mostly hung out at Keely’s house because my mom needs quiet in the evenings to work on her novel.

			“Thanks, Mom,” I say as she passes by me, tugging her fuzzy purple robe tighter.

			“This doesn’t mean you’re not in trouble for last night,” she says. “And now I get it—she’s cute,” she adds in a whisper, a way-too-loud whisper. A whisper that I’m absolutely certain Outlaw hears, because when I look at her, she’s blushing and very pointedly examining a frayed spot at the end of her sleeve.

			“Um, is everything okay?” I ask as I hear my mom’s door shut.

			“Yeah. I mean, no, but yeah?” Outlaw scuffs her sneaker against a spot on the kitchen floor. “I just—Last night…”

			She trails off and I’m not sure what to do. I barely know her. I have no clue if she needs a second to think or if she wants me to ask her a question or if maybe she’s hoping I’ll somehow fill in the blank even though I have no freaking clue what blank she’s leaving open. “Last night” as in the bonfire? “Last night” as in the terrifying drive home? “Last night” when we almost talked about homecoming but instead she literally ran away?

			“You were okay after I left?” she asks. And it takes a second for her question to register.

			“I mean, yeah. Well, my mom chewed me out for a while, but she kind of had a point,” I say.

			“Of course I did,” my mom calls through her bedroom door.

			“Mom, can you at least pretend not to be listening?”

			“Probably not!” she calls.

			I can’t read the look on Outlaw’s face. It’s almost like she’s mad at me. Her lips are pulled into a tight, pale line and her nostrils flare with each breath.

			“I needed to see that you were okay,” she whispers. So quiet my mom can’t hear it. So quiet I almost can’t hear it. “I realized I didn’t have your number—that I don’t have your number.”

			“I can give it to you,” I say. “Only if you want.” And the absurdity of the moment is almost like being stung by a Taser. I’m numb and buzzing and absolutely on fire as Outlaw just hands me her phone and I type my number in. I enter my name as “Bee (Meghan).” She texts me and I hear my own phone buzz on my bedside table.

			“Two more minutes,” my mom calls.

			“I should get going anyway,” Outlaw says.

			“Oh, okay, yeah,” I say, fighting the absolutely insane impulse to throw my arms around her and physically restrain her from leaving. Yeah, that’s me, a completely normal person.

			At first, I think I’m imagining the sirens as we stand there, staring at each other. It wouldn’t be totally abnormal for me to imagine hyperbolic soundtracks to my mediocre life. But after a second, it’s clear Outlaw hears them too, and then my mom’s rushing out of her room and Outlaw’s phone is ringing.

			Outlaw and I exchange a panicked look as she answers it.

			“Mom, what—Slow down. Yeah, I’m fine, I’m at Bee’s…Bee Bach. I’ve told you about her.”

			Even in my sheer panic there’s a flutter in my chest at the thought of Outlaw telling her mom about me. But that hopeful butterfly turns into a stinging wasp as soon as I hear her next words.

			“What about the bear?” Outlaw’s eyes go wide, and I want to grab the phone and wrench it from her ear so we can both hear what her mom’s saying. But then my mom’s talking, and the sirens are getting louder, and the next thing I know there’s a police officer standing in the doorway and my brain totally and completely shuts down.
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				Outlaw

			
			“I can’t even begin to tell you how inappropriate this is,” Bee’s mom says, trying to keep Bob Deloria from coming into their house. Which is legitimately insane. Megan’s dad does whatever the hell he wants. Everyone knows that. His questions aren’t questions, they’re laws that you’re probably breaking somehow, that he has the power to enforce or ignore and you better play nice so he chooses the second option.

			“I told that other officer—Desmit?”

			“De Smet,” Bob corrects. “Yes, I heard all about your interaction with my partner.”

			“Well, then you know how I feel about what you put those girls through that horrible night, so I’d appreciate it if you—”

			“You should let him in,” I say. Bee frowns at me, but I can’t let her mom get on Bob’s bad side.

			“A law enforcement officer doesn’t have the right to enter someone’s home whenever—” Bee’s mom starts, but Bob cuts her off.

			“I’m just looking out for the best interests of our girls,” he says. He steps closer to Bee’s mom, so close he’s looming over her. I want to grab her and drag her away from him. Is she fucking crazy? Thankfully, she seems to come to her senses and steps back, letting Megan’s dad into the cabin, which suddenly feels cramped rather than cozy. “Riverside is a tight-knit community,” he continues as he pauses, straddling the line where the linoleum of the small kitchen meets the shaggy, faded carpet of the living room. He gazes around the cabin, looking down the single short hallway for a long moment before he turns back to face Bee’s mom. “They probably did things different in Seattle, more…by the book. But we do whatever it takes to look out for our own here.”

			His double meaning is clear: You’re not one of us. And neither is your daughter.

			I take a step closer to Bee, but she doesn’t look at me. She’s staring at her mom, and something I can’t translate passes between them.

			“He just has some questions about the bonfire,” Megan says. “The one the night of homecoming,” she adds as she steps into the cabin. I didn’t even notice her standing at the door. Relief floods me at the sight of her. She’s okay. She hasn’t answered any of my texts, but I figured she was at church. And she’s definitely dressed like she was, in a knee-length navy-blue dress and her favorite white cashmere sweater.

			“Why?” Bee’s mom asks. “Why now?” She crosses her arms over her chest, and even in a fuzzy purple robe, she manages to be intimidating. God, I want to be like that when I grow up. I want to be the kind of woman who isn’t afraid of Bob Deloria. But fuck, I have a long way to go, because the look on his face is freaking me out.

			“Haven’t you heard?” he asks. And he looks between us like we’re crazy. Like we’re missing something obvious. Like we’re a bunch of stupid women who are behind the times or something.

			“Heard what?” Bee asks, crossing her arms like her mom. It doesn’t quite have the same effect, but it’s still pretty ballsy.

			“The bear got someone else,” Megan says.

			“Who?” I ask, though I’m not sure I want to know.

			Bee and her mom start asking all the reasonable questions, but I can’t breathe. I try to catch Megan’s eye, but she won’t look at me. Someone else is dead. The bear killed someone else. On one hand, that’s good news, in a fucked-up way. There is obviously something wrong with this bear. They can’t possibly blame us. But then I think of the blood on my hands and face. The fact that I can’t remember getting home last night.

			“Marc.”

			The name barely registers. Until it does. And then I’m shaking all over.

			“Outlaw? Are you okay?” Bee’s crouched beside me. Apparently, I’m sitting on the floor now. Good, good. Not suspicious at all.

			Now I’m the one who’s not meeting Megan’s eye as they all crowd around me.

			“Sorry, I’m just super hungover,” I say. I figure part of the truth is the best bet here. I don’t have to admit to blacking out. I don’t have to tell them I lost time.

			“I’ll get her some water,” Bee says, and she rushes to the sink.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” Bee’s mom asks.

			“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I say. At least, I will be if everyone stops fucking staring at me.

			“So you’re, what, doing house calls to tell us the news?” Bee’s mom asks. And that’s enough to take Bob’s attention off me. But not quite in the way I hoped. I need to talk with Bee about Bob, about all the cops in this town. It’s never a good idea to mouth off to them.

			“Not exactly,” Bob says. He pulls out a chair and sits down at the kitchen table without an invitation. Bee’s mom snatches her laptop away. She crosses the room and tosses it on the couch, scratching a very fluffy cat on the head for a second. Then she stalks back across the room and sits opposite Bob, raising her eyebrows.

			“I need to get updated statements from the girls about homecoming night,” he says, tapping his middle finger on the table.

			“On a Sunday?” Bee’s mom asks as Bee hands me a glass of water. I smile my thanks and take a big sip as Bob laughs. It’s a hard, cold sound.

			“Time’s of the essence. We’re getting a hunting party together this afternoon. So we need to know”—he turns to face me and Bee—“was the bear acting strangely that night?”

			“You mean other than attacking Kevin?” Bee asks. She’s crouched beside me, and it seems like she can’t decide whether she wants to stay with me on the floor or stand up, so she sort of bobs up and down for a second like a weird little bird.

			“Yes,” Bob says. “Bears attacking people is unusual behavior, but we know that part already. And I was mostly asking Outlaw, seeing as I doubt you learn much about bears growing up in the big city.”

			“Seattle is objectively a small city,” Bee mutters, and I hope Bob doesn’t hear her. If he does, he ignores it.

			“I mean, it seemed aggressive,” I say. I set the glass of water on the floor and push myself to my feet. I can’t face Bob sitting on the floor. “But we told you everything that night.” Bee’s hand brushes mine, and for a second, I think she’s going to grab it. And I realize I want her to. But then her touch disappears, and I shove my hands in my sweatshirt pocket as Bee’s ancient-looking cat appears by my feet and sticks a fluffy paw into the water I left on the floor.

			“Yes, you girls were very helpful that night,” Bob says. “Well, two of you were,” he adds, looking meaningfully at Bee.

			“Yeah, I think we’re done here,” Bee’s mom says, and starts to stand, but Bob holds out a hand to stop her.

			“Are you saying you don’t want to assist in preventing another death, Mrs.—”

			“Victoria,” she corrects.

			“Victoria,” he amends with a nod. “This bear has killed another son of Riverside. Surely you want to do everything you can to help keep it from striking again.”

			She settles back in her chair, hands clasped in front of her on the table.

			“Mr. Deloria, Officer Deloria, I’m just a single mom looking out for her only daughter. Bee is my priority. Everything else comes second.”

			“Well, I believe Bee was out at the bonfire with the rest of the high school last night,” Bob says. “And she was with my daughter and Outlaw here the night Kevin died. So that’s twice she’s been present at a mauling.”

			“Did the bear attack the bonfire?” I ask.

			“No,” Bob says. “But not far from it.”

			“Where?” My heart is pounding so hard, I’m worried he might hear it across the small room.

			“Now we can’t disclose that just yet,” he says. “But we were hoping you might shed some light on what happened before the attack.”

			“Which night?” Bee asks, and I want to kick her, but there’s no way to do that without being super fucking obvious.

			“Either,” Bob says, sitting down again. He rocks back in his chair so it balances on two legs and intertwines his fingers behind his head. “Both! Any insights you can share with us will be appreciated.”

			“Is this official Riverside Police business, or—” Bee’s mom begins, but Bob lets his chair drop back down with a thud, cutting her off. Megan flinches and presses her back even harder against the closed front door.

			“Yes and no,” Bob says.

			“It’s a yes or a no,” she replies. Fucking hell, she’s amazing but also absolutely insane.

			They bicker like that for a while, back and forth. And then I realize what she’s doing. She’s keeping us from answering any real questions, keeping him from getting us to say much of anything at all. But then he asks a question that rattles her.

			“Is it true your daughter uses tarot cards?”

			I glance at Bee, and her eyebrows are pinched together. She glances at her room, probably where her deck is.

			“What’s that got to do with anything?” Bee’s mom asks.

			“Could be nothing, could be…” Bob lets the statement hang in the air.

			“Are you seriously implying what I think you’re implying?” Bee’s mom looks like she’s ready to punch someone. Probably Bob. I have to get him out of here.

			“Now, I’m not implying anything. I’m just asking questions.” Bob holds up his hands in mock surrender. “But I will admit I’m wondering”—he pauses dramatically and steeples his fingers—“what role Jesus plays in this household.”

			For a second, Bee’s mom looks like she’s going to jump across the table and pounce on Bob, but then she throws her head back and laughs. “You ask about my daughter’s tarot cards and then accuse us of being, what? Satanists?”

			“Now, you’re the one who brought up Satan,” Bob says. “I’m just following my gut and all relevant intel. Over two decades on the force, you learn when something isn’t adding up. And over four decades in the Rockies, you learn that sometimes people avoid church for a reason.”

			I glance at Bee, and she looks like she’s going to cry. I can’t blame her. This is all so fucked. My family hardly goes to church either, but we do show up on Christmas and stuff. Does he really think Bee’s a Satan-worshipping witch or something? That’s insane. I feel like a total idiot. I should never have told Megan about Bee’s cards. They’re harmless. Aren’t they? But then I think of the Strength card—of the woman with her hand on the bear’s head. I think about what Bee said about surrendering, letting things take their natural course or whatever. And realization crashes into me like an avalanche.

			Cally Coleman. That’s who the woman on the Strength card reminded me of. She looks just like Cally.

			“Get out.” Bee’s mom is standing now, an arm across her daughter’s chest. And Bee’s crying. I missed something, something important. “Get the hell out of my house!”

			“Dad, let’s go,” Megan says. Her voice is high and sweet and sad and scared. It’s the voice she always uses with her dad when he gets angry. When he gets scary. And he isn’t scary or angry yet, but it feels like that could change at any moment.

			“My mom will want to help,” I offer. “With the hunt, I mean.”

			Bob seems frozen as his eyes flick between his daughter and Bee and her mom. He ignores me completely. Good.

			“This conversation isn’t over,” he says quietly, pushing his chair back slowly, letting it screech against the floor.

			“Just get out of my house,” Bee’s mom says through gritted teeth. And he does. Megan trails after him, hands invisible in the sleeves of her sweater. And I stand there, torn between a hundred different impulses.

			“You should go too,” Bee’s mom says. And I nod. Bee starts to argue, but I shake my head. I don’t even look at her, afraid I won’t be able to leave without asking her a thousand questions if I meet her eyes. So I grab the Trooper keys from where she left them sitting on the table and follow Bob and Megan into the cold October afternoon.
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				Megan

			
			I assume Outlaw’s going to come talk to me when we follow my dad outside, but she heads straight for the Trooper.

			“Megan, get in the car,” my dad barks, so I do as he says. I sit silently in the passenger seat as he lets Outlaw back out and drive away, then starts the car. It’s his Riverside PD SUV, and he knows I hate riding in it. But he insisted this was official police business, so we couldn’t take the truck. But was that “official police business”? I’m not sure I even know anymore.

			“I don’t want you hanging out with that Bach girl,” he says as he pulls away from Bee’s house.

			“I don’t even hang out with her,” I say. And it’s true. I barely know her. But I saw the way Outlaw looked at her back there. And the way she instantly sided with her last night out at the lake. “You didn’t have to say that stuff about her tarot cards, though,” I add, and instantly regret it.

			“You’re too trusting, Megan.” He glances at me and shakes his head. “It’s part of being a woman; you have to trust. You’re built for it. You want to see the best in people. That’s a good thing, sweetheart. But it also makes you naive. That’s okay, though. You’ve got me.”

			I hope he doesn’t see the sweetness in my smile turn sour. “Naive.” The word punches right into my chest. My dad thinks I’m naive, when he doesn’t even know half the truth of what Kevin and Marc were really like.

			He’s still talking, lecturing me about things he thinks I don’t understand. When he’s the one who doesn’t understand. Because he doesn’t have to. We turn right on Clark Street, where a small billboard proclaims Cally Coleman is MISSING. Someone’s stapled one of Kevin’s memorial flyers to it, and the sight makes my stomach turn.

			It’s been five years since Cally ran away. Since the entire town showed up to search for her and then turned their back on her. I wonder if men like my dad called her naive too. That’s the last time I remember the town coming together like they are now. Nothing brings Riverside together like tragedy. Except maybe football.

			“Sweetheart?” I turn to see my dad frowning at me.

			“Sorry, what?” I say.

			He huffs, annoyed I wasn’t hanging on his every word.

			“I was asking you to remind me where you were last night, after the memorial bonfire.” His tone is too light.

			“I told you,” I say, keeping my voice even, staying sweet, compliant, helpful. “I was with Aiden. He wasn’t drinking and wanted to make sure I was all right after—” I break off. What did I say before when he asked after church? I didn’t tell him about Marc and the video. About Aiden breaking his phone. I can’t. But who has Marc’s phone? Did he get it back after the team threw him in the lake? And then I remember something I can’t believe I’ve forgotten. Something on my phone. Maybe.

			“Megan?” My dad’s question drags me back to the present as he pulls into the driveway. Which gives me an idea.

			“Remember that night about a week before homecoming?” I ask as he parks behind Mom’s Suburban.

			“You’re gonna have to be a bit more specific, sweetheart.” He turns off the car and shifts to face me.

			“The night I got all scared and ran in and I thought someone was following me,” I say. I choose my next words carefully after he nods. “Well, what if it was the bear?” I ask. “What if I sensed it, I mean. I’ve never been as scared as I was that night at homecoming when—” I break off, genuine emotion choking me.

			“You know, that’s possible,” Dad says. He taps a hand on the steering wheel and purses his lips. “I’m headed out to start getting the hunting party organized. Fish, Wildlife, and Parks wants to trap it, but we’re past that.”

			I start to get out of the car, but he grabs my arm.

			“You’re telling me everything, aren’t you, sweetheart?” His eyebrows come together in a dramatic V. When did his eyebrow hairs get so long? He’s starting to look a bit grizzled, his eyes lined with wrinkles, his skin marked by years in the sun. “I know how much Outlaw means to you, but if she and that Bach girl are hiding anything, if they did anything to provoke that bear—”

			“I’ve told you everything,” I say. “I’m trying, really. But every time I think of that night—”

			He squeezes my arm, and he means for it to be comforting, but it hurts, pressing into the bruise Marc’s hand left last night.

			“Of course, sweetheart. I’m sorry for making you relive it.” He releases my arm, and I smile. Sure, my dad might be far from perfect, but he’s a good dad. Isn’t he? “I’m gonna need to talk to Aiden, though.”

			“Yeah,” I say. I have to get out of here. And I need to talk to Aiden. “Do you know when you’ll be back?”

			“Late, probably. A lot of people are counting on me right now, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to be there for you and Mom, okay?”

			“Yeah, totally,” I say, and finally climb out of the car. I swing the door shut and barely catch what he yells through the window.

			“Stay inside, and stay away from the Bach girl.”

			I nod, wave, and hurry into the house and out of the cold.

			

			—

			My mom hovered over me like a mosquito all afternoon. Which is a horrible way to describe her when I know she’s trying to help, but each of her questions felt like a bite that left me itchy long after I’d answered.

			I’m finally alone now, though I’m too nervous to call Aiden with Mom in the house and I’m not sure what to text him. I’m not sure what to make of last night, and the idea of looking too closely at it makes me itchy in an entirely different way. Instead, I search my phone for the video from the homecoming bonfire. The one I was taking when the bear attacked.

			I deleted it before we got to the station. Before we were back in cell service and it could upload anywhere. But that was only a week ago, so it could be in my Recently Deleted folder.

			I switch from Recent Photos to Albums, my eyes catching on my favorites. The key photo is me and Outlaw at prom last year. The night I let Kevin take that video of me. It was such a fun night before that, practically perfect. Kevin didn’t even get that drunk. I tear my eyes away and click into Recently Deleted.

			There it is. Right at the top. My phone hasn’t sent it off to data oblivion.

			I’m not sure I want to watch it. I’m not sure I can. But my curiosity gnaws at me like a rat in an Orwell novel as I stare at the pitch-black square.

			I grab my headphones and glance at my door. It’s shut, but my mom could come in at any minute. I could always pretend I’m listening to music. And I’d probably hear her if I only put in one earbud.

			I click into the video. It’s just over two minutes long. Is that long enough to have caught anything important? I guess there’s only one way to find out.

			At first, it’s only darkness, the sound of breathing.

			Kevin swearing.

			I hardly recognize my own voice as I ask him about the showers, as he claims it was only the first time. My flashlight illuminates his face, and he’s so angry. But he’s also scared. He swears at us. His face comes in and out of frame as my hand shakes and the flashlight wavers.

			Then Bee comes into focus, only for a moment. And in the inconsistent light, she looks like a real bear. No wonder Kevin was so scared. Yes, we wanted him to be, but watching it all, this looks like way more than a harmless prank. And I’m starting to wonder if maybe it was.

			I watch as Kevin turns on Outlaw, as he trips over the log and falls.

			Hard.

			Then all I can see is the dark sky. I hear us panicking. I hear Outlaw looking for the bear spray. I hear my attempts to wake Kevin up. I hear myself begging, apologizing. Then everything goes quiet.

			And then someone bends over the phone and stops the video.

			Who?

			I rewind and watch it again.

			I hear Outlaw say…something. I can’t make it out. But it sounds far away. So it must have been Bee who stopped the video. Why? Was it because she knew what was coming? Did she and Outlaw have a plan beyond what they told me?

			I rewind and watch again and again, but it’s too dark, it’s too quiet. I can’t make out what Outlaw’s saying, and I can’t tell who’s stopping the video.

			I should show the video to my dad. It’s evidence.

			But I don’t even know what it’s evidence of, beyond the cruelty we were willing to inflict on Kevin. It definitely makes Bee and Outlaw look absolutely deranged. I can’t hand this over to my dad, can I?

			I consider restoring it, taking it out of my deleted files. Just to be safe. But something in me wants to forget I ever remembered that I have it.

			I rack my conscience. Kevin’s dead. Marc’s dead. If Outlaw and Bee had something to do with that, I want to know. But even if they did plan this, even if there’s something they’re hiding from me, I don’t think I want my dad to know. Not deep down. Because I know what he would do with that information.

			I shove my phone under my pillow but almost immediately pull it out again and watch. Again and again and again, until exhaustion claims my still-undecided mind.

			

			—

			I’m naked. Why am I naked? I panic, throwing the sheets off, flashing back to what I did last night. I wasn’t drunk. I was home. I was here. I fell asleep watching the video on my phone. So why am I naked?

			My heart pounds as I try not to freak out. The clothes I wore yesterday are scattered around my room. My blue dress. My white sweater. But I don’t see my bra or underwear. I pull on a T-shirt and leggings as I tear my bed apart looking for my phone. But it’s not under my pillow. It’s not on my nightstand. Could my mom or dad have come in here and taken it? The thought makes me sick to my stomach. I glance at the alarm clock beside my bed and see that it’s barely after six. Is there school today? I can’t remember if we heard one way or the other. There was talk of canceling it so the boys could join the hunting party.

			I try to think rationally, calmly. I need to find my phone. That’s the first step. I can worry about step two when I trip over it.

			I pull back my duvet and shake it out. I check under my bed. I check behind my bed. I check my nightstand and my dresser. And then I head to my bathroom. Maybe I got up in the middle of the night to pee and left it in there. But no. No phone. Then I see the dirt. The floor of my shower is caked with dirt. What the hell?

			Did I shower in the middle of the night?

			But why would I have been covered in dirt?

			Why can’t I remember?

			Something beyond weird is going on. My attempt to not panic is failing. And more than my phone being missing or the dirt in my shower, it’s the hole in my memory that scares me most. It almost feels like being roofied.

			My stomach turns. I can’t have been roofied. I was home all night, wasn’t I?

			I need Outlaw. We need to talk. I need my rock. I need my best friend.

			I go back to my room and rip off my T-shirt, pausing for a second when I realize it’s one of Kevin’s old varsity basketball shirts. My head spins. I take a deep breath and then another.

			I can do this.

