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Dedication


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


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


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


It’s been a day since the black goo situation, and I can’t seem to get it out of my head. I would ask my aunt if she knew something, but I already know the answer. A big, gaping no.  
It’s wild that my mom Karena and my auntie weren’t close at all. My aunt said Karena only became distant once she went to college. One day out of nowhere, she heard the doorbell ring. When she opened it, I was there, wrapped up in a blanket, with an envelope filled with money and a necklace. Crazy, huh? 
There was an accident after that. My family never recovered from her death. They blame the university for it. 
I lie back on my bed, staring at the necklace and the picture of my mom. She looked so happy.
I want to know more about Kinsley. It seems like she has a lot of influence here. Maybe she can help me find out more about my mom. Maybe she didn’t personally know her, but she might put me in the path of someone who did. That’s my next task after I test this liquid.
One of the benefits of going to Williamson is having access to high-end science equipment. I was top in my class and scored the highest in every school science competition. Experimenting is my happy place. I settle in the lab, alone, and grab the test tube I stole last night. It looks like something out of Venom or another Marvel movie. I open the tube and take a whiff. 
Log: Black goo is odorless, so not isopropyl. Transparent, so not ethyl propyl ether.
I place twenty drops of black goo in a dry test tube. Then I take twenty drops of ethyl alcohol and combine it with the goop. I sit back and watch to see if it is soluble or insoluble. The black liquid separates and dissolves.
Log: Black goo is soluble.
This guy must have been involved in something crazy for this to come out of him. It doesn’t make sense. Okay, the first thing to do is list out all the facts. I flip to an empty page in my notebook. Fact one: The person was wearing a hospital robe and had escaped. Fact two: There is black goo. Fact three: I didn’t notice a hospital tag around his wrist. Was he at a hospital? I put a question mark next to that last fact. Okay, back to the experiment.
I . . . still don’t know what this is. I walk around the lab, pull out a 600 ml beaker, fill it with water, then place it on a hot plate under the fume hood. Peace flows through my body. I place a boiling chip into the black goo to ensure even boiling. Okay, next up is clamping this thing and suspending it above the water. I grab a split-hole stopper and place a thermometer inside it. Come on, science. Work your magic. My stomach growls, so I wash my hands and grab chips out of my bag. The water starts boiling. Yes. That was fast. I put my chips down and check the temperature. 
Log: Black goo temperature is 64 C. 
Now, the density.
What was the formula? Got it. Density equals mass over volume. The sample’s mass was 7.86 g, and the volume was 0.786 g/ml. But that would make this ethanol. Then again, it could be t-butanol, which is odd. That probably explains the black color, but there would be no way this could come out of a human without killing them.
“Brielle.” I jump, turn, and see my chemistry professor, Julius Grey, standing by the door. He wears a look of curiosity, and his silver beard and silky brown skin glisten from the sun beaming in the window.
Shit. How am I going to explain this? 
I block what I have left of the black substance with my body. “Hey, professor.” I say in a much chippier voice than I wanted to.
He walks inside the lab, and I slowly place my hand around my back and cover the goo. 
“So what brings you here?” I ask, sneaking the tube into my back pocket. 
He eyes the beaker setup and walks closer to it. “What is this? The lab is usually reserved for upperclassmen,” he says, staring. 
“Oh, nothing. I was trying to make putty. Bored.”
Why did I say that? He’s going to know I’m lying. I’ve been caught. How am I going to explain this?
His left eyebrow raises, but his eyes don’t leave the test tube with goo. “Putty doesn’t need to be tested in a tube. Brielle. This university has a serious policy against uncontrolled experiments. It’s for students’ safety.”
“Sorry, I was working on a personal project. I won’t do it again.”
He stares at me with a suspicious expression. I can tell he isn’t buying it by the way his eyebrow lifts slightly. He opens his mouth to speak but stops, looking down at his smartwatch. His face scrunches up. 
He looks back up at me. “I have to go. Don’t empty the liquid in the sink. Make sure to empty it in the proper container.”
I nod my head and clean up. That was close.  
***I walk outside and see a row of electric scooters gifted by Roger Lee, an alumnus. I grab one and head out. I ride past Henderson Hall Theatre—this is where Rylee will spend most of her time. I love its aesthetic: large marquees, framed posters of previous plays, and an old-school ticket booth. According to Rylee, there are two large performance stages inside. Super dope.
“Hey, Brielle.” 
I turn. Caleb walks toward me with a camera in his hands. He’s wearing a snapback and a shirt with a picture of a vintage Cadillac. The sun hits his skin perfectly, and he looks extra scrumptious. He smiles at me, and I show all my teeth. Awkward. Why does he make me so nervous?
“Hey, what you up to?” I ask.
“I’m taking pictures of nature for this project.” He stares at me and then looks back at his camera. “Are you busy?” 
The honest answer is yes. I need to head to the library and check the archives, see what they have of my mom. 
“Nah, I have some free time. Why?”
“Cool.” He walks closer to me. He touches my right shoulder slightly. “Okay, so you see those daisies over there?” He points to the flowers near me. “I want you to sit next to them, if that’s okay with you?” 
I nod my head and sit on the patch of grass near the flowers. Caleb is totally in photography mode, his eyes locked on the camera pointing in my direction. This is definitely an unplanned event in my day. One I like. 
“So what do I do with my hands?” I ask.
He sets the camera straps around his neck and walks up to me. 
“First, let your legs rest beside you,” he says as he pulls his camera out and looks at me through the lens. “Almost perfect.”
He leans in closer to me. Is he about to kiss me? Um, I don’t know how I feel about this. I inch back. He laughs. “I’m not trying to kiss you.”
Can he read minds? 
“I never said—”
“It was your face and body language. Trust me. I learned everything about reading women’s body language from my sister. She wanted to make sure I was a proper gentleman.” 
He has a sister. Is that what he was trying to tell me earlier when he stopped? 
“Well, tell your sister thank you on behalf of all women,” I say.
“My sister . . .” He stares into space. “You know what? We’re losing light. Can I touch your hair?”
I nod. He removes a strand of hair from my face and places it behind my ear. He moves back and looks through his camera. “Perfect.”
The mention of his sister frazzles him. I wonder what’s the story there. I’m not going to push. Hopefully, one day he will be comfortable telling me.
“This should be a casual picture. I know how much you love smiling and showing your teeth, but for this picture, don’t. Just look off into space and slightly turn your head to the right.”
Shade and compliment. I don’t know whether I should be offended or intrigued that he pays this much attention to me. I move my head to the right. He snaps the photo.
“Gorgeous,” he says, staring into his camera. “Okay.” He pulls out a black hardcover book from his bag and hands it to me. 
I look at him, confused. “What’s this for?”
“It’s a prop. For this picture, can you cross your legs and act like you’re reading?”
This is starting to feel like an actual photoshoot. I can’t wait to tell Rylee about this. I set the book on my lap and open it. I look at the pages as he snaps the pictures.
“All done.” He walks over and helps me off the ground.
“Thanks.” I guess he really is a gentleman, when he wants to be. “Can I see the picture?” I ask.
He nods and shows me the first picture of me holding my knees. I stare at myself—the photo is beautiful. The sun makes my melanin pop, my curls glisten, and the flowers around me look so pretty. I glance up at him. “I see you. Make sure you send those to me,” I say.
“Gotcha.”
“You made me look like a whole model.” 
He places his camera in his bag and looks up at me