			I choose a sports bra and a shirt that was never anyone’s but mine. As I open drawers and grab underwear and jeans, I can’t help seeing Kevin everywhere. Which jeans he thought my ass looked best in. Which underwear he thought were sexiest. Thongs, of course thongs. So I pull on the granniest panties I own. I hate how much he still infects my thoughts. And how could he not? Maybe he will forever now. It would be different if I’d just buckled down and dealt with his crap until graduation; then I would have been free of him. There was never any reality where he was getting out of this state, but I was going to Yale. I am going to Yale. My early decision application is almost done; I’m going to put this town behind me. But now it feels like Kevin’s ghost is going to follow me no matter where I go.

			I shove the thought aside as I pull on socks and sneakers and poke my head out of my room. The stairway is dark. So is the rest of the house. My dad’s probably out already, and hopefully my mom isn’t up. I know my car starting in the driveway will wake her, but then I’ll be gone, and it’s not like she can call me.

			I grab my keys and purse. Guilt twinges in my chest as I hear Folly whine from her crate, but I’ll definitely wake Mom up if I let her out. I slip out the front door soundlessly and see that I was right: My dad’s Riverside PD SUV is gone. I wonder if he even came home last night.

			It’s only when I feel the freezing cold of my own car’s leather seats through my sweatshirt that I realize I forgot a jacket, but I can’t risk waking my mom up by going back in for one, so I crank up the heat. My thoughts spiral as I back down the driveway. Why was there dirt in my shower? Why can’t I remember showering? How could I have gotten drugged if I didn’t go anywhere? There’s no way I got roofied in my own house, is there?

			I pull out onto the street and put my car in drive. There’s no one on the road except me, the town eerily silent, the sky pitch-black and starless. I pull up to Outlaw’s and park on the street, then head straight for the raven statue and slip the extra key out of its beak. I unlock the door, hiding the key back in the raven, then ease myself inside, toe off my sneakers, and climb the stairs to Outlaw’s room.

			I pause at the top of the stairs outside Aiden and Chris’s room—I wish Aiden and I could have talked after the lake—and continue on to Outlaw’s door, but when I try the handle, it’s locked. What the hell? Since when does Outlaw lock her bedroom door? We’ve slipped into each other’s rooms more times than I can count. I turn the handle again, and it’s definitely locked. My hand hovers as I weigh my options. Outlaw’s a heavy sleeper; it could take practically breaking down the door to wake her up. But if I knock, I’ll wake everyone else up.

			I go back to Aiden’s room and try his door. It pops open and I slowly push it farther, bracing for the hinges to creak. Teen boy sweat assaults my nose as I poke my head into the room. Chris is asleep on the top bunk, a skinny leg hanging off the side. I glance down and see Aiden on the bottom bunk. He doesn’t fit, not even curled up. His head presses against the wall, dark blond curls spilling over his flannel pillowcase, and one of his feet hangs off the end. In the green glow of his Xbox I can see that his covers are thrown off. His bare chest rises and falls as he breathes. My cheeks flush as I tear my eyes away, the memory of my face pressed against his chest practically bursting like fireworks in my overtired brain. I’ve been trying so hard not to think about Saturday night, because if anyone found out what happened between us on that beach, I’m not sure what I’d do. I almost trip on a discarded game controller before I slip into the bathroom. On the other side, Outlaw’s door is wide open.

			When I step into her room something feels off, strange and surreal. I’ve been in here more times than it would be possible to count. And it’s the same, but something has shifted between us. I watch her sleep for a moment—her braid spilling over the side of her bed and almost reaching the floor—then cross to her bed and sit on the edge, shaking her gently. She groans, pushing my hand away, but then her eyes snap open.
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			The look on Megan’s face wrenches me from my nightmare. My fucked-up dreams took me to the forest again last night. Except this time, I couldn’t run. I wanted to, but I was frozen, encased in ice that was slowly melting as a bear stalked around me. I think I prefer the running dreams, honestly.

			“Megan, Jesus, are you okay?” My voice is hoarse as I push myself up, flick on my lamp, and try to fully take in my best friend. She’s sitting on the edge of my bed and she looks terrible.

			“Did I see you last night?” she demands. “Did we talk or get together?”

			“What? No, you totally ignored me outside Bee’s house and didn’t respond to my text after,” I sputter. What time is it?

			“Well, I don’t even know where my phone is, so it’s not like I could respond,” she says. Her cheeks are flushed, and she doesn’t have a stitch of makeup on. Which wouldn’t be a big deal for anyone else at—I glance at my phone—six-twenty in the morning, but for Megan to go out without makeup, something is very, very wrong.

			“You’re sure?” she repeats, fisting her hands in the sleeves of her sweatshirt. “You’re sure we didn’t get together last night?”

			“Megan, you’re freaking me out.” I grab my Ravens hoodie off the ground and pull it on, wincing as my ribs ping with pain. I know Marc pushed me hard the other night, but I thought I was tougher than this.

			“Where did you and Bee go after the memorial bonfire?” Megan whispers.

			“Home,” I say. Which is technically true, even if I can’t remember how and when I got there. “I left the Trooper at her place because I was super drunk—that’s why it was still there yesterday morning. But then I ran home.” I try to hold her gaze, but my eyes flick away at the last second. I hope she can’t tell that I’m holding something back. But why is she even asking?

			“What about you and Aiden?” I ask. “When did you guys get back? How long did you stay out there?”

			“Not long,” she says immediately. And I can’t believe we’re lying to each other. I mean, I’d like to convince myself that it’s not lying if you’re just not telling someone something you can’t even remember. But why am I not confiding in my best friend? We’re each other’s vault. It’s Vegas rules for us always. But something changed the night Kevin died. I think we’re broken, and I’m not sure what I can do to fix us.

			I could try. I could tell her I don’t know what happened two nights ago, that I don’t know where I was or what I was doing when Marc died. I could tell her that. Couldn’t I?

			But then the bathroom door swings open. Aiden’s standing there, and I see the way he looks at Megan before he can hide it.

			No. I can’t handle his lovesick-schoolboy crush right now.

			“Oh, shit, Megan, what are you doing here?” Aiden glances down at his bare chest and I swear he actually flexes. Jesus Christ.

			“Out, Aiden!” I yell, climbing from bed and pointing for him to get the fuck out.

			“Wait, but—” he starts.

			“Out!” I repeat as I physically shove him back into the bathroom and slam the door. Dammit. Now the whole house will be awake. I pull on some jeans and search my floor for a sports bra. A loud knock on the door makes Megan and me both jump. The main door, not the bathroom one I’ve just shoved Aiden through. What the fuck is he playing at?

			“I said out!” I scream, opening the door to find my mom standing there in her camo pajama pants and a ratty old Ravens T-shirt.

			“And I say my house, my rules.” She points down the hall where Bee is standing, looking awkward as fuck, and adds, “Your friend.”

			“What are you doing here?” I ask.

			“Who?” Megan asks, now standing behind me.

			“Me,” Bee says at the same time I say “Bee.”

			Then Chris walks out of his and Aiden’s room. And he’s stark-ass naked. Bee screams, Mom curses, Megan groans, and I’m fully convinced I’ve woken up in a circus. Not that the Lawless house is ever exactly normal, but this is next level, even for us.

			“What are you doing here?” I ask Bee as my mom and Chris disappear into their rooms.

			“They canceled school, and you didn’t answer my text, and…” She trails off, glancing over my shoulder at Megan.

			“Let’s go downstairs,” I say. “Before the rest of my siblings get up and it’s too loud in here to think.”

			“Wait, how many siblings do you have?” Bee asks, trailing after us as Megan and I start down the stairs.

			“Five,” Megan answers for me. “Outlaw’s the oldest, then Aiden, Chris, Kelsea, Jill, and Jessie.”

			“Jesus,” Bee says.

			“Did I just blow your only-child mind?” I ask as I cross to the fridge and pull out some orange juice.

			“I mean, I know people have siblings,” Bee says. “Being an only child doesn’t make me, like, not able to perceive reality.”

			“Doesn’t it, though?” Megan asks. And the joke seems offhanded enough, but something about her tone raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

			“I think we need to talk,” I say, setting the OJ on the counter. Megan jumps and raises her eyebrows at me, and I realize I probably did that a lot harder than I’d intended.

			“Wait,” Bee says, looking confused. “All of us?”

			“Yes, all of us—” I start. But then someone knocks on the front door. Hard. So hard Bee almost falls off the barstool she’s barely sat down on. Before any of us can even move to open the door, Chris is racing down the stairs (with clothes on, thank fucking god) and pulling the door open to reveal Bob Deloria. As if this morning couldn’t get any more fucked.

			“Oh, hey, Bob,” Chris says, letting the door swing open and immediately rushing back upstairs. And Bob just walks in. I glance at Megan and she’s staring at Bee, and the look on her face freaks me the fuck out. I will her to glance in my direction, but she doesn’t. So much for our best friend telepathy.

			“Megan, I thought I told you to stay at home,” Bob says as he steps into the living room and closes the door behind him.

			“Sorry, Daddy, I—” she starts to explain, but my mom has already come down the stairs and is saying, “Bob, did I just hear on the radio that someone’s missing?”

			Suddenly we’re all talking at once. Well, everyone but Bee, who looks frozen.

			“Connor Fawcett’s truck was found abandoned this morning,” Bob says. My siblings are starting to crowd the stairs.

			“I mean, couldn’t he be out hunting?” Mom asks.

			“That’s the thing—we think he went after the bear,” Bob says. “He wouldn’t join any of the official hunting parties yesterday because he said he had some special intel. You know Connor, he’s always talking nonsense. Half the stuff he says makes no damn sense.”

			“Are you putting together a search party?” Mom asks. And I know she’ll volunteer. She’s the best shot in town.

			Bob nods. “You want to join us?”

			“Is water wet?” Mom answers as she crosses to the shoe rack and starts pulling on her boots and jacket.

			“I mean, technically no,” Bee mutters.

			Megan’s eyes go wide, and I have to fight to keep from laughing. Fucking Bee.

			“I’m coming,” Aiden announces. And then Chris immediately volunteers too and it’s utter chaos. It’s finally decided that Aiden will go with Mom and Bob, but Chris is staying with us. He hasn’t actually finished hunter safety. He’s only thirteen.

			“You look after our girls, okay?” Bob says, bending down slightly to look my thirteen-year-old brother in the eye, talking to him man-to-man. It makes me want to throw something at his fucking face.

			“I will, sir,” Chris says.

			Megan crosses to her dad and he hugs her and whispers something as Aiden and Mom go down to the basement to the gun safe.

			“You girls stay inside until we get back, you hear me?” Bob says. He’s looking at Megan, but he’s talking to all of us.

			“Of course,” Megan answers before Bee or I can speak, then adds, “Be safe, Daddy.”

			“Always, sweetheart,” he says, bending to kiss her on the head. The second he closes the door behind him, I grab Megan and Bee and drag them out onto the back porch. Fuck this. Fuck all of this so fucking hard. It’s time we get some shit straight.
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			“I thought he said not to go outside,” I say, but Outlaw and Megan ignore me. Or they don’t dignify my childish impulse to follow the rules with a response. They just march to the far side of Outlaw’s yard, past a trampoline frame, two bicycles, and a sandbox. Light from the house spills into the yard, but the woods behind their lot are dark, the sky only barely starting to lighten.

			It’s weirdly warm. My puffy marshmallow jacket is almost too much. Or maybe I’m just overheating because my brain is trying to run in twelve different directions at the same time. And at least three of them are right toward Outlaw and the distracting way she keeps biting her lower lip like that. Which is such a normal thing to be thinking about when you learn someone else probably got eaten by a bear.

			“Megan, seriously, we need to talk, all three of us,” Outlaw says, shoving her hands into the front pocket of her Ravens sweatshirt. “Or is there something you’re not telling us? Something you don’t want us to know?”

			Megan’s face goes red—well, even redder. And now that I look at her closer, I’ve never seen her this messy. Her usually shiny hair is tangled and wrapped up in a topknot. I think it’s wet. She doesn’t have any makeup on, and she’s still stunning—intimidatingly so—but it’s such a different vibe. Her eyes are bloodshot and there are dark circles under them.

			And even like this, even disheveled (for her), with a bare face and shaking hands, Megan scares me. She might even scare me more now than before homecoming week. There’s this fire in her eyes that feels catching. Like she’s the heroine in one of my mom’s fantasy novels, gifted and cursed with some magical purpose to rid the Rockies of the real danger: not bears, men.

			Honestly, she’s got serious Katniss Everdeen vibes. It might even be inspiring if I were more certain we were fully on the same side. But the way she talked to her dad, the loving look she gave him, especially after the shit he said to me and my mom yesterday…it skeezed me out. And though I’m starting to trust Outlaw, I just can’t trust Megan. Not if she trusts her dad.

			But how did Megan find out about my tarot cards in the first place?

			“You told her about my cards.” I don’t realize I’ve said the words out loud until Outlaw and Megan turn to stare at me. The look of guilt that flickers across Outlaw’s face twinges something in my chest. “And why did you tell your dad?” I add, turning to fully face Megan, who just stares at me. I glance back at Outlaw and she’s running her hands over her face.

			“Well?” I demand, looking between them.

			“We tell each other everything,” Megan says. And there’s this pain in her voice that hits me like a physical thing. She turns to Outlaw. “At least, I thought we did.”

			There’s something passing between them, something dangerous and sad. I think about the girls I overheard in the bathroom only a couple weeks ago. The Outlaw and Megan standing in this yard—backs to the forest and all the dangers it holds—are different. And of course they are. What we went through leaves a mark. But I think this is the first time I’ve realized that it might be tearing them apart rather than gluing them together.

			“What happened with you and Aiden out at the lake?” Outlaw asks Megan.

			“What happened with you and Bee back at her house?” Megan counters.

			“Nothing,” Outlaw and I say in unison.

			Megan lets out a huff of a laugh through her nostrils and throws back her head, staring up into the gray sky and blinking back tears.

			“Oh, fuck this, let’s go,” Outlaw says, taking one of Megan’s hands and pulling her across the yard.

			“I thought Officer Deloria said—” I start, but the look Outlaw throws my way stops the words in my throat.

			“As if you care what my dad says.” Megan takes a shaky breath.

			“I mean, no,” I admit. “But it kinda seems like you do.”

			For a second it looks like Megan’s going to respond. Or punch me. Which I guess would technically be a response. But she tugs Outlaw to a stop and says, “Okay, but where are we going, exactly?”

			“We need to see if the rug is still where we hid it,” Outlaw says. “All three of us. Everyone else is out hunting the bear or trying to find Creepy Connor. It’s the perfect opportunity.”

			“Well, as long as we can get some shit straight while we do it,” Megan says.

			“You sure you want me and Outlaw if you’re looking for straight shit?” I mutter. I can feel my face light up like a freaking furnace as Outlaw chokes out a laugh. “Fine, but isn’t there literally a bear out there?” I ask, fighting the urge to put the cold backs of my hands against my burning cheeks to cool them.

			“Yeah, and that’s part of the point,” Outlaw says. Which is cryptic and honestly terrifying. But I know before I even have to think about it that if Outlaw is going somewhere, I’m going too. Even if it’s straight toward a freaking bear.
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			The jacket I borrowed from Outlaw is too big, but I’m grateful for the extra-long sleeves I can ball my hands up inside. My nails dig into my palms as she takes the potholed road out to the plateau too fast while the sun finally rises.

			It’s hard not to wish it were just me and Outlaw. But Bee’s part of this, even if I don’t trust her. Hell, I’m not sure I even like her. But she’s a variable I need to understand. Because I can’t ignore the pull she has on Outlaw anymore. And I won’t.

			Outlaw lets Bee pick the music, since my phone is MIA. I don’t recognize the band and don’t let my curiosity win out. But I notice Outlaw mouthing along to the chorus. And I’m not a huge fan of the direction my thoughts want to take, imagining Outlaw and Bee listening to the same music. Without me.

			We cross the old railroad tracks, and it’s wild how short a drive this is in the daylight. It feels endless at night, with only the darkness and the trees lit by your headlights, but by the time we reach the tiny road leading to the clearing, we’re only two miles from town. If that.

			I climb from the car, tugging Outlaw’s jacket tighter around me even though it’s not that cold. It must be in the forties. Which is weird for late October. Maybe that’s part of why the bear—

			My thought is cut off by the back of the Trooper slamming so hard it makes me jump. I spin to see Outlaw holding a rifle. I’m used to seeing her with a gun—she’s been hunting with her mom since we were old enough for hunter safety—but it feels different today. Her braid hangs over her shoulder and her mouth is set in this grim line that makes her seem decades older than she is. And I wonder if this is all my fault. If my obsession with Kevin caused this. If I hadn’t gotten blackout that night before sophomore year, he would never have—we would never have hooked up. If I hadn’t been so dead set on making Kevin Johnson my boyfriend. And then if I hadn’t been so dead set on making him pay.

			“You okay?” Outlaw asks, slinging the rifle over her shoulder.

			“Yeah.” The response and the smile that comes with it are automatic. I expect her to press me, ask me again. Instead, she shrugs and nods and sets off into the trees, looking back over her shoulder to check that Bee is following. Assuming I will.

			We walk in silence. It’s so quiet out here. And under completely different circumstances, if we’d never planned our stupid prank, this could still be my happy place. Out in the forest, with my best friend.

			I know we don’t want to get caught out here, but I wish I’d thought to grab hunting vests for us. Wandering through the trees in dark colors while half the men in the town and a good portion of the women are out here with rifles feels downright dangerous. I shiver and try to shake the thought from my brain. We didn’t pass anyone on the way. There’s a good chance we’re the only ones out here. Well, except the bear. The thought doesn’t scare me as much as it should.

			I shove my hands into the pockets of Outlaw’s jacket. I push aside the usual loose change and gum wrappers. The left pocket has a shell casing and what feels like a bunch of dirt. But then my finger brushes against something fuzzy, and before I can think, I’m wrenching off the jacket and flinging it as far away from me as I can get it.

			“What the hell?” Outlaw spins, the rifle catching on a low branch and nearly pulling her off her feet. Bee rushes to her side as I stand, shaking, looking at what’s stuck to my finger.

			“What is this?” I demand, holding out my hand to Outlaw.

			Her face goes pale as her eyes land on the bloody fur stuck to my pointer finger. “What the fuck?”

			“It was in your pocket,” I say, trying to shake the fur from my hand as she stoops to grab her jacket from where I’ve flung it. “I thought it was a dead mouse or something when I put my hand in there.”

			“What is it?” Bee asks, rushing to Outlaw’s side. There’s this vicious impulse in my chest that beats stronger than my heart, which is racing, and I want to slap her.

			“It’s fur,” I snap. “Bloody fur.”

			“From what?” Bee asks, peering down to look at the clump of dark brown fur and shell casing that Outlaw’s just pulled from her jacket pocket.

			“From a bear,” Outlaw whispers. And she won’t meet my eye. She won’t look up at me. And when she glances at Bee, that’s when I snap.

			“What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me? Why do you have bloody bear fur in your pocket, Meg?”

			Her eyes finally meet mine, and what I see there scares me.

			“I thought we came out here to find the rug,” I hear Bee say, but I can’t tear my eyes from Outlaw.

			“We did,” Outlaw snaps. And something about her anger at Bee eases something in my chest. But then Bee keeps talking.

			“Well, we’ve got a problem, then, because it’s not here.”

			“What?” I demand as Outlaw and I turn to face Bee, right by the fallen tree.

			We rush over to her, and I want her to be wrong. I want her to be the city girl who doesn’t know the woods and can’t tell the difference between a lodgepole and a ponderosa. But she’s not wrong. This is the tree well we shoved the rug into. I’m certain of it. The clearing is off to our right, and there aren’t any other tree wells big enough nearby.

			“Fuck,” Outlaw mutters. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

			She expected it to be here, so if she didn’t move it, who did?

			“I woke up naked and I have no clue what happened last night,” I blurt out. “I didn’t even drink.” The confession pours from me like Fireball into a Solo cup, too fast, cloying, and leaving a burning trail of regret in its wake.

			“Wait, naked?” Outlaw asks, stepping toward me, the fur still clutched in one hand, jacket in the other. I see a dozen questions flit across her face.

			“Where did that come from?” I ask, staring at her hand.

			“I don’t know.” Outlaw’s voice is barely more than a whisper, and fear shoots down my spine. Is she forgetting things too? I turn to Bee instead.

			“What about you?” I demand.

			“What about me, what?” Her face is flushed, and her black eyeliner has smudged beyond smoky and gone full raccoon.

			“Are there things you can’t remember?” I press. “Missing time?”

			She shakes her head, but she doesn’t look at me; she looks at Outlaw.

			“Wait, are you both?” Bee asks.

			“What?” I raise my eyebrows.

			“Are you both missing time? Missing memories?”

			“I—” I start, but I don’t know how to answer. I take a deep breath, closing my eyes and feeling the light breeze on my face. “The night Kevin died, the night the bear took him. I can’t shake the feeling that something more happened.”

			“Like what?” Bee asks. When I glare at her, she just keeps pushing. “Hey, you guys are the ones that know shit about bears. I’d never seen one outside a zoo until that night.” She pulls her hands up into the sleeves of her giant, puffy jacket. She looks like the freaking Michelin Man. “Was there more to the plan than you told me? Did you like, bait the bear or something?”

			And I can’t help it. I glance at Outlaw. Our eyes meet. And I see the suspicion in her gaze at the same time she sees the question in mine. And it’s like I’ve fallen off a cliff and plunged into icy depths I’ll never emerge from. Because if I don’t have her trust, I don’t have anything.

			“I mean, it’s not like they didn’t deserve it,” Bee continues, ignorant to the irrevocable tectonic shift taking place between me and the person I love most in the world. “Kevin and Marc, I mean. Hell, you called this latest guy Creepy Connor. He can’t exactly be a Boy Scout.”

			“They’re all fucking Boy Scouts,” Outlaw growls. “That’s the whole fucking problem. It’s all of them. You can’t be a man in this town and not hurt someone.”

			“And you can’t be a girl in this town and not get hurt,” I add. I feel the tears spring to my eyes, and I blink them away furiously, turning from Outlaw and Bee and rubbing the sleeve of my sweatshirt over my face.

			“Creepy Connor up-skirted Megan,” Outlaw says. “Last year.”

			“What?” Bee asks.

			“He took pictures up—”

			“No, I know what up-skirting is,” Bee says. “But like, he did that, and you know it, and he kept his job? That’s child pornography.”

			“I was wearing underwear,” I snap, turning back to face them, eyes mostly dry. “It wasn’t porn.”

			“Well, it was still a freaking crime,” Bee mutters. And then she looks back up into my face, and her eyes aren’t darting around like they usually do. They’re fixed on me and filled with suspicion. “Wait,” she says. “You didn’t actually answer. About baiting the bear. You didn’t say you didn’t, and it was your idea to let her take him. You said ‘her.’ You said, ‘Let her have him.’ How did you know the bear’s a her?”

			“What are you implying, exactly?” I cross my arms over my chest and try to keep my face as neutral as possible. Because this is insane. What this stupid new girl is suggesting. That I somehow wanted the bear to take Kevin. But as she stares at me, I think of the dirt on the floor of my shower this morning. I think of the pulsing rage in my chest. I remember the feeling of certainty as I let the bear take that boy. The boy I loved and the boy who hurt me until I hated him, the boy who made me feel beautiful and the boy who made sure I knew I was trash.

			“Stop it,” Outlaw says, and I’m not sure who she’s talking to, but it better be Bee.

			“No, I want to—”

			“Shut the fuck up.” As her hand rests on her rifle, Outlaw’s voice is low and fierce and urgent in a way that scares me more than anything has today. And for a second, I think it’s the bear. That she’s back. I wait for the metallic, earthy smell of her to fill my nostrils. But instead, I hear voices, carried on the wind.

			“Fuck,” Outlaw mutters.

			“Do you think they heard—” I start, but Bee clamps a hand over my mouth. I grab her wrist, ready to pull it away and possibly even slap her, finally. But then I hear what the voices are saying.

			“Megan.”

			“Is that—?” Outlaw starts, but now I’m the one to shush her.

			“Megan. Megan.”

			Our name floats on the wind.

			“Megan. Megan. Megan’s pretty.”

			“What the actual fuck?” Bee whispers, and I follow her gaze into the trees.
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			Megan and I realize what’s going on the second the raven lands on the branch above Bee’s head. But Bee is freaking the fuck out. And I’m not sure I can even blame her.

			Randy tilts his head again, looking down at us.

			“Megan’s pretty,” the bird says. And it sounds so similar to Megan’s sister, it’s uncanny.

			“What the hell?” Bee says, scrambling away from the bird.

			“It’s Randy,” I explain. “The raven. He’s the school mascot.”

			“But that’s—” Bee starts, but can’t seem to finish the sentence.

			“My sister’s voice,” Megan finishes for her. “My sister taught it to say that five years ago.”

			Bee’s hand squeezes mine so tight, I think we might crush our own bones, but I match her grip—the pain and her next to me are the only things that make sense.

			“That’s why I thought someone was messing with me,” she whispers.

			“Wait, what?” Megan turns on us, her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

			“I, well, I heard your name, my name, our name,” Bee stammers. “Outside my window the night of the homecoming bonfire. After my mom took me home from the police station.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” I say, turning to Bee, wishing I could read her expression as easily as I can read Megan’s, but she’s still such a mystery to me. Her lips press together, and I can’t help noticing they’re a bit chapped. I bet she’s not used to Montana winters. She needs to get a better lip balm. Her eyes flick between me and Megan, and I’m suddenly slightly self-conscious holding her hand. Not enough to drop it, but enough to fully clock Megan’s expression as she looks at me and Bee.

			“I tried to,” she says, “when I drove your car back to town after the memorial. But I felt weird already, after the whole thing with my tarot cards—”

			“What thing with your tarot cards?” Megan demands.

			Bee’s face flashes through so many emotions in such quick succession, she looks like a caricature of herself. I squeeze her hand, and when she meets my gaze, her eyes widen and her lip trembles.

			“I wanted to tell you then, about my cards and where I found them.”

			“Found them?” I ask.

			“They were in my room when I moved in.” Her voice is so quiet. “I’m pretty sure they were hers,” she continues. “Cally’s.” Bee grips my hand so hard then that we both shake, but I don’t let go. “And then I heard someone calling our name outside my window that night and I thought maybe it was her. And I wanted to tell you all of it that night after we drove back, but you ran away, and, well…” She shivers a little, looking up at Randy. The bird is blissfully silent, for the moment. “I mean, I guess it was the raven?” Bee says, like it’s a question. “I sorta thought I was going crazy.”

			“Well, we haven’t ruled that out.” There’s venom in Megan’s voice.

			“What the fuck?” I snap. And a smile breaks across my best friend’s face that turns my stomach. There’s a rustle of wings and at least a dozen more ravens descend on the trees around us. They just sit there. Watching us.

			“You were pretty quick to bring up how much they deserved it just now.” Megan’s voice is cold and filled with suspicion, and when I tear my eyes away from the ravens I see that she’s stepped closer to Bee.

			And suddenly I regret bringing us out here. We didn’t even find the rug. What did I think was going to happen? Some kumbaya girls’ time? We’d tell each other how fucked up we’ve all been since that night and…what, exactly?

			“We can’t turn on each other,” I say, shrugging the rifle higher on my shoulder.

			“Who is the ‘we’ here, Meg?” Megan snaps. “Because it’s starting to feel like your loyalties have shifted. This girl tells us she’s trying to talk to a dead girl with magic cards and you—”

			“I’m not trying to talk to anyone,” Bee sputters.

			“You’re siding with her?” Megan demands. “Really?”

			“We’re all on the same side,” I insist. Something’s unraveling, but I can’t even make out the strands, never mind grasp them. I feel my heart break as Megan’s face hardens. She closes the space between her and Bee and pulls up one of the puffy sleeves of Bee’s jacket.

			And there, on the inside of her arm, are runes. Five of them line her forearm.

			“Oh my god,” Bee says, struggling to pull her arm out of Megan’s grasp, but Megan holds on tight. “They’re just runes,” she whispers, but her fear is palpable.

			“For what?” Megan demands.

			“Protection,” Bee says. “And power,” she adds, and I hope Megan doesn’t hear it. Because what the fuck is Bee talking about? And what is she playing at, drawing runes on her arm the day after Bob Deloria basically accuses her of being a witch?

			“Protection?” Megan drops Bee’s arm with a cruel laugh. “You want to talk about protection? I want to survive this town.” Her voice rises. “I want to get out. I have to get out.” She rounds on me. “I’m not like you. I can’t just be okay with Montana State. I could have put up with Kevin for another few months, I could have. But you had to go and—”

			She breaks off, horrified at where her rant was taking her. But I won’t let her out of the trap she’s set for herself.

			“I had to go and what?” I demand. “Tell you about your boyfriend assaulting me? Introduce you to another girl he raped? I had to tell you the truth, for once in your fucking life?”

			I expect her to cry. Fuck, I expect her to maybe even hit me. I expect her to do just about anything other than what she does.

			Megan shakes her head twice before throwing it back, flushed face to the sky, and laughs.

			The sound is terrifying and raw. It rips from her throat with more violence than a scream.

			The ravens take flight, cawing as they rise.

			I hear a crash and look over to see Bee sprawled on the ground. She tripped over a log as she backed away from Megan, whose laugh has now subsided to a stilted, hiccuping giggle.

			As I help Bee to her feet, Megan goes silent.

			“Is she—” Bee starts, but Megan cuts her off.

			“Give me your phone,” she demands.

			“Absolutely not,” Bee says.

			“I wasn’t talking to you,” Megan growls. “Outlaw, give me your phone.”

			“Why?” I ask as I pull my phone from my pocket. I know I’m going to give it to her. But I deserve to know why she wants it.

			“I’m walking back to the old railroad tracks,” she says, and when I start to argue, she snatches my phone from my hand. “I’m gonna call someone for a ride.”

			“We can all just…” Bee starts, but I shake my head, and she trails off.

			“Take my jacket,” I say instead.

			Megan glares at it but grudgingly takes it. I want to beg her to stay. But I also want her to fucking leave. And I know she can see that in my eyes as she pulls on my letterman and tucks my phone into the pocket—the right one, where there isn’t any fur and blood. And then I watch my best friend turn on her heel and walk away.

			Bee and I stand in silence for a long time. But the quiet feels loud, because I keep hearing Megan in my head over and over.

			I could have put up with Kevin. But you had to go and…

			I had to go and tell her another truth she didn’t want to face. I had to go and catch Kevin watching my teammates shower. I had to go and introduce her to Bee. I had to go and help her make the plan to get back at him. I had to go and—

			“Hey, are you okay?” Bee’s gentle voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts.

			“Oh, umm.” I run a hand over my face, feeling tears I didn’t realize were there. The rifle slips down my shoulder and I hoist it up again, wishing I’d left it in the car.

			“I don’t know what to say,” Bee says, her eyes flicking to the gun and then back to my face. “Which probably means I shouldn’t say anything, but my mom says I have a problem with silence, and like, that was really mean what she said about you and Montana State, and I know she’s upset, but, well, I don’t even know her, or you. I mean, I know you better, obviously. But not like you two know each other. And I know it’s weird that I use Cally’s cards and all that, but I swear, I’m not, like, I don’t know, a witch? Like, I just do this witchy stuff because it makes me feel better, but I’m not—”

			“Hey, Bee?” I interrupt.

			“Yeah?” She looks up from the patch of ground she’s been scuffing with her sneaker while she talks. The hope lighting her eyes slips right into the cracks in my armor, maybe even the cracks in my fucking heart. And I know this is a bad idea. I know this is absolutely not the right time. But this moment feels like one of those crossroads they talk about in books and movies, a split where your life can go one way or another.

			Megan’s been beside me at every fork in the road I’ve ever faced, but now I wonder if she’s been choosing the direction for me. And I want to choose for myself for once.

			“I think Megan’s mad at both of us,” I explain. Bee’s eyebrows come together in the most adorable little frown as she tries to process what I’m saying. “Like, she’s always had Kevin, and before Kevin, she had John. And through that all, we’ve had each other, but—” I swallow. My face is hot, my hands are shaking, and I can’t believe I’m going to say what I think I’m going to say, but I have to. I have to step onto my own path. And I have to see if Bee wants to step with me. If she doesn’t, at least I’ll have tried.

			“I’ve never had anyone,” I say. “Because I haven’t really felt that way about anyone.”

			Bee’s face flushes and then I watch her misunderstand. I see the exact moment she thinks this is me turning her down, telling her I’m not into her, when it’s the exact fucking opposite.

			“But you changed that,” I say. “Like, even last summer at the Caldera. I absolutely don’t usually drink that many vanilla lattes.”

			“Oh,” Bee says. Her mouth stays in the round O shape after the single syllable has been spoken. And I can’t take my eyes off her lips. And my heart is pounding so hard I feel like I’m dying. But I also feel like I’m living in a way I never fully have before.

			“So, like…” Bee trails off, swallowing and starting to scuff her sneaker on the same dusty patch of ground before she shoves her hands in her pockets and looks up at me, eyes fierce. “You are literally the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen up close in my entire life, so, like, if this is some kind of joke, please just tell me, because the last few weeks I swear I’ve been going crazy, and this feels like some sort of cosmic prank, because there’s no way—”

			I close the space between us and take Bee’s face in my hands. Her cheeks are hot on my frozen fingers, and I feel her let out this intoxicating little sigh as my thumb grazes her cheekbone.

			“Can I?” I whisper, my lips only an inch from hers.

			“I mean, you can, but I think you mean ‘m—’ ”

			I don’t wait for her to correct my fucking grammar. I press my lips to hers. She lets out this surprised squeak and then she’s kissing me back. And now I understand why people are so obsessed with this. This is nothing like kissing drunk boys during spin the bottle. Nothing like their hard mouths and rough hands and the chew tucked in their lips.

			Bee is soft, and I can feel her smile into my lips. We laugh as our noses bump.

			“Are you sure I’m not dreaming?” she murmurs against my lips.

			“I’m not sure of fucking anything anymore,” I say. I straighten up, leaving one palm on her face, hyperaware of where her hand slipped under my sweatshirt to rest on my back.

			“Okay, so I would absolutely love to stand here and kiss you for literally forever, but…” Bee trails off and I watch her gaze over my shoulder.

			“Um, very good to know on that first part,” I say, and I can feel my cheeks heat at the intensity of her smile. “But what’s the ‘but’ about?”

			“I kinda wanna follow the ravens. Especially that talking one? Like, what if they’re calling to us for a reason or whatever?” Her face scrunches up tight. “No, that’s stupid, isn’t it?” She pulls away from me, and I let her, but grab her hand as she almost trips again. “Fuck, thanks.”

			“Not stupid,” I say. “You or the idea.” I adjust my grip on her hand and start through the forest in the direction the flock went.

			“I thought I was going crazy,” she says, her voice so soft. “And I know it was stupid to do the runes, especially after Officer Deloria said all that stuff, but…I guess they ground me. Make me feel better, somehow. I really thought for a second that maybe we did call the bear to us, like, that maybe we tapped into some ancient power or something? God, never mind, that sounds nuts. Please, please forget I said that.”

			“It’s not that crazy.” I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I can’t believe anything that’s happened the last few weeks. “I mean, I’ve been losing time. Or I lost time? The night we drove back from the bonfire, when I ran home from your house. I don’t quite remember getting home.”

			“What?” Bee freezes, pulling me to a stop beside her.

			“I thought I was just blackout, even though I was sure I’d been sobering up on the way home. When I woke up—” I break off, feeling my face flame again, but I want to be honest with Bee. As honest as I can be, anyway. “I woke up naked, and there was dirt on my hands and blood—”

			“Fuck,” Bee whispers. “You weren’t hurt, were you?”

			“I don’t know,” I say. But then I clock her full meaning as she raises her eyebrows. “Not like that, no. I’m sure. But like, I don’t know what happened that night. And that’s why I was so freaked out when I showed up at your house Sunday morning. I thought that maybe the blood…Well, I was fucking terrified it was somehow yours.”

			“Fuck.” Bee’s face has drained of color and her eyes are wide. And I’m so scared that I’ve made a mistake telling her the truth, or as close to the truth as I can get. But then I realize she’s not avoiding my gaze; she’s looking at something behind me.

			“Oh my fucking god,” she says, and I turn around.

			My free hand flies to my rifle when I see him. Creepy Connor. And he’s definitely dead. His body—what’s left of it—is laid out on what’s unmistakably a bearskin rug.

			Well, I guess we found the rug. But now I’d rather we fucking hadn’t.

			I don’t want to look at Creepy Connor’s gray-tinged face, but I can’t help it. And when I do, I see the empty eye sockets first. My stomach turns and I feel Bee grab my arm.

			Both of Connor’s arms are missing. One torn off at the shoulder, the other at the middle of his biceps, which looks like something from the set of a bad horror movie. But this isn’t a movie. He isn’t a prop. A rustling draws my eyes upward, into the trees, where a raven perches about ten feet above us, something white and red and round and viscous in its beak.

			His eye. One of Connor’s fucking eyes.

			The eye disappears down its gullet, and then it looks down at us.

			“Megan’s pretty.”

			Sweat forms on my brow.

			“Oh my god.” Bee’s voice is so small, I almost don’t hear it over the blood pounding in my ears. But then she tugs my sleeve, hard. “Outlaw, look at his shirt.”

			I look at the blood-smeared shirt, which should be a relief after watching a raven eat a human eyeball. But then I realize what it says.

			Your body, my choice.

			And that’s what does it. More than the gore, more than the blood. More than the literal fucking disembodied eye or a talking raven. It’s the words written on Creepy Connor’s shirt—the shirt he wore to hunt down a female bear—that finally forces the orange juice to come back up. And I turn away from yet another Riverside man killed by yet another bear, and hurl.
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				Megan

			
			I can’t believe I left Outlaw and Bee alone out there. But Outlaw has a gun, and they’re the ones who let me walk away. It was only ten minutes before I got the single bar of service needed to call someone to come get me. When Aiden pulled up at the old railroad crossing in his mom’s Suburban, the warm relief that washed over me at the sight of him almost made me cry.

			“Thanks for driving all the way out here,” I say as I climb into the passenger seat.

			“I’m just glad I had service,” Aiden says, glancing away from the road for a second to meet my eye and then immediately snapping his gaze back to the highway. He’s so darn responsible, it’s almost annoying. Except it isn’t.

			“Why do you have Outlaw’s phone?” he asks.

			“Couldn’t find mine this morning,” I say. “Outlaw lent me hers since she and Bee…” I trail off, unsure how to finish that sentence. I really don’t want to explain to Aiden what’s going on with all of us. But if I keep leaning on him like this, I might have to.

			“I take it you all didn’t stay at the house,” he adds, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

			“Wow, your powers of deduction are legendary.”

			“Just call me Sherlock.” His smile widens as he settles his right hand on the top of the steering wheel and props his left elbow on the ledge of the driver’s-side window.

			“Eh, I was thinking more Dora,” I say.

			“The explorer?” he replies, and there’s this moment where my heart freezes in my chest. Because I shouldn’t make fun of him. I shouldn’t poke him like that. I definitely shouldn’t compare him to a girl. But then he lets out an appreciative chuckle and the ice around my heart melts. “I’ll take it,” he says. “My girl Dora is fucking smart.” He glances at me and smiles, scrunching his nose a little. He’s got more freckles than Outlaw. And his eyes are a deeper shade of blue-gray—more like stormy waters. “Okay, so like, if you tell Outlaw this, I’ll probably never be able to live it down, but…” He trails off, biting his lower lip and then shaking his head. “You’re probably gonna think I’m a total loser after I say this, but I have to live my truth. I kinda loved watching Dora with Jessie. Like, I’m legitimately sad she’s too old for it now.”

			I try not to laugh, which makes me snort. But the thought of Aiden sitting with his youngest sister, genuinely vibing to Dora and her crew, is so funny, I snort again.

			Aiden’s laugh is so loud, it feels like it skips my ears and goes straight into my chest.

			“I just made Megan Deloria snort laugh. Twice!” Aiden brushes invisible dust off his shoulder and smirks. “Is this what it feels like to be better than everyone?”

			“Oh my god, stop,” I say, slapping his shoulder. But he catches my hand, holding it to his jacket, rubbing his thumb along the back of it for a second before he pulls his away.

			“So, um,” he says as I take my hand back. Suddenly the air between us feels tight. But I don’t think it’s in a bad way. I could never predict the consequences of a moment like this with Kevin. When the energy between us shifted, I never knew if he was going to tell me something true and meaningful or if he was going to ask me a question he already knew the answer to, testing me. I brace myself to pass whatever test Aiden is about to give me. “I wanted to apologize,” he says. And it takes three full seconds for my brain to process his words.

			“Wait, for what?” I ask.

			“I mean…” He trails off, running a hand through his hair. “For that night, the bonfire night, after—well, after his memorial, you know?”

			I don’t miss the way he can’t say Kevin’s name, but I ignore it.

			“Oh, no,” I say quickly. “You don’t need to—”

			“I kind of do, though,” Aiden says. He brings both hands to the steering wheel, his knuckles white. “You were drunk, and I knew that, and I shouldn’t have—”

			“Aiden, I kissed you,” I say, and my cheeks burst into flames as I say it. I haven’t even truly let myself think about that night, about how angry I was when Outlaw and Bee drove away. About how lonely I was without Kevin. About how empty and lost I was without some boy to call me his girlfriend. There are a dozen reasons I couldn’t face the truth of that night, not the least of which is because I don’t remember all of it. But I remember the kiss. I remember how gentle Aiden was with me, how hesitant. How many times he asked if it was okay, if I was okay. I remember how right it felt to let him hold me, even though he’s my best friend’s brother, even though he’s only a junior—and Megan Deloria would never date a younger guy—even though I wanted to keep denying how safe I felt when he looked at me, the care in his eyes. “You were a total gentleman,” I insist. “Really, you don’t need—”

			“But I kissed you back,” he says, and his anger at himself scares me at first, but then I watch him take a deep breath. I watch his jaw release, along with his grip on the wheel. “And you were drunk and grieving and I took ad—”

			“Don’t say that.” I stop him, and when he shakes his head, I keep talking. “No, seriously. I’ve had boys take advantage.” My voice is strained, and I don’t even know why I’m saying this, but now that I’m talking, I don’t want to stop. “Trust me, I know what it looks and feels like when someone takes advantage. And you didn’t. I know I was drunk, but I wasn’t—Okay, well, I was really drunk, but just trust me, okay? You didn’t do anything wrong. You were a huge help that night. And today. And like, probably always, okay?”

			I can’t look at him, but I feel him nod. I stare out the window as silence fills the Suburban. We’re close to town now, and I’m both relieved and sad. Because I don’t regret that night. I don’t regret that kiss. But I know it’s too soon, I know I’m too messed up. I need to figure a lot of things out on my own before I deserve a boy like Aiden Lawless.

			“Okay, don’t hate me for this,” Aiden says as we pull into town, and I wait for him to keep talking. I wait for him to tell me I’m crazy. I wait for him to tell me he regrets it. I brace for him to tell me I’m lucky he didn’t—“Have you ever considered that maybe you have a fucked-up barometer of what is and isn’t okay when it comes to guys?”

			I almost laugh at where my thoughts were headed before he shattered them with his question.

			“Have you ever considered that the boys and men I’ve known are what I have to measure you all by?”

			“Well, I’d like to help change that,” Aiden says. “If I can. Like, no pressure. I’m not saying I want or expect anything from you. Like, I’m trying to say the opposite, but—”

			“Thank you.” I reach across the space between us and put a hand on his shoulder. Aiden stops talking and immediately brings his hand up to rest on mine. I leave it like that, letting him squeeze my hand and run his thumb along my wrist as he takes the turn onto his street and finally pulls up behind my car.

			“You want to come in?” he asks as he puts the Suburban in park. “I mean, your dad did tell you guys to stay put.”

			I smile, but I can feel my nerves fraying, feel the cracks around the edge of the Calm, Cool, and Collected Megan mask begin to spread.

			“I think I just want to get home,” I say. I see disappointment in Aiden’s eyes, but he doesn’t linger there.

			“Text me, if you want.”

			“I kind of don’t have a phone,” I say, pulling off Outlaw’s jacket and passing it and her phone to him. “Give these to your sister for me, ’kay?”

			“Oh yeah, sure,” he says. “What happened to—” he begins, but I’m already hopping down from the passenger seat. I slam the door behind me and fight the urge to run the few steps to my car. I don’t think I’ll be able to keep from crying if Aiden follows me. But he doesn’t. And as I slip into the driver’s seat, I watch him walk to the front door of his house. He’s dressed in camo pants and a dark green jacket. He pauses before he goes inside and looks back at me.

			You sure? he mouths, pointing over his shoulder inside.

			And I’m not sure at all. Not even a little bit. Part of me wants to run to him, wrap my arms around him, and let myself break. Let him hold me and help put me back together, because I think he wants to. And more than that, I think he could. In a way no other boy before him has.

			But I feel myself shake my head, see myself start my car. And before I know it, I’m pulling into the driveway of my own house. Alone.

			My dad’s police SUV is parked in front of the garage, which is strange. I thought he was out searching for Creepy Connor, hunting for the bear.

			I take a deep breath before I get out of the car and cross to the open garage. As I get close I start to make out a strange tearing sound. And then a drip and a grunt.

			“Dad?” I call hesitantly. I slowly walk around his car and he comes into view. His hands and forearms are covered in blood. There’s so much, it’s dripping from the table in front of him onto the cement floor of the garage.

			“Megan! Sweetheart,” he calls enthusiastically. “I’m so glad you’re back.” My eyes are locked on the knife in his hand. “I came across this lady on the way out to the lake,” he says, gesturing with his chin to the headless carcass of what I think is a really small elk or really big deer. It’s so bloody and mangled, I can’t tell which, and I tear my eyes away from the gore. “Someone had clipped her with their car,” he continues. “It was the kindest thing I could do, put her out of her misery. And your mom is already on the horn to the church phone tree, seeing who could use the meat. Farmer’s Almanac says we’re in for a rough winter.”

			“If it ever gets here,” I hear myself say. Because I’m not here. I’m not sure where I am, but it’s not in my body, in this garage, watching my dad hack apart this poor animal. And I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I took hunter safety. I’ve watched my dad hunt—I’ve seen him kill. I know he’s right, know this was the humane choice, for the animal and for the people it will feed. But something about him calling it a “her,” calling it a lady…

			“I was worried you’d gone out with Outlaw and that Bach girl,” my dad says. And his words yank me back into my body, back into this horrible moment.

			“Wait, what?” I stammer.

			“Outlaw and that girl went wandering around the plateau and basically fell right over Connor Fawcett’s body,” he explains, shaking his head. He pushes a bit of hair off his face with his forearm and it leaves a bloody streak behind. “I’m headed out there to check the scene myself as soon as I’m done here.”

			“So he’s dead?” I ask, feeling nothing.

			“Oh yeah,” my dad says. “That same bear. He was a damn fool to go after it alone, but Connor wasn’t exactly playing with a full deck.”

			“Yeah,” I say numbly, turning and starting toward the front door. There’s no way I’m walking through the garage right now.

			“Hey, Megan, sweetie?” Dad calls after me, and I stop. “Where were you?”

			“Oh, um, nowhere,” I say, and as my dad starts to frown, I rush to correct myself. “Just at Outlaw’s. I told them they were being idiots, but they wouldn’t listen, so I stayed behind with Chris and the littles.”

			“That’s my girl,” Dad says before he smiles, turns back to the table, and continues to skin the deer.
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				Bee

			
			I flinch as a senior boy brushes past me in the hall, rifle slung over his shoulder. I swear I was testing the universe when I cursed how messed up this town is. Because since Outlaw and I found Creepy Connor’s body, things have gone full doomsday-prepper militia. Even at school. No one’s allowed to walk anywhere, and since I don’t have a car, my mom dropped me off this morning. But only after I almost literally begged her to be allowed to come at all. I wanted to see Outlaw. Yesterday doesn’t feel real. Honestly, Outlaw kissing me feels as absurdly impossible as finding a dead body. Not to mention the talking raven.

			“You good?” Outlaw’s voice startles me so much, I actually jump. Like, off the ground. My heart’s absolutely racing.

			“Yeah,” I say immediately. “I mean, no. But yeah?”

			She smiles, and it’s hard not to stare at her lips. I know what they feel like. I know what they taste—

			Outlaw bumps my shoulder with hers and says, “Let’s get in there before all the fries are gone.”

			I nod and follow her past some of the junior high kids and into the lunchroom. As Outlaw holds the door for someone behind us, I look up and see everyone staring like we’re in some old movie. It’s only a couple dozen kids, but I can’t help feeling caught in their crosshairs. My heart freezes. Because I’m not exactly out, but I’m not not out either. It’s just never been anyone’s business, especially in Riverside. And Outlaw and I haven’t even had a chance to talk since yesterday.

			“It’s because of Connor,” she whispers as she passes me, gesturing for me to join her in line. “Apparently, Megan’s dad wanted De Smet to bring us in for questioning again, but her mom put a stop to it.”

			“But the rug—” I start, and then immediately stop talking at the sight of Outlaw’s widened eyes. Okay, yeah, if no one has made that connection, we should absolutely not be making it for them. I scrubbed my arm for half an hour in the shower last night, the water running cold by the time I’d gotten most of the ink from the runes off my skin. “Have you talked to her?” I whisper.

			“Megan?” Outlaw asks, and when I nod, she shakes her head. “Nah, she needs to cool off. We had a class together this morning and she wouldn’t even look at me.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say, but Outlaw shakes her head again.

			“No, seriously, don’t do that. This isn’t on you.”

			And I’m not entirely sure she’s right about that, but I’m not gonna convince her to be pissed at me, because no matter how Ted Bundy this town has gotten in the last twenty-four hours, the thing I care most about in the whole world right now is getting to kiss Outlaw again. Which probably makes me as crazy as the rest of them, but at least I don’t have a freaking gun.

			We get our food, and I follow Outlaw to her usual table. Then I pause with my tray, uncertain whether I’m actually invited to sit with her. Well, I’m pretty sure she’s down, but she usually sits with kids who would absolutely not be okay with the nerdy, “goth” sophomore ruining their vibes.

			“Oh my fucking god, Bee, sit,” Outlaw says. And in my rush to do exactly that, I send my Diet Coke rolling down the table, where a hand with a familiar pale-pink manicure catches it.

			“Glad you got home okay,” Outlaw says as she accepts my soda from Megan and puts it back on my tray.

			“From your house, you mean,” Megan says, sitting and looking at Outlaw, her eyebrows raised.

			“Yeah,” Outlaw agrees. I watch something pass between them, and I can at least take the hint that we’re not telling anyone Megan was out at the lake with us. “They canceled volleyball,” Outlaw adds.

			“The season?” I sputter, tapping the top of my Diet Coke to try and chill out any potential explosion its trip down the table might have tempted.

			“I fucking hope not,” Outlaw says, holding out her hand. I pass her my can without thinking and she sets it aside. “I’m screwed if I don’t get a scholarship. And you are absolutely not opening this for another five minutes at least.”

			“Can I join you guys?”

			I look up to see Outlaw’s brother Aiden standing on the opposite side of the table looking between his sister and Megan.

			“Um, yeah,” Megan says at the same time Outlaw says, “Why the fuck are you asking?”

			“I dunno, because you might be talking about girl shit or something,” he mutters.

			“No, you’re good,” Megan says quickly. And I watch Outlaw’s eyebrows narrow as she looks between her brother and her best friend.

			Aiden smiles as he folds his long legs over the bench and sits, but the expression sours almost immediately as he drops his voice and looks at us.

			“Have you heard Coop and his boys are driving down later this week?”

			I freeze, grilled cheese midway to my mouth.

			“To do what?” Megan asks, poking at her salad.

			“Coop?” I ask. “Cooper Johnson?”

			“Duh,” Megan says, not even looking at me.

			“To ‘get the fucking bear.’ ” Aiden puts air quotes around the phrase, then adds, “Yeah, Cooper Johnson,” frowning at me. “Oh, right, he graduated before your time. But he’s insisting he needs to lead the hunt.” He turns to Megan. “And he’s somehow convinced your dad that our mom shouldn’t be involved. ‘It’s not a real hunt if there’s a woman’ or some shit like that. Fucking idiot. No offense.”

			“Bet Mom’s thrilled about that,” Outlaw says.

			I nod as the conversation continues without me. Because I’m back at the Johnsons’ house. Back in Kevin’s bedroom. On the floor. I’m trying not to cry and the only thing I can see clearly is Cooper, Kevin’s older brother, walking into the room. I see him see us. I see him see me. I see him high-five his brother and then leave the room. And then it’s black again for a long time.

			I’m wrenched back to the present by Outlaw’s hand on mine. I pull it away, shoving it into my lap.

			“Whoa, Bee, you okay?” she asks.

			“Yeah,” I lie quickly. “Sorry, just jumpy after yesterday, you know?” My knee is bouncing up and down so hard, it’s rattling the whole table, but I can’t make it stop.

			“I seriously can’t believe you guys found him,” Aiden says.

			“I mean, Randy’s the one who found him,” Outlaw says.

			“That’s even creepier, don’t you think? His own raven and all its little friends leading you to his body?” He whistles. “Fucking wild.”

			“Aren’t they called a murder?” I ask.

			Everyone turns to me, confusion written on their faces. And I realize how completely deranged I sound.

			“A group of ravens,” I say. “Isn’t that called like a murder or whatever?”

			“That’s crows,” Megan says.

			“Oh, right,” I say. Outlaw reaches her hand under the table and sets it softly on my knee. Her touch is like magic, and I still, even though my insides are pinging around like a pinball at the mercy of a hyperactive twelve-year-old.

			“Ravens are an unkindness,” Aiden says.

			“Oh yeah, that’s so much better,” I mutter, and Outlaw snorts a laugh as she pulls her hand from my knee and pushes my Diet Coke across the table.

			I pop open the soda and let the conversation evolve without me. Outlaw, Aiden, and Megan speak in a shorthand I can’t always follow. I notice Outlaw trying to draw me in, opening small-talk doors for me, but I don’t take the invites. My mind is too filled with an unkindness of ravens, all saying our name while Cooper Johnson laughs. And the more I try to banish the thoughts, the more I try to stay in the present, the louder his laughter rings in my ears, until I have to excuse myself.

			I throw everything on my tray in the trash, even though I know I could get in trouble for not separating things. But I can’t care. I just have to get out of here before I lose my entire shit.
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				Megan

			
			No matter how many times I press the ignition button, my car won’t start. It feels like a metaphor or a sign or some sort of meaningful reflection of my life. Which is absolutely overdramatic, even in my own head. But every time I close my eyes I see the skinned deer in the garage and hear my own maniacal cackle in the woods. I don’t know what I was thinking, sitting with Outlaw and Bee at lunch. I guess I wasn’t. I just went on autopilot. Because so much of my life in this town is automatic. My Student Body President parking spot. Sitting with Outlaw in the lunchroom. My ballerina-pink manicure. I thought redoing my nails last night would help ground me, make me feel more like myself again. But now I feel ridiculous and vain. People are dying and I’m debating shades of pink and blowing out my hair like a freaking psychopath.

			I press the ignition one last time, and nothing. I grab my backpack from the passenger seat and climb from the car. Slinging the bag over my shoulder, I zip up my jacket and start to walk. Our house isn’t far from school anyway, and the fresh air might do me some good.

			“Hey, Deloria, mandatory carpools, remember?” Aiden’s hanging an arm out the window of his truck, which he’s driving the wrong way through the one-way school parking lot.

			“Yeah, but…Officer Bob Deloria’s daughter, remember?” I point to myself as I walk past his truck.

			“Oh, I definitely haven’t forgotten that,” Aiden says. And then he backs up, keeping slow and steady pace with me. “No, but really, Megan, let me give you a lift.”

			“I’ll be fine,” I say. “It’s like a five-minute walk. It’s still light and—”

			“There’s a literal man-eating bear on the loose,” Aiden insists.

			“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were looking for opportunities to pick me up.” I try not to smile as I say it, but I absolutely don’t succeed.

			“Maybe you don’t.”

			“What?” I stop walking.

			It takes Aiden a second to hit the brakes, but once he does, he leans even farther out the window and says, “Maybe you don’t know any better.” And as the shy smile stretches his lips, he blushes.

			And what harm could it do, to get in his truck?

			The question immediately turns my stomach because I know exactly what harm it could do…if this were any other Riverside boy. But it’s not. This is Aiden Lawless. Which is exactly why I can trust him, and also exactly why this is a truly terrible idea. Only it’s starting to feel like my life is an increasingly large pile of bad ideas, so why not just throw another on there?

			“Fine,” I say, and I roll my eyes at the whoop Aiden lets out as he reaches over and unlocks the passenger-side door, pushing it open for me to climb in. He hurries to brush the crumpled napkins off the cracked leather seat.

			It takes me two tries to get the door to shut. The truck’s old but in great shape, even if the cab is an absolute mess. But that’s all cosmetic. I know Aiden takes good care of it because it was his dad’s. He puts the truck in drive, and in moments we fall into easy small talk about all sports practices being canceled. And then, as we cross into the addition on the north side of town, Aiden starts to hum. It takes me a second to place the song, but when I do, I can’t help smiling.

			“Is that the Dora the Explorer theme song?” I ask.

			“Got it in one,” he says, grinning. “And speaking of Dora, like, just for the record, I think this whole macho bear hunt thing is bullshit. And not only because they’re serious idiots for not letting my mom take point.”

			I’m not sure what to say to that, so I nod.

			“You can’t be raised by my mom and think women aren’t capable badasses, you know?” he adds as he turns into my driveway.

			“Oh, you can leave me—”

			“Nope,” he says, cutting me off. “Delivering you safely to the door, m’lady. Well, as long as that doesn’t undo the whole ‘women are badasses’ thing?”

			I feel myself roll my eyes again, but I’m honestly relieved. Not that I’m afraid. I just realize I want to be with him for the extra thirty seconds. Which is why I go completely insane as he puts the truck in park.

			“Want to come in for a bit?” I ask.

			“Yeah, totally,” he says immediately. “I mean, if you want me to.”

			“I just asked,” I say.

			“I know, but sometimes I think girls ask things cuz you know we want you to, so like, I want to make sure you’re asking cuz you want to and not because you know I want you to.”

			“I don’t even know if I followed that pretzel of nonsense logic,” I joke. But I did, and I appreciate it more than I can say. I absolutely can’t say it, because I’m barely clinging to my sanity with my stupid pink nails as it is. So instead, I try to open the door to climb from the truck, and it doesn’t budge.

			“Oh, shit.” Aiden reaches across me, his face only inches from mine as he wiggles the handle and then shoves the door open.

			“Thanks,” I say.

			And he holds his face there, so close to mine for a few seconds, before he blinks a bunch of times quickly and then pulls back.

			“Yeah, of course.” He sets the parking brake and hops out. “Really slam it when you close it, ’kay?”

			I put all my weight behind it, but it still doesn’t close fully.

			“Want me to—” Aiden starts, hurrying around the front of the truck.

			“No, I’ve got it.” I hoist my bag higher up on my shoulder and slam the door as hard as I can. It latches.

			“Nice,” Aiden says, and I smile wide, then realize that it feels like the first time in weeks that the fist clenching my heart has let go. Well, other than when I kissed him at the lake. And when he admitted he loves Dora the Explorer. I guess Aiden’s got a talent for making me smile. Or maybe I’m not capable of making myself happy without a boy being involved.

			He follows me to the front door, and as soon as I open it Folly’s there, greeting us, tail wagging so fast it’s just a golden fluffy blur. Aiden immediately drops onto the foyer floor to give her his full attention, and I take off my shoes and set my bag on the bench.

			“Did you get cuter since I last saw you?” Aiden asks my dog. Who responds by jumping up and licking his face. “Yep,” he says, his lips barely parted. “Can confirm. Definitely cuter. And slobberier.”

			“Come on, Folly, let him breathe,” I say, pulling her collar gently.

			“Hey, if I’ve gotta pick a way to go, smothered by the cutest dog in Montana doesn’t seem like a bad choice.” Aiden laughs as I pull Folly off him, then sobers quickly. “Oh, shit. Megan, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to joke about—”

			“It’s fine,” I say quickly. I didn’t even really notice. Which is a whole different level of weird. Because when I’m with Aiden, Kevin’s both more present than ever and finally absent. I don’t know if that’s good or bad or maybe somewhere in between or neither. Because I don’t want to have to fill the space next to me with some boy all the time. I don’t want to need to be wanted to feel whole. But isn’t that just human?

			“So, I found something out, and I feel like I need to tell somebody, but I feel like if I tell Outlaw she might murder me.” Aiden doesn’t meet my eye as he talks, focusing all his attention on Folly.

			I try to keep my voice steady when I say, “Oh yeah?”

			My mind flies through what this could possibly be about as he continues to just sit there in silence and scratch my dog’s belly. My hands are so sweaty by the time he speaks again that I have to wipe them on my jeans.

			“You know how Coop’s coming down from Bozeman for this whole macho-bear-hunt thing, right?” he says, then finally looks up at me.

			“Yeah, you told us at lunch,” I say.

			“Well, I heard some of the guys talking about it in the locker room, and—god, this sounds so fucked up, but they said something about how it was a good thing that report was never filed against him, so he could still have a gun and everything.”

			“Report?” I ask, confused. “What report?” I know Kevin’s brother was always getting in trouble back in high school, but I never heard about him doing anything that would require a police report.

			“Cally Coleman accused him of…” Aiden trails off, and I can’t tell if he doesn’t know what Cally accused Cooper of, or if he just doesn’t want to say it.

			“When?” I ask, because I already know what.

			“Right before homecoming,” Aiden says. “Five years ago.” I watch his hands shake as he runs them over Folly almost absentmindedly. And my face is numb as I process what he’s telling me.

			“You mean right before she disappeared?”

			“I guess, yeah.” He lets out a huge huff of air through his nose and runs a hand through his hair. “God, this is so fucked. I shouldn’t have said anything. I just…I can’t believe I didn’t know. I can’t believe we all didn’t know.”

			But that’s not true. Someone knew. Enough people knew that it was a joke in the locker room. But nobody who knew did anything about it. We were left to believe she ran way. Would we have kept searching after a week if everyone knew she’d accused Cooper freaking Johnson of assault?

			“I shouldn’t have mentioned it,” Aiden says, scrambling to his feet.

			“No.” I shake my head. “I’m glad you did. I feel better knowing. Angrier, I guess. But better too?”

			“Sure, yeah.” He looks past me, and a strange expression crosses his face. “Hey, so this is gonna sound weird, but…do you have any eggs?”

			“Um, probably?” I say, crossing to the kitchen, Folly and Aiden both trailing behind me. “Are you hungry or something?”

			“No—I mean, yes, I kinda am, but like, that’s basically my default state since my last growth spurt.” He laughs as he taps his palms on the counter. “It’s just this thing my mom used to do with me and Outlaw, and sometimes Chris when we were younger. Right after—”

			He breaks off, and I know what he’s going to say. Right after their dad died.

			“And just, it always made me feel better? I guess?”

			“Oh yeah?” I say quickly. “What is it?”

			“Wait, Outlaw never told you?” he asks.

			I shake my head, my throat suddenly tight. I know there are things Outlaw and I don’t know about each other. There have to be. But being reminded of that in this moment, after the last few weeks, makes me unsteady on my feet.

			“Then I guess I’ll have to show you,” he says. “Bring the eggs. Oh, and…how opposed are you to getting raw egg on those jeans?”

			Any other day, I would care a lot. But right now, I just don’t.

			“I can wash them,” I say. “But…we’re not throwing them at each other, right? I’ve seen you throw a football; I do not want to be the target of you armed with an egg.”

			“Absolutely not,” Aiden says. “Well, I mean, you could throw some at me, if you wanted. Not that you haven’t got a good arm,” he adds quickly. “But, just like, if it would help.”

			He doesn’t say what it would help with. He doesn’t have to.

			“Get your shoes back on and grab a coat you can throw in the wash. Oh, and don’t forget the eggs!”

			I head to the kitchen for the eggs, and Aiden’s excitement is infectious as we bundle back up and head outside, Folly trotting along happily at my side. For a second, I think we’re going to get back in Aiden’s truck and go somewhere, but he crosses to the back and pops down the tailgate, hopping up into the bed of the truck in one smooth jump.

			“Come on up,” he says.

			“Um, okay…” I take his hand and let him help me, telling Folly, “You’re gonna need to stay down there, okay, girl?”

			Then I turn to Aiden and ask, “So…now what?”

			“Now we throw the eggs,” Aiden says. “In the bed of the truck,” he adds quickly. “Not like, into the forest. We could do that from the ground.”

			“Wait, seriously?” I hand him the carton of eggs as skepticism creeps into every corner of my brain. It’s astonishing what I’ll let a cute boy talk me into.

			“Just try it before you roll those pretty eyes again, okay?”

			I have to fight the reflex to do exactly that and instead take the egg he’s holding out to me.

			“Just…at our feet?”

			“Yep. As hard as you can.”

			I try to silence the part of my brain that is hyperfocused on how ridiculous I’m going to look doing this. I’m only partially successful, but I take the egg in my hand, take a deep breath, and slam it onto the bed of the truck.

			It splats. Which is satisfying, but not exactly some magical catharsis.

			“Okay, my turn,” Aiden says, handing me the carton. He widens his stance, tossing his chosen egg in his hand a few times before he smashes it at his feet.

			His egg positively explodes, splattering half the back of the truck with egg and shell. And our ankles too.

			“Gross,” I squeal.

			“That’s part of the fun!” Aiden cries, taking the carton back and handing me another egg. “Again, harder!”

			I take the next egg and fling it at the metal under our feet, this time putting all my energy into it. The smack isn’t quite as violent or destructive as Aiden’s, but it does feel damn good.

			We trade off, each smashing an egg until there are only two left.

			“Together?” I ask, looking up into his freckled, flushed face as he beams down at me.

			“Oh, fuck yeah,” he says. “One, two—”

			“Wait,” I say, “on three or after three?” My breath is short and high in my chest, my heart racing.

			“On three,” he says. “One, two—”

			“Three!” We both shout the number as we fling our eggs down at our feet. They splat right next to each other, and we both laugh. And before I realize what I’m doing, I’m hugging him, and he’s hugging me, and I’m not sure if I’m laughing anymore. But my chest is still heaving and Aiden gently lowers me down into the bed of the truck. And it’s disgusting. We’re sitting in eggs. And a few weeks ago, I would have absolutely lost my mind, but my mind is already so lost. I’m so lost. And I think Aiden is trying to find me, even if I don’t feel like I can find myself right now.

			“What in the hell are you kids doing?”

			I hurry to stand up, my hands slipping on egg goo and shells as my father walks around the side of Aiden’s truck. I didn’t think he was home, didn’t think anyone was home.

			“Oh, Daddy, we were just—”

			“Is that raw egg?” my father asks, reaching a hand over the side of the truck as I step away from Aiden.

			“Yeah. I mean, yes, sir,” Aiden says quickly. “It was my idea. Something to blow off some steam.”

			“And why exactly do you need to blow off any steam?” my dad demands, crossing his arms over his chest as Aiden tries to help me out of the bed of the truck. But I don’t let him. “The only thing you were blowing off was the rescue search, far as I’ve heard,” he adds.

			No, no, no.

			My ears are ringing. Suddenly the egg on my hands feels like guts, and the remnants of shells are like scales. My stomach clenches.

			“Sorry, sir, it was a dumb idea,” Aiden says.

			“Damn straight it was,” my dad answers, ignoring Aiden’s stammered apology as he pushes me toward the house.

			“You better get yourself to the car wash and hope the hoses aren’t frozen,” he adds to Aiden. “Winter’s coming on fast, and I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but there’s a bear around here. We wouldn’t want it coming after you next.”
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				Outlaw

			
			It’s Friday afternoon and I’ve been knocking on Bee’s front door forever and it’s starting to freak me the fuck out. Megan came over yesterday and told me what Aiden said about Coop and Cally. I should have driven over here right away, but I had dinner duty and Aiden was MIA. So I waited until today, but Bee wasn’t at school. And now she’s not answering the damn door of the house Cally used to live in. And I’m becoming increasingly aware that aside from texts and quick hellos in the hallway, we haven’t really gotten a chance to talk since she practically ran out of the lunchroom Tuesday.

			Away from you, a particularly fucked-up part of my brain reminds me. And she’s been avoiding you since. No. I’ve just been distracted.

			But I’m not anymore. And I need to fucking find her.

			“Oh, hi,” her voice says, and for a second, I think I’m imagining it. Because it’s coming from behind me. But then I turn and see her holding a bunch of grocery bags, her mom a few steps behind her. Like this is just a normal day.

			“Are you playing hooky too?” her mom asks, raising her eyebrows as she fumbles in her pocket, juggling several grocery bags of her own.

			“No,” I say automatically. “I mean, school was let out early and—Here, let me help you with those.” I hurry to her and pull a few of the bags off her arm.

			“Thanks,” she says. “What’s with the early dismissal?” She unlocks the door and pushes it open, gesturing with her head for me and Bee to go in first. I glance at Bee and her lips twitch in a little smile, but she doesn’t hold my gaze for more than a millisecond before she rushes past me into the house. I follow as her mom asks, in a half-joking tone, “Not another bear attack, is it?”

			“Ummmm…” I say, setting the bags on the kitchen table. I brace myself to tell them what happened, but a crash makes me jump and I spin and see Bee standing by the fridge, a jar of jam smashed on the floor at her feet.

			“Fucking fuck,” Bee whispers. I turn back to her just as she stoops to pick up the jar. I’m not even sure she realizes it’s smashed as she reaches her hands straight into the mess of glass and red goop.

			“Whoa, Bee, stop,” I say, getting to her side in time to grab her hands and pull her up to standing.

			“Who?” her mom asks.

			“Cooper,” I say. “Cooper Johnson.”

			I wait for Bee to say something, but she just goes still. So still.

			“Who’s that?” her mom asks.

			“Kevin’s older brother,” I explain over my shoulder. Not ready to let go of Bee’s hands. “He was down from Bozeman with a bunch of his buddies.” I turn my full attention back to Bee, who’s gone so pale it’s fully freaking me the fuck out. “Hey, I think you should sit down,” I say, gently trying to lead her over to the kitchen table. She lets me.

			“You okay?” I ask as she settles into the chair. I scoot another over and sit next to her. She shakes her head. “Yeah, fair, I mean, me either, I guess.”

			Her lips twitch, almost a smile, almost a grimace. She blinks a bunch, and I want to pull her into a hug and not let go until she’s okay. Until this town can’t fuck her up anymore.

			“Do they know for sure that he’s—” her mom says, breaking off mid-sentence. Avoiding that word. “Dead.” Which Cooper absolutely is.

			“Yeah, that’s why I’m here,” I start, and Bee’s eyes widen.

			“Wait, what? Why?” she stammers.

			“He called 911,” I explain. And now my hands are shaking, so I shove them into the pocket of my hoodie and try to calm the fuck down. I absolutely fail, but I keep talking. “Cooper had split off from the other guys, I guess? And the bear attacked him but didn’t actually kill him. And he managed to call 911, but then—” I stop. And it’s so weird, because I don’t give a shit that Cooper is dead. He was an absolute fucking piece of shit. Worse than his younger brother, if that’s even possible. But this next part is too messed up. And I know I have to be the one to tell her.

			“What?” Bee’s mom finally prompts when I’m quiet for too long.

			“The last thing he said,” I tell them, “before the line went dead, the 911 dispatcher heard him say something and they think it was ‘It’s Megan.’ ”

			“What the hell?” Bee’s mom says, dropping into the chair across the table. “What the hell did he mean by that?”

			“I don’t know,” I say. “But the town is having a fucking field day with it, and the cops want to bring all three of us in for questioning again.”

			“Absolutely not,” Bee’s mom says.

			“That’s why I was kinda freaking out,” I explain. “When you didn’t answer my texts or answer the door, I thought—”

			“I think I’m going crazy,” Bee says.

			“Bee, sweetheart—” her mom starts, but Bee shakes her head, cutting her off.

			“No, Mom, don’t—”

			“Bee’s not handling all this very well,” her mom says. “That’s why I kept her home today. She was freezing this morning, shaking so hard and couldn’t get warm. I’m starting to think this town was not the right move for us.”

			“Mom, seriously—” Bee tries to cut her mom off again.

			“I think we should leave,” her mom continues. “Especially with this ‘It’s Megan’ bullshit. Let’s pack up the car and—”

			“No,” Bee says firmly. She looks at me for a long moment, and there’s something in her eyes I can’t read clearly. And I wish I knew her better. And now I’m worried I’ll never get the chance to. “We can’t just leave,” she continues. “Where would we even go? Back to Seattle?”

			“Anywhere my only child isn’t being accused of crazy shit by a bunch of redneck nutjobs,” her mom says. “You know I would do anything for you, sweetie.”

			“I don’t want to leave,” Bee says, shaking her head. And then she looks at me. And my heart grows three sizes like the fucking Grinch’s at the same time it shatters. Because I’m the reason she doesn’t want to leave. And nothing has ever made me feel better and worse at the same time in my entire life.

			“You need to come with me,” I say. And I can feel her mom starting to argue, but I turn to her. “You too. Both of you. I need you to come with me, and I know you’re not going to want to, once I tell you where we’re going, but please.” I take a deep breath. “Megan didn’t want me to come get you first. She told me to come over, just me. I think she knows something, because her dad is…”

			“The head pig,” Bee’s mom finishes, then winces. “Sorry, I shouldn’t say that shit here. I know how this town is. Or at least, I’m starting to.”

			“I didn’t want to go without you,” I say, grabbing Bee’s hand again. “But we need to talk,” I add. “The three of us.” I raise my eyebrows, trying to make her understand without saying too much in front of her mom. “Since, you know, we’re all named Megan. He could have meant any of us.”

			“Oh, right,” Bee says. After an excruciating moment, she nods.

			“So you’ll come?” I ask. “To the Delorias’?”

			“Yeah, we’ll come,” she says. “Won’t we, Mom?”

			“I don’t know…” Her mom looks between us, her eyes lingering on where our fingers are intertwined. And then she nods. “Okay, but the second Bob goes all abuse of power, I’m going full ACAB and bringing you home.”

			“Deal,” Bee says.

			“Let me just get these groceries put away and the jam cleaned up,” her mom says, then scoops up the ancient cat before he can get to the jam and passes him to Bee, who clutches him to her chest. I try to help her mom with the groceries but end up getting in the way, so I retreat to the couch and take the cat while Bee goes to the bathroom.

			The second the door closes, Bee’s mom crosses to me, dropping down onto the couch and fixing me with a mom stare that reminds me so much of my own mom that I freeze, my hand coming to a stop mid-pet on the cat’s back.

			“I know something’s going on,” Bee’s mom says, and I open my mouth to start to explain, but she holds up a hand and I immediately fall silent. “I see the way she looks at you and the way you look at her.”

			My heart pounds so hard in my chest, I bet Bee can hear it in the bathroom.

			“I might be crazy for not packing up our car and leaving this place right now,” she continues. “But I’ve already taken her away from so much, and I’m not going to take her away from someone that makes her eyes do that thing. Not right now. But”—she points a finger at my chest—“don’t play with her, you hear me? Not now. Not ever, but especially not right now. If you—”

			“Mom!” Bee squeals. She’s standing at the end of the hall, her face bright red. And it’s a relief to see the color back in her round cheeks. A relief to see her face look anything other than shaken and scared. And honestly, she’s fucking adorable when she’s embarrassed.

			“Hey, I haven’t had the chance to do the whole intimidating-a-prospective-suitor thing since Alanna took you to your eighth-grade dance,” Bee’s mom says. “And she took it very well.”

			“Ms. Kelly,” I say.

			“Ooh, ‘Ms. Kelly,’ that’s a good start,” she says with a smile.

			“I promise I’ll take care of her,” I say. “Or I’ll do my best.” I swallow. “But, well, you have to play nice with Bob Deloria, okay? I don’t want to say respect him, cuz that feels gross or whatever, but can you like, pretend you do? You just don’t get how this town is, how the men here are.”

			“I will,” she says, reaching a hand out and patting mine, which is on the cat’s back. He’s sleeping and doesn’t respond at all when Bee’s mom pulls him off my lap and settles him on his bed on the end table. “But I also want you girls to know it doesn’t have to be this way.”

			“I know,” I agree. Because it seems like the right thing to say. Even though she’s wrong. It does have to be this way. But maybe there’s something we can do about it. Maybe there’s something we’re already doing. I just need to get a moment alone with Bee and Megan so we can compare notes and tell each other the whole truth. And maybe, if I’m right, fill in the gaps in each other’s memories.
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				Bee

			
			I stare up at the Delorias’ McMansion. The driveway is filled with cars, even though there’s also a three-car garage. Outlaw’s Trooper is parked closest to the door and Mom pulled in behind it a minute ago, but we’ve just been sitting here. Staring at the house in silence.

			“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Mom asks.

			“Nope,” I say. “But I do think that being involved in this conversation rather than the topic of it is probably the lesser of two evils?” I don’t mean it as a question, but it comes out like one. My hands are shaking again, so I shove them in the pockets of my puffy jacket as we both look up at the house. “And you didn’t have to say that stuff to Outlaw,” I add. “I mean, we’re not even—”

			“Now is not the time to try to convince me you aren’t head-over-heels obsessed with that girl,” Mom says. “I’m glad. Even though the thought of you dating a girl in this town does freak me out a little. I’ve noticed you haven’t brought any pride stuff to school.”

			I look down at my lap. I know she’s probably right. And I didn’t realize she’s been paying such close attention, but of course she has. I’m just glad she’s a heavy sleeper or nothing would have kept her from packing up our car and driving as far away from this town as she could get, because as much as dating a girl in this town scares me, I’m starting to think it’s the least of my worries.

			“We’ll be careful,” I say when I realize Mom’s still waiting for a response, then add, “I’ll be careful.” I look up and see Outlaw waving to us from the front door. “Sure you can, though?” I ask as Mom unbuckles her seat belt.

			“I can and will do anything I need to do to keep you safe,” she says. And the intensity in her voice makes my throat tight. I wonder if I should tell her about last night, tell her what I can’t remember. Tell her why I’m so scared. But that would mean I’d need to tell her about Cooper. Which would mean telling her about Kevin.

			No, the less my mom knows, the better. Which flies in the face of the entire actually-kinda-friends thing we have going. But I can’t let her take me away from here. Not now.

			You can’t let her take you away from her, my brain unhelpfully corrects. I shove the thought away and climb from the car, my heart racing when I see Outlaw’s relieved smile as we cross the driveway. But then the door opens behind her.

			“Finally,” Megan says. “What took you so—” She breaks off as she catches sight of me and my mom. “What are they doing here?” she demands.

			“She’s a Meghan,” Outlaw says. “This affects all of us.”

			There’s a moment where I think Megan’s going to tell us to leave. But then her dad appears behind her in the doorway, and the smile that splits across his face at the sight of me and my mom sends a chill down my spine that has nothing to do with how freaking freezing it is today.

			“Miss Bach,” he says, his voice dripping false charm as he calls my mom the wrong freaking name. This was a mistake. There’s no way she’s going to be able to make it out of this house without punching him in the face. Hell, she might not be able to make it in.

			“Officer Deloria, I know how much it means to you to keep this town safe,” she says. And I’m so shocked my mouth actually hangs open for a second before I get my shit together.

			“All Meghans on deck,” I add. And immediately realize that it was too much. Thankfully, no one seems to take much notice, except Outlaw, who hides a smile behind her hand as we all shuffle into the Delorias’ vaulted entryway. A huge elk head stares down at us, smaller deer heads flanking it. The second the door closes behind us, an extremely fluffy golden retriever presses its snout directly into my crotch.

			“Folly, no,” Megan says, grabbing the dog’s collar.

			“I think it’s best if we discuss a few things without you girls first,” Megan’s dad says.

			“Of course, Daddy,” Megan says. “We’ll keep Folly out of your hair, and we’ll be up in my room when you need us, okay?”

			I look farther into the house, where Megan’s and Outlaw’s moms are standing beside a huge granite-topped kitchen island. The lights hanging above it are weird blobs of glass that are probably supposed to be artistic and definitely cost a fortune. The whole place looks like someone’s idea of a house, rather than a place people actually live. More dead animals decorate the walls—a mountain goat, a moose head, and a freaking bear. Small, black fur. Not a grizzly. I tear my eyes away from it just in time to see the look Megan’s mom levels at my own mom as she whispers something to Outlaw’s mom. And there’s a second where I don’t want to leave Mom alone with them.

			“Shoes off,” Megan says, looking down at my feet. I drop onto the bench under the elk head and untie my Converse as Mom lets Bob lead her into the kitchen. By the time I get my laces undone, Megan and Outlaw are already halfway up the stairs, and I hurry after them. I pause at the landing and hear their voices above me, going up the next flight of stairs. How many floors does this house have?

			It turns out Megan has the entire top floor. Her room is exactly what I would have imagined. Pink-and-white duvet. White curtains. Framed photos of her and Outlaw. She has an entire golden retriever–sized couch for her dog next to her queen-sized bed, which has an actual canopy that is also pink and white. And I’m annoyed that it isn’t cheesy. It’s pretty and demure and absolutely tasteful. And thankfully, blissfully free of taxidermy.

			“Why did you bring her?” Megan asks Outlaw, as if I’m not standing in the doorway to her room.

			“Because this affects all of us,” Outlaw hisses. “And we need to compare notes before any of us talk to the cops again. Well, other than you, I guess,” she adds.

			“Oh, I bet she’s already told her dad plenty,” I say. “But maybe we should tell him you were out at the plateau with us Monday when we found Creepy Connor. Maybe we should talk to him and his cop buddies about how you’re the only one of us that actually goes by Megan.”

			“Whoa, Bee, calm down,” Outlaw says, her voice soft. She reaches out a hand, but it feels like she’s placating me, and I can’t stand it.

			“Literally how?” I ask. My hands are shaking and suddenly I’m too hot. I pull off my coat and drop it on the floor and Megan’s dog immediately rushes over to investigate, sniffing it a few times before lying down on it.

			“Hey, we’re in this together,” Outlaw says.

			“Are we?” I ask, and Megan’s scoffing laugh tells me that we couldn’t be less together. “Because it kinda feels to me like two of us are queer girls who discovered a dead body and were there when Kevin was killed, and both have reasons to want him dead, and the other is the head cop’s daughter, who kept dating that boy even when she knew he ra—”

			“Bee, what the fuck?” Outlaw moves toward me, and for a second, I think she’s going to comfort me, but all she does is shut the door to Megan’s room. Because she’s not worried about me; she’s worried someone could overhear what I just said. And all at once I feel like a total fucking fool as I look between Outlaw and Megan. As I think of their moms downstairs, heads together.

			“Oh, I get it now,” I say. “You’re going to pin this on me.”

			“Pin what on you?” Megan says.

			“I—” But I don’t know. It can’t be a coincidence.

			“I wouldn’t have come to get you if I wanted you to take the fall for this,” Outlaw says, and I see her hand twitch toward me, like she wants to come to me and take my hand, but then her eyes flick back to Megan.

			“Take the fall for what?” Megan asks.

			“Just stop.” Outlaw runs a hand over her face and collapses onto the end of Megan’s bed. “Please, Megan, we have to be honest with each other. Please.”

			“About what, exactly?” Megan crosses her arms over her chest, but there’s a flicker of something in her eyes. Doubt? Guilt?

			“We’re missing memories, right?” Outlaw’s hands are knotted in the sleeves of her Ravens sweatshirt. “I know you are, Megan. I know I am. I know I’ve woken up naked and found dirt in my shower.”

			My blood runs cold as she continues.

			“I know something unnatural was happening with that bear at homecoming, and I’m not saying we, like…I don’t know. I don’t think we compelled her. I can’t fucking talk to bears, but—”

			“I don’t know what happened last night,” I blurt out. And I know I shouldn’t tell them this. I shouldn’t trust them. And I don’t. I don’t trust Megan at all. But we have to figure out what’s going on before this town decides for us and the truth no longer matters. “I don’t remember leaving the house yesterday,” I say. “But I definitely remember coming home. Because when I realized what was happening, I was trying to climb in my own fucking window. And—” I break off. “And I was naked.”

			I look up just in time to catch Outlaw’s raised eyebrows and Megan’s lips tightening into a line as she sucks in a breath through her nose.

			“At first I thought that someone had drugged me,” I say. “Like, it felt the same as when—” I swallow, not sure I can talk about that night but certain I have to. “Like the night Kevin raped me. It was the same grogginess, the same gaps in my memory. The same coming back to my body as if I’d left it. And just—what if he’s right?”

			“What if who’s right?” Outlaw says. She’s gone pale and her freckles stand out on her skin like ink splotches.

			“Cooper,” I whisper. “The cops, when they brought us in that first time—”

			“Don’t say that.” And it’s Megan who rushes to my side. Megan who takes my hands and forces me to look her in the eye. “We can’t let them win. Those boys deserved everything they got.”

			“I don’t know if I believe that,” I say. Tears sting my eyes. “What if we’re causing this somehow? What if that vow we took activated something, called the bear to us?” I wait for something, anything, to give away what Outlaw and Megan might be thinking, but they both just stare at me. “I see his body when I close my eyes,” I admit. “That Connor guy’s. And I hear Kevin’s screams and—” I swallow. “I don’t know if anyone can deserve that. No matter what they did.”

			Megan squeezes my hands so hard, I feel the bones of my knuckles grinding together.

			“It was the same for me,” she says, and I see tears fill her eyes. “The first night Kevin and I—” She breaks off and takes a shuddering breath through her nostrils. “I was blacked out. I woke up to him…”

			She trails off, but I don’t need her to finish the sentence. It was the same for her. She didn’t consent. She didn’t say yes. She wasn’t able to.

			“What?” Outlaw rushes over to us. “But you came over to my house the next morning, and you were—you said—”

			“I justified it—rationalized it away,” Megan says, the tears finally falling down her face. She releases my hands and wipes them away furiously. “And how messed up is that? Because I wanted him so bad for so long, so I just decided that it was okay that that was our first time. That I wanted to, with him, eventually. And he probably knew that—”

			“Fuck that.” I scare myself a little with the intensity of my own voice. “He didn’t know shit. He just knew you were beautiful and vulnerable, and he took advantage of that.”

			“But if I hadn’t forgiven him, if I’d said something, anything, then maybe he wouldn’t have—”

			“He was a predator,” I say. “You are not the reason he hurt me. You are not the reason he hurt anyone. You’re the reason he won’t ever be able to hurt anyone else ever again.” It’s only after the words have left my mouth that I realize I should have stopped talking before I got to them. Because Megan’s face changes. She goes pale, shaking her head.

			“Don’t ever say that,” she says, her voice low and fierce and terrifying. “Don’t ever say that, ever again.”

			My mind is reeling, because I thought we were finally understanding each other. I thought we were admitting we might be doing something, that we might be fucking powerful. That we might be able to change the unchangeable. I look to Outlaw, but she won’t meet my eyes.

			“We don’t know what happened,” Megan says flatly. “We don’t know why Cooper said ‘Megan.’ We don’t know that he did, really. My dad said the recording is muffled. They think he said ‘Megan,’ but we can’t be sure. Because we weren’t there.”

			The way she says the last sentence pokes at something in my brain. And I want to press her, want to push on that spot until I understand.

			But then Megan says, “And if I were you, I’d get rid of Cally’s tarot cards and maybe consider washing off any runes you might be hiding under those long sleeves.”

			“Megan, you can’t be serious.” Outlaw takes Megan by the arm, but Megan shrugs her off.

			“You can’t say I didn’t warn you,” she says, stooping down and pulling my jacket from under her dog. And as she holds it out to me, I realize that whatever window had opened between us has slammed shut. And it pisses me off. I’m tired of trying to keep up with the thousand faces of Megan Deloria.

			“So we’re just going to pretend this isn’t happening?” I demand, looking between the two other girls, waiting for one of them to make me feel less crazy, less alone.

			“Nothing’s happening,” Megan insists.

			“The boys who hurt us are dying, Megan,” I hiss, emphasizing our name, the one only she uses. “We’re part of something we don’t understand, whether you like it or not. And I’m starting to feel like that bear won’t stop at Cooper. There are a lot of terrible men left in this town. Hell, there’s one downstairs.”

			“Get out,” Megan growls.

			“Why?” I ask. “Because you know your cop dad is just like the rest of them?”

			“Get out of my house,” she says as she brushes past me and wrenches open the door. “Take your mess of a mom with you and don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

			I stand there, stunned.

			“Come on, Bee, let’s go.” Outlaw’s words bring me back to my body.

			“What?” Megan asks, surprised.

			“If you want to lie to yourself, fine,” Outlaw says. “I thought we were on each other’s side here. I thought it was us against the whole damn world, Megan.”

			“It was,” she says. And I can see her trying to keep it together. Because she wasn’t expecting this. Wasn’t expecting Outlaw to take my side. Again.

			“Well, you’ve always been better at lying to yourself,” Outlaw says, and then she pulls my coat from Megan’s hand, shoves it at me, and stalks out of the room and down the stairs.
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				Outlaw

			
			“I’m sorry,” Bee mutters over and over. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She’s already past the landing and halfway down the second flight of stairs when I pull her to a stop before she can burst into the foyer at full chaos.

			“I need you to get your shit together,” I whisper. “Which I know is insane, but please.” I try to put everything I’m feeling, how much I care about her, how much I need her, into that last word. And I think she understands, because her eyes go wide and her bottom lip twitches and then she nods, taking a stilted breath through her nose.

			“Can we talk, though?” she asks. “Like, I really need to talk to someone about this, I think.” Her lip trembles and she shakes her head violently. “Sorry, no. Shit is together. I can do this. Shit. Together.”

			“Yeah, we’ll talk, just—”

			“Bee?” Bee’s mom’s voice calls up the stairs, cutting me off. “Bee?” She appears below us just as I hear Megan’s mom call after her, “No shoes on the stairs!”

			“Jesus fucking Christ, what is wrong with these people?” Bee’s mom mutters. “Come on, Bee,” she adds. “We’re going home. This was a mistake.”

			“Oh, umm…” Bee mutters as she looks between me and her mom.

			“Go,” I say. “And sorry,” I add to her mom.

			“Not your fault,” she says, but she doesn’t look at me. Her focus is completely on Bee. And there’s this horrible moment where I’m jealous, in the bad and poisonous kind of way. Because I can’t even imagine what that would be like, to have my mom’s whole attention.

			“I’ll text you,” Bee says as she walks past me and follows her mom down the last few stairs and into the foyer. Before I can reply, they’re talking to each other in hushed voices as Bee pulls on her shoes.

			I stand there frozen like a fucking deer in goddamn headlights. I want to run back upstairs and shake Megan until she tells me what the fuck she’s playing at. I want to run after Bee and tell her to leave, to tell her mom to take her far, far away from here and never come back. I want to run into the kitchen, into my own mom’s arms, and hug her until this all goes away. Instead, I do exactly none of those things. I just wait for the door to slam. Then I slip downstairs, pull on my boots, and run to my Trooper before my mom or the Delorias can stop me.

			

			—

			I drove until the snow started, and then I turned back. I’m not sure what I was thinking. I probably wasn’t. That was the point. I didn’t want to think. I still don’t. I can’t believe Megan never told me about her and Kevin, about what he did that first night, the summer before sophomore year. My stomach turns as I see the memory of that morning in a whole new light. Her shaking hands. Her flushed face. She said she was excited. And she was—she was practically buzzing. But now I realize why. She was doing what she always does: Making a million excuses. Lying to herself to protect Kevin. Convincing herself it was okay. Convincing herself she was okay. And it makes me hate him all over again. It makes me wish I could bring him back to life so I could kill him again, with my bare hands.

			The snow is falling harder and harder, and I know I should slow down—I can’t see for shit—but instead, I speed up. The highway’s a straight shot from here into town. I lay on the gas and let the tunnel of white and the roar of the Trooper’s engine blur my thoughts into oblivion—until I see a flash of something in the road.

			I slam on the brakes. The Trooper spins to the right, fishtailing, and I brace myself as I slide toward whatever has run out in front of me. I hear myself scream, reaching for the e-brake. It feels like a lifetime and a split second, and then everything goes still. My brain is going in slow motion as I look out into the snow and see…nothing. There’s nothing there. And then I realize I’m facing the opposite direction—the Trooper’s spun 180 degrees—and I turn around and look behind me, and there it is. There she is.

			The bear.

			Maybe we can call her to us. Maybe she heard my pain.

			She’s on her hind legs and she’s just…standing there. Like a statue in the snow. I unbuckle my seat belt and open my door.

			The snow that felt almost violent while I was speeding down the highway is actually gentle. The flakes are huge, like what Southerners who have never seen snow imagine snow to be. It’s like I’m in a Christmas ornament. I blink as a flake lands on my eyelashes, and I turn.

			She’s still standing in the road, and I walk toward her. She drops onto all fours and lets out a huff. Her ears are so small and so round, and I have this absolutely insane impulse to run to her, to bury my face in her fur. I want to throw my arms around her, climb onto her back, and run away with her. And that’s when I become certain I’m dreaming. Because this is too fucking weird. She is too fucking wild. But I keep walking until I’m right in front of her. And then I’m reaching out my hand, hovering it over the side of her face.

			Her breath is hot, and her head is so huge. Incomprehensibly huge. And I should be afraid. But I’m not. This is the least afraid I’ve felt since that night in the woods, the night we gave her Kevin. The night we finally started doing something about the true predators that have plagued this town for generations.

			“Thank you,” I whisper.

			She huffs out a breath and it ruffles my hair. Her breath is foul, full of dead things and soil. But it doesn’t turn my stomach. Instead, I feel my mouth water.

			And that’s when the reality of the moment comes crashing down around me. Because this isn’t a dream. This is very fucking real. And I’m suddenly very fucking scared. But not of her.

			Of myself.

			She senses this shift in me, rearing up, back onto her hind legs.

			I stumble backward, slipping a bit on the wet asphalt. I think I hear a car. I need to get off the road. She needs to get off the road.

			“Go!” I scream. “Get away from here. Go!”

			She looks down at me, cinnamon-brown fur glistening in the snow. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my entire life.

			“Please. Go.”

			She falls back to all fours and takes off, running into the trees that line the road. And I want to run after her. I want to rip off my clothes and run naked through the woods. The sound of the truck’s horn wrenches me back to reality. I turn to see a semi barreling through the snow, honking at me to get off the road. But they only see the Trooper, and they’ve veered into the other lane to avoid it, which means they’re headed right for me.

			I don’t know what to do. Which way will they go?

			My body takes over as my mind buffers and I run for the side of the road, away from my car, diving into the ditch just as the truck screeches to a halt twenty yards past my car. The trucker jumps from the cab, cursing up a storm as he runs back to find the Trooper empty.

			“I’m here!” I call. “I’m fine, just had—an elk or deer or something dart in front of me. Lost control.”

			“Well, get off the damn road,” he growls, slapping the hood of the Trooper before running back to his truck and climbing up into the cab.

			He has a point, though. And I rush back to the Trooper. I let out a breath when it starts. I use the ditch to turn around. I’m less than a mile from town, but the drive back feels like it takes forever. I want to go to Bee’s; I know I should go home. Instead, I drive to the school. It’s only three in the afternoon; it won’t be dark for another two hours. And I feel like I’m going to explode if I don’t run, and I’m scared of what I might do if I let myself run outside.

			The front door of the building is unlocked, and I don’t see anyone in the halls as I jog to the gym. I slip off my boots and jacket and grab a volleyball from the rack by the bleachers. There’s no net set up, but I don’t need one. I need to hit something. And so I do.

			I spike ball after ball into the wall and the floor. I run sprints until my chest is heaving and my heart is pounding in my ears. And then I do it all again.

		

	
		
			
				43

				Megan

			
			I expected Outlaw to call me yesterday after she and Bee and Bee’s mom stormed from the house, but she didn’t. She didn’t even answer my one pitiful text asking if she was okay. And I hate that I was equally relieved and disappointed. I know I went too far, but I didn’t expect her to meet me there. For years, I’ve wondered how I would tell her the truth about the first night Kevin and I got together. And sure, I considered that maybe I wouldn’t. Ever. And isn’t that her point? She’s right. I’m too good at lying to myself. But what she doesn’t understand is that’s also what makes me so good at lying to him. To my father.

			“You’re not going to let them cancel the Halloween dance next weekend, are you?” I ask.

			Mom’s busy grating cheese while Dad paces around the dining room table.

			“Sweetie,” he says, “I don’t think you understand the gravity—”

			“Daddy,” I cut him off. “I get that this is horrible and tragic. But you can’t actually think me or Outlaw or that sophomore girl have anything to do with it.”

			My dad stops and looks at me carefully. “If it gets out that the rug Connor was found on was the grizzly Grandpa got in ’88, this could get real bad, real fast, Megan,” my dad says. “I thought you understood that.”

			“But I told you,” I say, my voice high and girlish, the perfect performance of the perfect daughter. “I couldn’t look at it after what happened, and I threw it out. Took it straight to the dump. Is it somehow my fault Connor pulled it out?” The lie feels more grounded now. When I stammered it out after my dad asked me if I knew anything about how the rug got out of the house, it was the first excuse that came to mind. But I know it’s a good one. It makes sense. Creepy Connor was just like that stupid raven he took care of, always scavenging.

			“He knows that’s not your fault,” Mom insists, wrapping the block of cheese back up in cling wrap and starting to chop a zucchini with an intensity that’s more than a little unsettling. “But nine-one-one calls are public record, sweetheart, and it won’t be long before the whole town knows that—”

			“That what?” I don’t let her finish. “That Cooper yelled my name while making a really dumb mistake? Isn’t the real lesson not to go after the bear alone? Daddy, you taught us that guns are no match against a bear. Not a rifle. Besides, what do you want to bet his blood alcohol comes back through the roof?”

			“Cooper was being a dumbass, but that doesn’t change the fact that something strange is going on here, Megan.” My dad settles both his hands on the table, bracing himself. Summoning the patience to deal with me. I want to jump across the table and claw his face off. Instead, I hop off my barstool and cross to him, placing a hand on one of his.

			“Maybe there’s something wrong with this bear,” I say, my voice as gentle as I can make it. “Maybe it’s time to stop hunting it, let someone else—”

			“Sweetheart, you don’t understand these things. Once a bear starts hunting humans—”

			“But maybe it’s not,” I insist. “Maybe it was just defending itself.” He frowns and I rush to finish. “Like you’re trying to—like you are defending me and Mom.”

			“We can’t just hide away all winter,” Dad says. “It’s the best part of hunting season.” He pulls his hand away and shakes his head. “I know you have a good heart, sweetie. But we can’t rule out that someone is…dammit, it sounds ridiculous, but someone is helping this bear.”

			“You’re right,” Mom says, still chopping, and I turn to her. “It does sound ridiculous. And I think Megan’s right. We shouldn’t cancel the Halloween dance. These kids need some normalcy in the midst of all this tragedy. But—” she adds, pointing at me with the knife, and even though I’m across the room from her, it’s a bit terrifying. She seems to realize this the same moment I do, and she sets the knife down on the cutting board with a thwack. “But I think we should have it during the day. The curfew is going to need to stay in place until we’re certain this bear can’t hurt anyone else.”

			“That’s genius,” I say, rushing over and hugging my mom as my dad grumbles his displeasure. But I know he’s going to agree. Because my mom knows exactly how to get what she needs from him. She always has. And maybe she’s more right than I’ve wanted to admit. Because look at her, look at our life. She doesn’t even have a college degree and look what she’s built for us. It’s not like my dad’s police salary paid for this house. That was all her.

			“Thank you,” I say as I hurry to wash my hands and help her finish making the enchiladas. “I just need something to feel normal for a bit, you know?”

			“Of course, sweetie,” she says, kissing my forehead as I dry my hands. “I’ll help make sure your father understands that,” she adds in a softer voice that only I can hear. “But I need you to promise me something, okay?”

			“Of course,” I agree automatically.

			“Brooke’s worried about Meg. Worried about her and that Bee girl.”

			My stomach drops, but I keep my face as blank as I can and nod.

			“We know you two are too kind to leave anyone out, and that what happened at homecoming was something that will bond you for life, in a way. But…” She trails off and lets out a long sigh as she transfers the sliced zucchini to a pan sitting on the stove. I flinch as it hits the hot oil with a sizzling hiss. “Sometimes someone will try to use our connection to them to drag us down with them,” she says. “Just…remember that, okay? And help Meg remember?”

			“Of course,” I say again. But I can’t ignore the guilt welling up in my chest. Because isn’t that exactly what I wanted to say to Outlaw before she brought Bee over here yesterday? Isn’t this exactly what I wanted us to do? Unite against her?

			She won’t, and I can’t blame her. Because I see the way they look at each other. At first, I thought I was being replaced, that Outlaw had finally wised up to how broken and pathetic I am and found a new best friend. But it’s not just that. And I need to do everything I can to keep my dad from realizing Outlaw and Bee might be more than friends. Because I think I finally understand what kind of man my father is.

			I went looking through his study last night, after he left. He doesn’t even lock the drawers where he keeps old case files. (And he’s the one who thinks I’m too trusting.) It took about twenty minutes to find it, but I did. I found Cally’s report against Cooper. The one that never became public, never became relevant to the investigation of her disappearance. And no matter how much my dad talks about protecting his girls, his truest allegiance is to his boys and their reputations.

			So it’s going to be up to me to take care of my girls.
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				Bee

			
			Outlaw and I have been texting nonstop since my mom dragged me from the Delorias’ house two days ago. And I was so excited when Outlaw said she was coming over, but I should have realized why she wasn’t coming until after noon. Until after church. Even though she doesn’t go. Because Megan does.

			“My mom’s going to be back any minute,” I say, standing in the doorway instead of welcoming them in. It feels childish, but I’m not sure I care.

			“Please, Bee,” Outlaw says. “Megan needs to tell you something. We both do.” Outlaw stands between me and Megan, a human bridge. I try to ignore the way her eyelashes glisten in the sunlight. It only stopped snowing an hour ago after dumping for almost forty-eight hours straight, and everything’s carpeted white. The sun finally breaking through the clouds casts everything in the kind of light that only belongs in stupid Hallmark Christmas movies.

			“She can tell me here, can’t she?” I say, holding my ground.

			Megan rolls her eyes. “I told you this wasn’t worth it,” she mutters.

			“Megan,” Outlaw growls, pushing her best friend in the shoulder. “Seriously, tell her what you told me.”

			“Fine,” Megan says, shoving her hands deeper into the pockets of her knee-length pale pink coat. “I’m sorry, okay?”

			I wait for the rest, but it doesn’t come. “Seriously?” I say, looking between Outlaw and Megan, ready to give up and shut the door on them—go back inside, where it’s warm and there’s no Megan. There’s no Outlaw inside either, though, which sucks, but screw that sorry attempt at an apology.

			“You were right,” Megan says as I step back into the house, and I pause. “Both of you were right,” she continues. “We need to be on the same page. We need to figure out what’s going on. And—” She stares down at the ground for a long moment before looking up and meeting my eyes. “I’m so sorry for what I said about your mom. That wasn’t cool. I guess I was just jealous. Okay? Can we please go inside now?”

			“I wasn’t lying about my mom coming back any—”

			“Cally Coleman tried to file a report against Cooper before she disappeared,” Megan says in a rush.

			It takes me a long moment to process what she’s said. And once I have, all I can manage to say is “What?”

			“It was never officially filed,” Megan explains. “But I found it in my dad’s office at home. The men of this town will do anything to protect their own.” Her eyes meet mine and she raises her eyebrows. “Please? I promise we’re trying to do the same thing. Protect each other.”

			“Fine, I guess,” I say, stepping back so they can pass into the house. If Megan’s sneaking through her dad’s files, maybe she’s actually waking the hell up.

			“We’ll be quick,” Outlaw says, fixing me with the full force of her smile as she comes inside. “Though I could stay for a while after she goes,” she adds, pausing, only inches between us.

			“Um, yeah,” I sputter. “That would be, I mean, I’d like—”

			“Yeah, and that’s part of why we’re here,” Megan cuts in.

			“Wait, what do you mean?” I close the door, watching Megan and Outlaw exchanging looks I can’t translate.

			“You’re not exactly subtle,” Megan explains. “This whole lovelorn-lesbians thing.”

			My throat tightens and my palms start to sweat.

			“What do you mean?” I ask, doing my best not to reveal my sudden anxiety.

			“My dad already has a bug up his ass about you,” she says. “I’ve been trying to keep him distracted, but if he finds out you’re gay?” Megan shakes her head, and I look at Outlaw, trying to figure out how I’m supposed to respond.

			It’s not like my mom hasn’t been saying the exact same thing. It’s the reason she’s basically kept me under house arrest the last two days. Well, one of them. But hearing it out of Megan’s mouth is just different.

			“We have this plan,” Outlaw says. “You’re gonna hate it,” she adds quickly. “Hell, I fucking hate it.”

			“Hey, I don’t love it,” Megan says. “But the last thing we need right now is someone trying to burn you at the stake.”

			She says it like a joke, but it doesn’t feel like one. It feels possible. And I think of Matthew Shepard. He was only twenty-one when he was beaten, tortured, and left for dead. Just for existing. For daring to be out in the Rocky Mountain West. Wyoming is only miles away from here, and Riverside’s even smaller than Laramie. Even more backwoods. Even farther from a proper hospital. I don’t realize I’m trembling until Outlaw wraps her arms around me and kisses the top of my head.

			“She was just kidding,” she murmurs into my hair. And suddenly all I can think about is how I haven’t washed it in three days. I go to pull away, but she holds me tight. “It was a bad joke,” she adds. “But there aren’t any pitchforks.”

			“Yet,” Megan adds under her breath.

			“Okay, you two are fully freaking me out now,” I say.

			“Join the club,” Megan says. “I’ve been freaking myself out since the moment I met you. Not blaming you,” she adds quickly. “Can we just tell you the plan?”

			

			—

			We settle around the kitchen table, Outlaw and me on one side, Megan on the other. Outlaw holds my hand under the table as Megan explains. And it’s hard to actually process the words she’s saying because each time Outlaw’s thumb traces the skin on the back of my hand, I feel like I’m going to explode.

			“Do you think your mom will let you go?” Outlaw asks when Megan’s finished explaining.

			“I don’t know,” I admit. “She’s usually pretty chill about this stuff, but you know.”

			“Yeah.” Outlaw sighs. “Well, you’ll at least try?”

			“You’ll both be there, right?” I ask. Too quickly.

			Megan rolls her eyes. “Yes, but the whole point is that you two are not there together, remember?”

			“Yeah,” I agree, but it comes out as a funny squeak because Outlaw chooses that moment to put her hand on my knee and her skin brushes my skin through the rip in my jeans.

			“Also,” Outlaw says, somehow acting like her hand on my knee is the most normal thing in the fucking world while my entire brain melts, “I saw the bear again.”

			“Wait, what?” I’m so shocked, I jerk away, and my knee is cold without her hand. But it would be too weird to just like, grab it and put it back. Wouldn’t it?

			“Friday, after we were all at the Delorias’,” Outlaw explains. And then she tells me about driving out of town, about the snow starting. About seeing the bear and almost crashing. About getting out of the car. And when I look at Megan, I see that none of this is news to her. Outlaw told her first. And I try not to be mad about that. I try not to hate her, this girl who knows Outlaw better than I ever will. I’m not sure I succeed. And it’s that feeling that keeps me from running my mouth the way I was about to. It’s that feeling that keeps me from asking Outlaw to stay when I hear my mom’s car in the driveway.

			“Shit, you guys better go,” I say instead. And I see her face fall. And it’s weird, but her disappointment makes me feel powerful. She wants to stay, wants to spend more time with me. And I think I could live on that feeling for a long time.

			“Text me?” Outlaw asks.

			“Totally,” I say. And I almost close the space between us and kiss her on the cheek. But that would be too much. Then my mom’s opening the door, and I spring to my feet, knocking the damn chair over as I do. Outlaw picks it up as I stammer out an explanation.

			Mom seems a bit too frazzled to fully care. Which makes me feel guilty. She’s having a frustrating week at her day job, and she wanted to get the next draft of her book done before Halloween and now that’s definitely not happening, and it’s all my fault.

			I barely register Megan and Outlaw saying goodbye.

			“I’m glad those two came by,” Mom says, kicking off her boots and throwing her coat on the coat tree, which immediately falls over.

			“Wait, really?” I ask as I rush to help her pick it up and rebalance it.

			“I don’t want them to freeze you out,” she says. “Even if I’ve been a bit…intense these last couple days.”

			“So I could maybe go to school tomorrow?” I ask, testing the waters. If she says no to this, she’ll definitely say no to the plan Megan proposed.

			“Yeah,” Mom says. “I think that would be good, actually. But,” she adds quickly, “I’m dropping you off and picking you up, and I don’t want you even leaving the building until you see my car parked out front, okay?”

			Something in the way she’s looking at me, with so much unconditional love—the fierceness of it breaks something in me. And before I know what’s happening, I’m crying.

			“Oh, Bee, honey.” She rushes across the room to me, pulling me into a tight hug. “Oh, sweetie, it’s okay.”

			“It’s not, though,” I say into her shoulder.

			She pulls back, her hands on my arms as she looks into my face, a question written on her own. And I know I have to tell her.

			“There’s something I didn’t tell you about Kevin,” I say. My hands are numb, and I’ve stopped crying; my mouth has gone dry. My lips tremble as I try to find the words, and Mom leads me to the couch.

			We both sit and she waits for me to speak.

			“This past summer, when I went to that party out at the lake with Keely and Avery…” I trail off, watching color rise in Mom’s cheeks, and now I can’t stop, now I have to get it out, because I don’t want her imagining something worse than what happened.

			“I think someone put something in my drink. I mean, I know they did. Because I woke up, and—” My breath catches, and Mom puts a hand on my knee but doesn’t interrupt. “Someone was…was having sex with me. Not just someone. Kevin.”

			The color drains from her face and tears fill her eyes.

			“Oh, Bee, god, I’m so sorry—Are you…?” She can’t seem to find a way to finish her question. There are probably too many things she wants to ask but also doesn’t want to know. And this is why I haven’t told her, why I wanted to protect her, even before Kevin died and anyone finding out I had a motive to want him dead would have seemed suspicious.

			“Outlaw and Megan know,” I explain. “And I wanted to tell you, I did. But I just could never find the right moment. It’s been so hard, not being able to tell anyone else, because this town loved him so much. And his face is just everywhere and—”

			Now I’m the one whose words fail, but Mom pulls me into a hug. I let myself melt into her, let her stroke my hair and tell me it’s going to be okay, even though neither of us believes it. It’s not okay. But maybe I’ll be okay, eventually.

			“Thank you for telling me,” she says. “I’m sorry you didn’t feel like you could before.” She’s trying keep her shit together, trying to be a rock for me. But I need her to know she doesn’t have to.

			“It wasn’t that,” I say quickly. “I just didn’t even want to think about it, never mind talk about it. I thought that maybe I’d never tell anyone. So it wasn’t you I was keeping it from, as much as I was just…”

			She nods, her lips pressed together and trembling slightly. And we’re both still crying, but it’s the good kind. The kind that washes things away.

			“This is going to sound so dumb,” I say.

			Mom shakes her head. “Let me be the judge of that.”

			“Well, the reason Outlaw and Bee were over here was to ask me to go to the dance with them. The Halloween dance.”

			Mom’s eyebrows knit together, and she frowns. “The one where they dress up as—”

			“Yeah.” I wince.

			She sighs. “And you really want to go?”

			“I do. It’s during the day and I’ll be with Megan and Outlaw. We’re going to take care of each other. I promise.”

			“Okay,” she says after a long pause. “But you’ll stick with them, right? The whole time?”

			I nod. “The whole time,” I promise.

		

	
		
			
				45

				Outlaw

			
			In the week since we made our plan for the dance, life in Riverside has felt almost normal. Well, as normal as it can feel with strict curfews, no volleyball or football practice, and half the boys bringing their hunting rifles to school. Megan and I are mostly ignoring Bee in the halls, which totally and completely sucks, but it seems to be working.

			None of us have any new missing memories. None of us have woken up naked with dirt and blood under our nails. And not a single person in town has seen any evidence of the bear. Which means the Halloween dance is on. Even if it’s in the middle of the afternoon. It feels ridiculous, getting dressed up with the sun still out. It’s almost like we’re kids getting ready to trick-or-treat again. Except very much not.

			Bee’s staring into the toothpaste-splattered mirror of the bathroom I share with Aiden and Chris, eyes wide as the deer she’s dressed up as.

			“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” she mutters.

			Aiden stands beside her, black streaks under his eyes, wearing camo pants and a camo jacket open to show off that he isn’t wearing a shirt. And I haven’t missed the way Megan’s eyes flick to his chest every three fucking seconds.

			“So I’m supposed to be an antelope or an elk?” Bee asks.

			“You’re the deer,” Megan says. “The antlers give it away.”

			“Yeah, because they’re so different from yours.”

			Megan is dressed like an antelope.

			“Well, those are horns,” Aiden explains. “Antelope have horns, deer have antlers.”

			“This is so fucking fucked,” Bee mutters, turning to look at the white fluffy tail pinned to the ass of her tan leotard. “Please tell me this isn’t real,” she whines.

			I grimace as I meet her gaze in the reflection, and she groans.

			“We’re proving how normal we are,” Megan says as she adjusts the antelope horns poking out of her elaborately curled hair.

			“Yeah, um, I’m not sure we’re gonna hit that target,” Bee says.

			“Riverside normal,” I explain, adjusting my own light brown leotard. The ass is painted white. Because I’ve worn this before. I’m an elk. Halloween is right at the beginning of hunting season—well, rifle season for deer and elk. But that’s the main season anyone cares about. The occasional asshole will try to get a tag for a black bear or sometimes something really fucked like a swan, but the tradition of the Halloween dance being hunting-themed goes back at least two generations. The guys dress up as hunters, the girls dress up as the hunted.

			“I thought girl deer don’t even have horns,” Bee grumbles as she adjusts the band holding her antlers onto her head.

			“Antlers,” I correct without thinking. And she glares at me, and it’s the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen in my fucking life.

			“Okay, but why are the girls’ costumes so skimpy, though?” Bee asks. “I mean, apart from the obvious, but like, it’s fucking freezing. Isn’t it literally snowing again?”

			“The colder the Halloween, the smaller the costumes,” Megan says. “It’s like, not an official rule or anything, but it’s just how it always goes. Plus, the basement of the Holiday Inn will be a thousand degrees.”

			“It always is,” Aiden adds. He smiles down at Bee and my chest burns with jealousy when she matches his grin. Which is fully insane because that’s the whole point of this. They’re going together. Megan and I are going as friends. And it’s Aiden and Bee’s first foray into Riverside social life as a new couple.

			Even the thought turns my stomach, and when I meet Bee’s eyes in the mirror again, she bursts out laughing.

			“Okay, you’re going to have to work on not looking like you want to murder him just for standing next to me,” she says, still laughing.

			“Hey, no one’s going to be paying attention to me when you two look like that,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest.

			“She’s joking, right?” Bee says, turning to Megan.

			“Oh no, she’s absolutely oblivious to how gorgeous she is,” Megan says. “But she’s right that pretty much all the guys in the school are terrified of her, so even if they wanted to look, they wouldn’t.”

			“We should have dressed up like fucking bears,” I mutter.

			“Not funny,” Aiden says. “The whole reason I agreed to this is because we want to take the targets off your backs, remember?”

			I nod, letting my brother pull me into a side hug, but push him off when he tries to ruffle my hair. I might not care about how I look as much as Megan does, but I like the metallic brown ribbon she and Bee threaded into my braid.

			I was scared to tell Aiden about me and Bee. I was scared to even admit to myself there is a “me and Bee.” But my little brother has always been the chill one in our family. The peacekeeper. And even though I knew he wasn’t a bigot, I thought I’d have a chance to come out to him…I don’t know. When I was ready, I guess? I never expected to even want to date anyone in Riverside. This town has always felt suffocating. I didn’t understand how Megan could fall for the guys here. And then by the time I realized that part of the reason I wasn’t falling for the guys was that they were, well, guys, I’d just sworn off dating in high school altogether. Only then Bee dropped my vanilla latte at the Caldera this past summer and something clicked into place. I never thought anything would come of it, but now it has, and we have to make sure no one fucking knows. That should make me furious, and it does in a way. But I’ve always known there’s a strange sort of freedom in only being noticed on the volleyball court or track.

			“Come on, the whole point is that Bee and Aiden are seen arriving together,” Megan says. “Let’s go show everyone how chill we all are.”

			Bee snorts out a laugh but follows us back to my room, where our coats are piled on my bed, while Aiden probably sprays himself with even more Axe body spray.

			It takes another ten minutes for us to all get downstairs and outside, and Bee keeps pulling down the bottom of her jacket as we make our way out into the snowy afternoon.

			Watching Bee climb into the front seat of Dad’s old truck with Aiden is absolutely surreal. It’s wild how much I want to punch him. Even though I know he’s doing me a huge favor.

			“That wasn’t funny,” Megan says as we climb into the Trooper. She has to duck to make sure her horns don’t catch on the doorframe.

			“What?”

			“The whole ‘we should have dressed up as effing bears’ thing,” she says. “Like, the bear was killing boys. Did you see the look on Aiden’s face?”

			“He’s fine,” I say as I start the car. I dial the defrost up to max, then hop out to scrape the windshield. It probably doesn’t even need it—the drive to the Holiday Inn is only a few blocks and there’s hardly any ice under the couple inches of new snow—but it gives me a second to breathe and think. Because what is the point of this? This pretending that things are normal. This acting like I didn’t come face to face with a bear last week and just walk away. Again.

			I look up as Aiden drives past us. Bee waves from the passenger window. And know that that’s why. She’s why. Because I’ve heard the things kids were whispering in the halls when she showed back up at school. The same things they were saying outright the days her mom kept her home. That there’s something wrong with her. That she’s strange and possibly dangerous. It’s all such bullshit.

			But then I think about homecoming. I think about Randy the raven saying our name, leading us to Creepy Connor. I think about the bear finding me in the road in the blizzard. The recognition in her eyes. And it’s the idea that maybe people are more right about Bee than I want them to be that gets me to hop back in the Trooper and go to the stupid fucking dance to watch Aiden and the girl I like pretend to be falling in love.

			

			—

			Snowmobile engines rev and a whole pack of them ride by, slowing as they catch sight of us outside the entrance to the Holiday Inn.

			“Now, that’s a trophy I’d like to bag!” one of the snowmobilers yells, and the whole pack breaks into peals of laughter.

			I flip them off as Bee’s cheeks go pink. We’ve been standing in front of the plywood sign proclaiming it OPEN SEASON long enough to be shivering our asses off, trying to get some pictures before we go in to the dance.

			“We’ll be drinking at the Trough tonight, ladies!” another snowmobiler shouts. “We couldn’t find any strippers for Brett’s last night of freedom, but you could be a nice consolation prize.”

			“In your dreams,” Megan yells as I flip them off again.

			“Oh yeah,” a guy wearing a jacket with the word “GROOM” spray-painted across the front yells. “The tall one’s spicy!”

			And then their two-stroke engines roar and they disappear in a cloud of blue smoke, laughing so hard I can hear them for half a block, even over their dumbass snowmobiles.

			“Shall we?” Aiden says, holding out an arm to Bee. She glances at me as she takes it and I plaster a smile onto my face that is probably more like a grimace as Megan and I link arms and follow Bee and Aiden into the faded lobby of the Riverside Holiday Inn.

			A dozen couples are already inside, as well as a few groups of girls standing together, looking like fucking herds. God, this town is so messed up. I’ve always known that, but now I can’t stop seeing it through Bee’s eyes—what we all must look like to her. As expected, whispers start immediately when people see Bee on Aiden’s arm. And as much as I fucking hate it, it seems like our plan just might work.

			“Damn, new girl’s pretty hot, actually,” someone says as we file down the stairs to the basement. And I decide it’s for the best if I don’t turn around and see who said that.

			The conference room turned dance venue is decked out with a bizarre mix of Halloween decor and bales of hay with various targets on them. Some of the targets are Halloween themed, zombies and ghouls and ghosts. But it’s hard not to notice that more than half of them are bears with crosshairs on their faces or chests.

			The thought of someone shooting the bear makes it hard to breathe. But I remind myself that the bear is hopefully gone and try not to visibly scowl as I watch Aiden pour Bee some punch. My only solace is that I’m known for being a wallflower at these things, if I go at all, so I just collapse onto one of the hay bales, a piece of straw immediately piercing my leotard and shoving into my ass crack. I’m extracting it when Marc’s cousin James sits next to me.

			“Your brother and the new girl, huh?” he asks, pulling a flask out of his hunting jacket and taking a big swig before offering it to me. “Guess she’s not such a freak after all.” He laughs. “Or maybe it’s cuz she is?”

			I want to wipe the smug smile off his fucking face. Instead, I take the flask and drain at least a third of it. Fucking Fireball. It’s always fucking Fireball.

			“Damn, girl,” he says, laughing as I shove it back into his hands.

			“You offered,” I say with a shrug.

			“Yeah, no worries, I’ve got another fifth in my truck.”

			We sit in silence, watching Megan chat with some of my volleyball teammates and Aiden lead Bee to another bale of hay, an arm around her shoulders. She glances at me, and I raise my eyebrows. She smiles into her drink as she takes a long sip, then laughs at something my stupid brother whispers in her ear.

			I don’t even notice when James leaves. I might have been sitting here alone for an hour. The dance has turned into a blur, purple and orange lights, rap music that doesn’t sensor the n-word. JB is standing by the punch bowl with Mrs. Kirkpatrick, the librarian, and I expect them to intervene when one of the boys starts humping a Styrofoam deer wearing a witch’s hat, but JB just puts a hand on Mrs. Kirkpatrick’s arm and shakes his head.

			I can practically hear him say “Boys will be boys,” even over the opening chords of “Hot in Herre.”

			And suddenly it feels like I’m going to go feral and rip someone’s fucking face off if I don’t get the fuck out of here—and I also have to pee—so, rather than storming off into the afternoon snow, I cut through the crowd of grinding high schoolers and escape into the ladies’ room.

			The bathroom is dark, and I don’t turn on the light. I brace my hands on the cool and slightly damp countertop. The music pulses through the door, but not so loud that it drowns out every single thought.

			I jump when the door opens and wait for the light to flick on, but it doesn’t. Lyrics that are totally fucking inappropriate for a high school dance blast into the tiled room.

			“Outlaw?” Bee asks.

			“Bee, what are you—” I start, but I cut off as she closes the door behind her.

			We both stand there without talking as the song ends, our eyes adjusting to the darkness.

			“I saw you sneak away, and I wondered—this is going to sound fucking weird, but like—what if we danced. In here, I mean,” she adds quickly. “Just like, for a second. Only if you want to.”

			“I would love to dance with you, Bee,” I say, taking her hand and pulling her toward me.

			The bathroom is tiny, only two stalls and a small counter with one sink. Someone could walk in at any second. But as I settle my hand on her waist and feel her hand find my arm, I can’t bring myself to care.

			A dozen thoughts try to turn themselves into intelligible words, but none succeed. We sway there, in the dark bathroom, and just holding Bee takes my breath away.

			“There’s something I need to tell you,” she says, then pulls her lower lip with her teeth in a maddeningly distracting way.

			“Yeah?” I ask.

			“I should have said something before, but—”

			The door to the bathroom crashes open and we jump apart as three girls, their horns and antlers askew, burst into the room.

			“Oh my god, it’s dark,” one announces.

			Then another. “Oh, shit, there.”

			The light comes on, but I’ve already thrown myself into the nearest stall and slammed the door.

			The girls continue to chatter, and the door to the bathroom must be open, because the sound of the dance fills the room. It’s so loud, I almost don’t hear Bee as she taps on the stall door, but I recognize her Converse immediately and lean forward to listen.

			“After the dance,” she says through the crack in the door, “come find me, okay?”

			“Okay,” I whisper back. But by the time I pee and navigate the sink with all three girls still adjusting their antlers in the cracked mirror and get back out to the dance floor, Bee and Megan and Aiden are nowhere to be found.
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				Megan

			
			I blink my eyes open and all I see is white. And red. Snow. And blood. I’m lying in the fresh powder, and I’m cold, so cold. But then I feel a hand on my face, soft and warm and so welcome. I look up just in time to see hair almost as dark as mine, falling in a curtain over pale shoulders. Bare shoulders. It’s a woman and she’s naked. She rises quickly and is rushing away from me, barefoot, through the snow. I push myself up to follow her. My head is pounding and there’s something in my mouth. Something foul.

			I try to ignore it as I shove myself off the snow. I’m naked too. And then she looks back at me, the woman whose hand just brushed my face. And I recognize her. She’s different now. Older. Her face is thinner, and her eyes seem darker. But I’d know her face anywhere. It’s been staring at me from faded posters for five years.

			“Cally!” I cry, slipping in the slushy snow as I attempt to run after her. “Cally, wait!”

			She’s alive. Cally’s alive.

			The revelation sparks through me like an electric shock. It feels impossible. It feels like a dream. And then the dream becomes a nightmare as she starts to change.

			It happens gradually and all at once. Her shoulders widen; her pale skin becomes gleaming cinnamon-brown fur. Her hands and feet spread into paws. Her head is last, muzzle sprouting from nose and chin. Dangerously long canines hanging in her open mouth.

			She’s a bear.

			She’s the bear.

			I run after her through the blood-splattered snow. But she’s fast. So much faster than my insufficient human legs. My feet ache with cold and I pause to look down at my arms and legs. My belly. The blood’s not mine. It’s not hers either. So whose is it?

			“Cally!” I scream as she disappears into the trees.

			I pause, my breath coming out in hot, steamy clouds, trying to force my brain to process what I’m seeing. What I saw.

			Cally Coleman isn’t dead.

			Cally Coleman killed Kevin.

			I feel something start to shift inside me. The full picture of what’s been happening coming into focus.

			I close my eyes, and I see Creepy Connor sitting on a log. I see him reach for his thermos as I come up behind him. He barely has time to scream as I sink my teeth into his shoulder, shaking him.

			And it feels good. It feels powerful and predestined. I shake until I tear his arm off, and the taste of his blood only fuels my purpose. My hunger. He whimpers as I step on his chest, and then he goes quiet.

			It’s a relief but somehow also a disappointment. There was beauty in his pain, his fear.

			I take his arm and walk through the trees. The ravens find me there and try to steal my prize. I don’t share. For once, I don’t have to.

			A roar echoes through the forest, across the bloodstained snow, and my eyes flash open.

			I know who it is. It’s the feral roar of a bear who is also the person who matters most to me in the entire world: Outlaw. Meg. My Meg.

			She’s a bear.

			We’re not calling the bears to us.

			We’re the bears.

			The reality of what we’ve been doing should turn my stomach, but instead it makes a horrible and beautiful sort of sense. I was right. We did change that night, the night we gave Kevin to Cally. The night she accepted our sacrifice.

			I know the exact pitch of Outlaw’s rage as she continues to roar. She’s close. I have to find her. I close my eyes again, willing transformation that doesn’t come. I don’t understand enough about how and why it happens. I can’t control it.

			But that doesn’t matter. I just have to find her.

			I race through the trees, in the opposite direction from where Cally disappeared. And I hope I’m not too late.
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				Outlaw

			
			Bob Deloria’s pointing a gun at me.

			I can’t make sense of it.

			He’s in uniform, but it’s a rifle he’s got pointed straight at my chest. His handgun is holstered at his hip.

			“No!” I cry. “Why?”

			He stands his ground, stoic and silent. The hatred on his face makes my blood go cold and then so hot. And I want to run straight at him, rip the gun from his hands. I want to sink my teeth into his neck and shake until he never says a fucking word ever again. But he’s Megan’s dad.

			I know what it’s like to live in this world without a dad. I can’t do that to her.

			I can’t hurt him.

			Can I?

			As his finger inches toward the trigger, I wonder if I’ve underestimated myself.

			Because the town would be better off without Officer Bob. The world would be better off without him. Which feels like a cruel thing to think about my best friend’s father. But I know it. In my heart. I can smell the pain he’s caused. The stink of the women and girls he’s hurt wafts off him, equal parts sickening and intoxicating.

			And there’s something fucking wrong with me, but I’ve also never felt so right, so whole, in my entire fucking life.

			“You’re fucking mine,” Bob growls. And that’s what does it. I snap. I drop down on all fours and rush toward him.

			But then I hear her.

			Megan.

			She screams my name through the trees, and I turn to see her racing toward me. She’s naked. And then, she’s changing.

			As I watch, she becomes a bear.

			Fuck.

			I look back at her father, his rifle still leveled at me. And that’s when I finally understand why. He’s not hunting me. He’s hunting the bear.

			We’re the fucking bears.
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				Megan

			
			I don’t know what does it—maybe the sight of my father pointing a gun at her. Maybe it’s simply the sight of her—Outlaw, standing on hind legs, roaring as my father holds his ground ten yards away, his hunting rifle propped on his shoulder, pointing right at her chest.

			It’s when she drops to all fours and charges at him that I feel the change start to happen. My skin tingles all over and a fire bursts in my chest. I feel my bones breaking, my lungs expanding. It’s pain and power, and a roar tears from my throat when I’m still half girl, half bear.

			The hunger takes over immediately. I am an endless pit. Insatiable. I’m made of a need so deep and so profound, it’s as if I’m eternal. I must feed. I must fill this emptiness. And then I see him again. The man with the gun. My father. And a different hunger fills me. A hunger for justice. But alongside it, just as present, just as pressing, just as strong, is the pain of what it would mean to lose the last man who loves me.

			I push myself, running as fast as I can, my powerful paws finding easy purchase on the snowy ground where my feet slipped and slid only moments ago. Before I blink, I’m between them. I shoulder Outlaw aside. And there’s a strange moment where I marvel at the fact that, as a bear, I’m bigger than her. I’m taller, broader. My head nearly half again as big as hers. I smell the blood of the men we left just off the snowmobile trail; it’s matted into her fur.

			The men whose only crime was to shout obscenities from their snowmobiles.

			But is that true?

			I wonder.

			They smelled of greater pain than what I felt as they objectified me. Men who say those things to teenage girls out in the open do far worse behind closed doors.

			My father shouts something, drawing my attention back to him. Back to his gun. He doesn’t recognize me. How could he?

			And part of me wonders if maybe I should just step aside. Maybe I should let Outlaw have him. Because he smells like they do. I don’t want to admit it, but it’s true. He’s hurt women. He’s hurt my mother. He’s hurt me too. Not in the same ways. He’s never laid a hand on me, but he doesn’t have to.

			These men, maybe all men, are monsters. They treat us like objects. We are disposable, replaceable. But now we’re powerful. Now we’re the beasts waiting in the forest.

			And I almost step aside. I very nearly choose my friend. But I can’t. We can’t. We’ve hurt—killed—so many people already. And who are we to be judge, jury, and executioner? Who am I to say this hunger needs to be sated? Who am I to change the natural order of the world? That would make me no better than them. Giving in to temptation, blaming my instincts. Instincts I know better than to heed.

			Power is intoxicating. It’s safety. It’s certainty you will be okay because you can tear the safety away from those who might threaten it.

			I’m not a bear.

			I’m not my basest instincts.

			I’m not this heady rush of kill, kill, kill.

			And I can’t let Outlaw kill my father. Not because he doesn’t deserve to die. But because I need to be able to forgive her. As usual, it’s me who falls short in my capacity, but I know who I am. So I turn to face the girl who is also my best friend and I roar.
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				Bee

			
			Fucking fuck we’re the fucking bears.

			I can feel Megan and Outlaw like compasses in my chest. We’re racing toward them, this other bear and me. She’s so much better at being a bear than I am. I stumble over logs, sometimes crashing into trees. But I’m too big for it to matter much. The strength in my legs is incredible. When I’m not stumbling, I feel like I’m flying.

			But fear sours the feeling. There’s something wrong. I can smell the fear on the other bear too. It’s so different from how the men feel when we eat them. When we kill them. A bear’s fear smells different from a man’s. But I smell that too, and maybe that’s why we’re running so fast.

			I smell them before I hear them, and I hear them before I see them. But when I do, my heart nearly bursts in my chest as I follow the other bear into the space between the trees. I slide to a stop, paws skidding on wet, muddy snow. And then the gun goes off.

			He shoots.

			Megan’s dad.

			He has a gun. A rifle. And he shoots it.

			Again.

			And again.

			And again.

			Chaos erupts as my friends roar.

			A stinging sensation bursts in my shoulder, like a very angry wasp has a fucking grudge. A small fire compared to the anger burning in my chest.

			The bear I followed tackles Officer Deloria as a final shot rings through the woods. It’s different somehow. And then I see the blood splattering the snow at their feet. The handgun skidding across the ground, out of his reach. One gun emptied, the other taken from him. He pushes himself to his knees, chest heaving, and it takes a long moment of eerie silence for me to realize why she hasn’t finished the job. The bear who called to me, the one who showed me the way. She lies still as he pushes himself up.

			He scrambles for the gun, but Outlaw grabs it in her formidable jaws and heaves it into the trees.

			More blood spreads from under the bear. The real bear. The bear that isn’t a girl. Until she is.

			Bob Deloria and I realize who it is at the exact same moment.

			Cally Coleman.

			Naked, curled up on the ground, her hands trying to stem the stream of blood coming from the belly wound Megan’s father inflicted with his handgun.

			“No,” he mutters, running a hand through his hair. “No, it was a bear. I shot a bear. I shot a fucking bear.”

			And then I watch Officer Bob Deloria start to cry.

			His tears don’t move me. But Cally’s stoic smile shifts something in my heart back closer to my own humanity. And I feel myself shrinking. I feel my lungs collapse. My skin goes cold as the shield of fur disappears. The stinging in my shoulder smolders into a furnace, and when I look down, I see my flushed skin marred by blood. A lot of blood. But not as much as Cally.

			It’s just a flesh wound, plays in my head, an echo of one of my mom’s favorite movies. And I hope I’m right. I try, and find I can still move my arm, though the pain in my shoulder is so all-encompassing, I nearly faint.

			Bob is muttering to himself, denials of reality. And part of me can’t blame him. This is beyond messed up. Beyond weird. Beyond belief. But when Cally reaches out her hand to me, I drop to the ground beside her and take it. Megan and Outlaw join me, surrounding her, protecting her. It’s the least we can do after all she’s done to protect us, to teach us, to show us our true nature.

			Her fingers are wet with her own blood as she interlaces them with mine. She’s beautiful. Stunningly so. So much more beautiful than the half-smiling school picture I’ve seen more times than I can count. And when she speaks, her voice still has something of a growl to it. And I wonder if we’re the first people she’s spoken to in all this time. And I hope we won’t be the last.
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				Cally

			
			You can tell when a man’s hurt a woman. There’s a scent to the violence; it lingers on them. I could smell it before Cooper raped me. Back when I was only a girl, a girl no one believed. I could smell it on the man who took my statement. The one who threw it—and me—away. I’ve lost so many of my memories of who I was back then. Sometimes I even lose my name. Though it comes back to me like a ghost when I least expect it. Coleman. Cole-man. You can’t escape them, men. They even worm their way into our names.

			I’ve lost so much, these seasons I’ve spent in the forest. At first, I wandered far away from this cursed place. They were right; I was missing. I still am in so many ways. But they called me back. Those three girls, their shared purpose. Their shared pain. And that’s when I truly started to understand what I’ve gained.

			Instincts.

			Information.

			Power.

			And I wanted them to feel it too. I needed them to understand. So I called them to me one more time.

			And then I waited.

			It was beautiful, watching all three bears descend on the five men and their silly machines. For a moment, they thought they’d be okay. One of them had bear spray, but he dropped it into the deep snow in his panic. Another fired a gun, but it was ripped from his hands a second later by the smallest bear. She’s the fiercest of them all. The pride in my chest swelled and I couldn’t resist any longer. I joined them. And we bit and clawed and roared and tore.

			Blood covered the snow, sweet and hot. We painted the forest red with our sacrifice. We are not the prey. We are the top of this food chain. And we feasted.

			But now that same power drains from me, drop by drop, as my own blood soaks the snow. I’m shrinking, smaller and smaller. I’m turning back into her. The girl I barely remember. Though it seems fitting I should leave this world as a girl. My life as a bear has taught me about cycles. About endings. And I can feel this cycle coming to a close.

			And I’m at peace.

			The man is crying. That also seems fitting. His tears remind me of my own when he tossed me away. Maybe that was when he doomed me, and this was all merely a destiny started by his hand all those years ago. I almost let go and finally surrender.

			But then I see the girls, my girls. They need to understand. They need to know how to keep this power in their hearts. I hope I have the strength left in me to explain.

			I reach out a hand, and the youngest is the first to come to me. She’s been ready from the start. Her ferocity closest to the surface. She hasn’t buried her pain so deep. Her hurt is what first drew me to them, her desire for vengeance so sharp and strong it took my breath away. First she found my cards and my books. Now she shares my power. I saw myself in that deck the same way she does. Something called us, soul to soul, beyond language, beyond reason. Instinct. Intuition. Need. A divine feminine urgency in our shared spirit.

			The tallest buries her pain so deep, it’s almost invisible. Because she doesn’t think it’s as bad as her friends’. She thinks her hurts are less valid. There’s a horrible streak of red across the side of her face, the wound disappearing into her blood-soaked hair. Her eyes flick between me and the youngest.

			And then there’s Megan. She’s the only one I remember from my life before. Because everyone knows Megan Deloria. She’s the only one of us unharmed, yet she’s the one I’m most worried won’t survive this. Her spirit, I mean. Because I can feel my body fading, but I’ve kept my soul. Through all of it. Through Cooper’s cruelty and Officer Deloria’s indifference. Through my first hunt and my last. I never let them break me. I just found new and deeper understandings of my power. And that’s what I hope for them too.

			“You have a choice,” I say, and all their eyes snap to me. I can’t remember the last time I spoke. I haven’t needed words, and now that I reach for them, they slip away like ravens on the wind. “You can be free,” I continue, the words coming with more assurance as my lips remember the patterns they once followed without conscious thought. “You don’t need to let your past determine your future.”

			Megan’s face immediately betrays her disbelief. Which spurs me on. Because how could she not believe me now? After everything we’ve been through. After everything I’ve given her.

			“Let your pain go and the curse will break.”

			They look at each other and then back to me.

			And then the youngest is brave enough to ask the real question.

			“But what if it’s not a curse?”

			I feel myself smile. Yes, she understands. When those boys drove me out to the woods to teach me a lesson, when they left me for dead as my penance for speaking up, I wished with everything I had—with my dying breath—to become something in my next life that even the men of Riverside would fear. I smile as I look into the youngest girl’s face, seeing myself there so clearly.

			“That’s the other choice,” I say. “Keep your pain. Keep your power.”

			As they exchange looks, I wish I had more time. I wish I could explain more. That there is other power. You don’t need to be at the top of the food chain to be safe. There is strength too, in surrender. There is persistence. There is flexibility. There are so many ways to be in this world. But these three have been forged in the fire of this place and its predators. And so their lessons were ones of pain. And I can see their resolve strengthening.

			“There’s only one thing that stands between you and your future,” I say. My voice is fading. I’m fading. But I need them to understand. “There’s only one person who stands between you and your choice.”

			“No,” Megan whispers.

			“Yes.” My voice is barely audible, even to myself.

			“Get away from her.” That voice is strong, low, and certain. And wholly unwelcome.

			We turn in unison. Four naked girls, covered in blood and shaped into weapons by the town that raised us and abandoned us.

			The man’s hands shake as he holds the gun, pointing it at me, but really at all of us.

			His words are nonsense. My ears can’t make sense of them. Won’t. Because it doesn’t matter what he has to say. Not now.

			We all look to Megan.

			But she won’t do it. Or can’t. And I fear for what might happen if I let the other girls finish this.

			I can feel the last of my strength at war with the fierceness of my resolve. I push myself from the ground, grabbing the discarded rifle.

			And I look the man who didn’t believe me straight in his fucking face, channeling every bit of strength I had when I first came into this forest and every ounce I’ve earned since I made it my home, and I swing.
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				Megan

			
			The sound of the butt of the rifle hitting my father’s skull echoes through the trees. Somewhere, ravens take flight, their wings whistling in the horrible silence that follows.

			I rush to him, holding his head as Outlaw and Bee catch Cally and lower her to the ground. I start to shake from more than cold as his blood seeps onto my fingers.

			I stare around the forest in the fading light. Clouds are rolling in again. I can smell snow on the air. We’ll freeze out here if we don’t get home soon. But where are we? Do we have any chance of getting back if we can’t transform?

			I glance at Cally, wondering at the truth of her words as Outlaw and Bee whisper to her, holding each other’s hands so tight, their knuckles are white against the bright pink of their freezing skin. The snow starts to fall, and each flake is like fire. It’s strange: When you get cold, it’s hard to tell the difference between extreme temperatures. Falling geometries of ice can feel like flames and a splash of hot water can feel like an ice bath.

			My knees are numb against the hard, snow-packed ground. My feet are probably approaching frostbite. But my hands are warmed by the blood that still seeps from the wound on the side of my father’s head.

			I can’t be back here. I can’t. It’s Kevin all over again. But this time, Cally’s not going to appear through the trees and drag my father away. I’ll have to make this choice. Because I think he’s breathing. It’s shallow. And who knows if anyone can survive a head injury like this. But he’s alive. My hands are numb with cold, but I can feel his pulse in his neck. He’s alive. My father is still alive.

			Do I want him to stay that way?

			“We have to let her choose,” Outlaw says.

			“Do we, though?” Bee asks. “Can we trust her to choose us?”

			I can’t blame Bee for her rebuttal. We just watched my father point his gun at all of us. And he tried to shoot. He tried to shoot Cally as a girl, even after he shot her as a bear. I saw it. I can’t unsee it. I wish I could wipe that reality from my brain, reconnect with my ability to twist the truth beyond recognition until I create my own reality. I want to live in a world where my father wasn’t trying to pull the trigger. I need to live in a world where he didn’t knowingly try to shoot a naked, defenseless young woman.

			But I don’t live in that world.

			I don’t know which choice I want to make. I don’t know if I want to release my pain and move on. I don’t know if I’m capable of truly feeling the hurt enough to let it transform me. I know I was a bear. At least twice. I feel the anger and fear and hunger in me still. I think I could raise my hands, coated in my father’s blood, to my mouth, and I think I could let that pain claim me at least one more time.

			But I fear that if I let it, I’ll never come back. I don’t know who I want to be after all this, but I want to be. I want to exist. That’s the choice I want to make. The one I can survive.

			The hand on my shoulder is almost as cold as my skin, so it takes me a moment to register the pressure. When I look up, it’s not the face I expect to see.

			“He’s alive, right?” Bee asks.

			I feel myself nod.

			“He doesn’t need to die,” Bee says. She drops down next to me, wincing. I see the wound in her shoulder, sharp and red and angry. I think the bullet only grazed her, though. The bullet from my father’s gun.

			“What do you mean?” I stammer. “Cally said—”

			“I think I have a way for us all to walk away from this,” Bee says. She glances over her shoulder at Outlaw, who nods. Outlaw trusts her, this girl who crashed into our lives and—what? Part of me wants to believe she ruined everything. But she didn’t. I understand that now. She just saw this town for what it was, saw the boys here for the monsters we all know they are, and she wasn’t willing to pretend the wolves in sheep’s clothing were anything other than thirsty for our blood.

			And in that moment, I realize I’m grateful.

			Not for what we’ve been through. Not even for what we’ve survived. I’m not grateful for Kevin or Marc or Creepy Connor. I’m not grateful for school dances where the boys dress up as the hunters and the girls all pretend we haven’t been hunted since the first day we needed a training bra.

			But I’m grateful for her. For Cally. For my friends. For the bond we all share that I know won’t ever be broken. We’re forged in blood. We’re fucking warriors. And we’re going to survive this.

			“Okay,” I say, placing my hand over Bee’s and squeezing. “What do we do?”

		

	
		
			
				Bozeman Daily News

				LOCAL OFFICER SPINS WILD TALE OF SHAPE-SHIFTERS

				Nov 6. Riverside police officer Robert “Bob” Deloria was arrested by his own deputy, Officer Brent De Smet, after an altercation only a mile and a half from Riverside involving three local teens whose identities have not yet been made public. The body of missing Riverside resident Cally Coleman was also discovered. She had been shot an unknown number of times. Forensics have confirmed that the bullets were discharged from Officer Deloria’s firearm.

				A statement released by the Gallatin County Attorney’s Office confirms that Officer Deloria is believed to have kept Miss Coleman imprisoned in the five years since her disappearance. It is widely known that he was the last person to see her alive after she reported an alleged sexual assault.

				Meanwhile, Deloria and his defense team have made some truly unbelievable, and one might even say hysterical, claims, including that Ms. Coleman was not imprisoned by himself or anyone else but was instead living as a bear in the forest, and that she and three other local girls are responsible for the horrific series of bear attacks that have plagued the Riverside community since early October.

				Deloria is currently being held under suicide watch at the Gallatin County Detention Center. He is being evaluated by a psychiatrist for potential transfer to Montana State Mental Hospital in Warm Springs.

				This story is ongoing.
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				Bee

			
			Megan sets the paper back down on the cold granite counter, pushing it away. The three of us are once again camped out in the Delorias’ kitchen. Her dad isn’t here, obviously; her mom’s still up in Bozeman too. Megan’s sister Elizabeth flew home from Stanford to stay with her. I’ve barely seen her, even though I’ve been over here almost every day this week. Elizabeth’s pre-med and has basically been holed up in her old room studying, only taking quick breaks to check on Megan (and me and Outlaw) every two hours.

			“He sounds crazy,” Megan says.

			“I mean, I think it’s about time someone let a man in this town be the crazy one,” Outlaw mutters, taking a long sip of her coffee.

			“Yeah, I guess.” Megan swirls her coffee around in her mug without drinking it.

			A teeny tiny part of me feels guilty. For letting the world think he’s nuts. But isn’t it his turn not to be believed? And didn’t he have Cally trapped, in a way? Didn’t his dismissal imprison her in her own pain? Wasn’t he as much a part of the curse as Cooper?

			“It was the right thing to do,” Megan adds, as if she can read my thoughts on my face. And maybe she can. “I don’t know if I could have done it.”

			Kill him. She doesn’t know if she could have killed him. Her own father.

			But I know she could have. She would have—if it had meant protecting us all. She was ready to do it. I’m just glad she didn’t have to.

			And it was a risk. Letting him live. But I knew he’d tell the truth this time. I knew he’d believe he was going to be believed. I knew he’d tell them “I didn’t shoot a girl, I shot a bear,” and that he would assume they would listen. I was certain he would doom himself with his self-belief. And he did. It’s a little pathetic, how easy it was. To get away with murder.

			“I found something else out,” Megan says, folding the edge of the newspaper over and over and over.

			“About the case?” Outlaw asks. The place where the bullet grazed her temple is red and raw, but the swelling has gone down. She says it’s going to be a badass scar, and she’s not wrong. But my heart fists in my chest each time I see it. I was so close to losing her.

			“I mean, kinda?” Megan says, and I tear my eyes away from Outlaw to focus on her. How can there be anything else?

			“It was my dad’s class. The ones who started the tradition.”

			“What tradition?” Outlaw asks. I’m relieved that for once, I’m not the only one not following.

			“The peephole,” Megan explains. “Into the showers.”

			“What the fuck?” Outlaw sets down her mug so hard, coffee sloshes across the counter, staining the newspaper.

			“They cut the hole. His class did. As some sort of messed-up hazing thing? They just borrowed the tools from the shop and cut it. And then they told each other. Not everyone, obviously. But there was this tradition where a new guy learned about it at the end of his junior year from a graduating senior, and then at graduation, he told a rising senior and they like…passed it down. Like some sort of secret peeping club.”

			“So someone’s been doing that, some guy has been doing that every fucking year for like twenty years?” Outlaw’s hands ball into fists.

			“I guess.” Megan pulls the paper out of the puddle of coffee.

			“Wait, how did you find out?” I ask.

			Megan’s face goes red. “My mom told me. When she was down here yesterday checking on me and Elizabeth.”

			“Your mom knew?” I splutter.

			“I guess? I don’t know.” Megan hugs herself. “I don’t want to know. But people knew. A whole lot of people knew. For years.”

			“This fucking town,” Outlaw growls. I hear the echo of the bear in her voice. Or maybe that’s just my overactive imagination. But I’m never going to judge myself for that ever again. Because we were fucking bears. And I’m not entirely sure we aren’t still.

			None of us has transformed again since that day. That we know of. And I think they’d tell me. Outlaw would, at least. We’ve tried not to isolate Megan. We’re in this together. And I know that’s the right thing to do, to stay close, the three of us. I’ve told both of them shit I’ve never told anyone before. Megan even asked for a tarot reading, and I didn’t even care that she rolled her eyes through most of it.

			But that means Outlaw and I have had almost no time alone. Between how clingy my mom’s been—which I absolutely can’t blame her for; I was actually, literally shot—and how worried we both are about Megan…well, I haven’t gotten to smash my face into Outlaw’s again, and now I’m starting to freak out and think she’s not into me anymore. Maybe it was seeing me naked. Maybe it was seeing me as a fucking bear.

			You’d think that surviving being literally hunted would be enough to distract you from worrying whether the hot girl you thought was maybe going to become your girlfriend still thinks you’re cute enough to want to kiss. Well, I’d think that. I thought that. But turns out, nothing can distract me from thinking about Outlaw pretty much 97 percent of the time.

			“The UM coach reached out,” she says, smiling as I meet her eyes and only then realizing I’ve fully just been staring at her lips. So it takes me a second to process what she said.

			“Wait, and?” Megan demands, hopping off her stool and pulling at Outlaw’s sleeve. And that’s when I clock that she’s wearing a burgundy hoodie.

			“Well, she told me there’s a spot on their team for me,” she says, her cheeks going adorably pink. “If I want it. Even with the season going to shit and everything.”

			“Oh my god!” Megan pulls Outlaw into a hug. “Are you going to take it? Have you heard from MSU or Utah State?”

			Outlaw shakes her head. “Not yet, but I’m kinda leaning UM. I mean, how perfect would that be?”

			“Too perfect,” Megan says, and the two of them collapse into shared giggles. I’m absolutely baffled, but then I look at her sweatshirt again and the joke clicks into place. That’s me, always late on the uptake. But a smile spreads across my face as I see Outlaw watching me put the pieces together.

			“You’d be a Grizzly,” I say. “University of Montana are the Griz, right?”

			“I’d be a Griz,” Outlaw says.

			“Griz Nation!” Megan whoops, and it’s the happiest and freest I’ve seen her, maybe ever?

			“Congrats,” I say, and I try to sound like I mean it. I do. I’m stoked for her. But I can’t lie to myself: The thought of Outlaw leaving so soon freaks me out.

			“You’ll have to come visit,” she says. “I mean, if I go there. MSU is closer, but—”

			“But UM wants you, bitch!” Megan swings her best friend around her kitchen, and I let myself be happy. For both of them. As my own heart shrivels, just a bit. But that’s okay. I want good things for them. They’re both seniors; they have to be making these choices, having these conversations. I have three more winters in this town. If we stay.

			Megan runs to tell Elizabeth, chanting, “Griz Nation! Griz Nation! Griz Nation!”

			We both watch her disappear up the stairs.

			“You okay?” Outlaw asks, settling back down at the counter. “How’s your shoulder?”

			“Still fucking hurts,” I mumble. Oh my god, I’m moping. This is so embarrassing.

			“You’re gonna have a fantastic scar, though,” Outlaw says. “Can I see?”

			“Oh, um, yeah,” I say. I unzip my hoodie, palms suddenly sweaty as I watch Outlaw’s eyes follow my hand. I pull the sweatshirt off my shoulder and turn.

			“Damn,” Outlaw says, her voice hushed as she brushes the skin on my shoulder with cold fingers. I look down and take in the pink, angry mess that is my upper arm. The bullet grazed me, as a bear, and Outlaw and I think our wounds aren’t worse because we got them while we were bears, with thicker skin and fur to protect us. It’s a good thing too, because holy shit, even a graze from a shot out of a hunting rifle is fucking terrible.

			“The doctor in Bozeman said the muscle could be affected, but hopefully not, since I’m so young. And like, the scar is already kind of forming, and I guess that’s a good thing, but it’s kinda tight and it’s hard to sleep because I usually sleep on my right side and—” I break off as Outlaw’s fingers move from my shoulder to my chin, turning my face to hers.

			“You’re fucking amazing, you know that?” Her eyes shine as she looks at me, really looks at me. And she looks like she wants to keep looking at me. And I want her to. More than anything.

			“Really?” My voice shakes and I immediately regret saying that, because what the fuck kind of response to “You’re amazing” is “Really?” But she smiles, like she doesn’t think it’s a stupid thing to say.

			“Oh yeah, really.” And then she’s kissing me. Outlaw is kissing me. And I know we did this before, but I’d started to think I dreamed that. And her lips are as soft as I remember and her hand on my waist breaks my brain in the best possible way.

			“You’re also fucking amazing,” I say, breathless, as we break apart. “Just, you know, for the record.”

			“Oh yeah,” she says, smiling into my lips. “For the record.” And then she’s kissing me again and I feel an animal hunger rise in me that has nothing to do with the memory of being a bear and everything to do with the fierceness of being a girl.
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				Outlaw

			
			I’m pushing the soggy casserole around my tray while Bee absolutely demolishes the PB&J her mom packed her for lunch, and I can’t help but smile. I mean, I can’t help but smile every fucking time I look at her. Which is part of why we’ve fully given up the whole Bee-and-Aiden-are-dating ruse.

			“I think some of them believe him,” I say as I glare at a table full of football guys. “Bob and his tall tale,” I explain when Bee frowns at me.

			“You think they actually think we’re bears?” she whispers. And I have to use every ounce of my self-restraint not to reach across the table and wipe away the little bit of peanut butter stuck to the corner of her mouth.

			“Maybe that’s a good thing,” Megan says. She’s sitting to my left, drumming her bright red manicure on the top of her diet soda. “Maybe they should be scared of us.” She shrugs, then looks across the lunchroom at the boys and literally growls.

			“Oh my god, stop.” I slap her arm and Bee laughs so hard she chokes on her sandwich.

			Aiden thwaps Bee on the back twice until she coughs out a muffled “Thanks.”

			Aiden doesn’t know the truth. Though maybe he’s guessed. But he hasn’t said shit about it because unlike all the other men and boys in this town, he has an ounce of goddamn sense.

			“You two can stop pretending,” I say, throwing a carrot stick at him.

			He catches it and shoves it into his mouth, chomping loudly.

			“And what exactly are we pretending?” he asks through a mouthful of carrot. Boys are so fucking gross.

			“That you aren’t totally into each other,” Bee says, raising her eyebrows and looking between Megan and Aiden. I have to shove my fist to my mouth to stifle my laugh as Aiden chokes on his stupid carrot and Megan spills her soda all over the damn table.

			“Case in point,” Bee says, handing Megan the paper towels her mom folded into perfect little squares.

			“Here,” I say, pulling Megan’s tray out of the soda mess and turning to face her. “If I’m the reason you’re keeping up this whole we’re-not-totally-pining-for-each-other bit, please consider this my official…blessing? That sounds too religious.” I frown. “Permission?”

			“I don’t need your permission to—” Aiden starts, but Megan cuts him off with a look. He takes the hint immediately and crosses his hands in his lap. Waiting.

			“Are you serious?” Megan asks, her voice tight. “Not that I’m pining,” she adds, cutting a look at Aiden, who nods. But I can see the smile in his eyes even if he isn’t letting it take over his face. Like I said, the boy has some sense. “But just…” Megan’s voice drops, and her next words are only for me. I vaguely register Bee and Aiden busying themselves with their lunches as Megan grasps my hand. “I won’t ever let another boy come between us,” she says. “No boy matters as much as you.” And then she truly shocks me when she raises her voice above a whisper and reaches her other hand across the table for Bee. “As much as us.”

			Bee raises her eyebrows at me, and I fight a laugh as I nod at her. She takes Megan’s hand.

			“The Megans,” I say. “We’ll always have each other. Deal?”

			“Deal,” Megan says, squeezing my hand.

			“Deal,” Bee says.

			“They definitely think we’re witches,” Megan murmurs, looking back over at the football boys.

			“Good,” I say, squeezing her hand tight. “Do you have anything to add?” I ask, eyebrows raised at my dorky little brother. Part of me wants to keep him away from Megan, keep her away from him. But then I’d be a total fucking hypocrite. Megan deserves someone who will treat her well. And I’ll just literally kill him if he doesn’t.

			“Nope,” Aiden says. “Nothing to add. I mean, unless I should? I’m just happy to be here. Unless you want me to be somewhere else, and then I could—”

			I cut him off by throwing another carrot at him, which he catches in his mouth.

			“Okay, that’s taking golden retriever energy a bit far,” Bee mumbles.

			I snort out a laugh, and the smile that splits Bee’s face is better than sunshine after a blizzard. And I reach across the table, interlacing my fingers with hers. Let them stare. Let them think they understand us. Let them judge and hate and hide in their small minds and petty fears.

			They can’t scare me anymore. We know who we are.

			And we eat boys like them for breakfast.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			
				Dear reader (and honorary Megan),

				Possibly surprising fact, given the subject matter of this book: I’m terrified of bears. And that’s because I grew up right smack in the middle of bear country. Residents of my hometown have been killed by bears. I even had an almost run-in with a bear in my early teens.

				Picture this: I’m thirteen years old and walking home from our town’s single movie theater with two friends. It’s 9:30 p.m. and very, very dark. My friends go north, headed through the relatively well-lit part of town to their houses. But I live on the south edge of town, right up against millions of acres of national forest. The last three blocks are pitch-black without a single streetlight. About a block away from home, a pure, animal terror fills my entire body, and I start to sprint home. I’m not a very fast runner, but it’s probably the fastest I’ve ever run in my entire life. When I burst in the front door, I collapse on the floor, crying.

				My parents rush over to me, wondering what happened. When I try to explain, my dad laughs (not unkindly—I was being pretty strange) and my mom assures me there was probably nothing out there. But there WAS something out there. The next day our neighbors tell us they saw a huge male grizzly outside their house—at the same time I was sprinting down the street. It’s the only time in my life I can remember that kind of terror overtaking me without a known cause. It’s something I hope I never feel again. And it’s far from the only feeling from my childhood that influenced Natural Selection.

				Riverside is not my hometown. Natural Selection is not based on a true story. But it’s based on a truth. It’s my attempt to capture the emotional truth of growing up in a place that felt ruled by guns, God, and, most of all, men.

				Writing it was cathartic, at times painful, and so much damn fun. I hope Megan, Megan, and Meghan purged something from your soul the way they did for me. I hope you didn’t see too much of too many of the men in your life in the men of Riverside (except maybe Aiden). And I also hope that if you share any of the experiences of sexual violence found in these pages, you have the support and care you so dearly deserve.

				I don’t think I know a single person whose life has not been touched by sexual violence in some way. It’s why we chose the bear, and continue to choose the bear, and are taught to put our keys between our knuckles and our hands over our drinks. I long for a world where the catharsis I hope can be found in this story is less needed, but that future seems like speculative fiction at this point.

				So until then: I will always join you in shared vows and fierce promises of a better world.

				
					[image: Signed “clare” in flowing script, with a small heart drawn at the end.]
				

			

		

	
		
			Resources

			Crisis Text Line

			
				Text HOME to 741741

				www.crisistextline.org

			

			Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network

			
				www.RAINN.org

			

			National Domestic Violence Hotline

			
				www.thehotline.org

			

			National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

			
				www.988lifeline.org

				call or text 988

			

			The notOK App

			
				www.notokapp.com

			

			The Trevor Project

			
				www.TheTrevorProject.org

				text START to 678-678 or call 1-866-488-7386
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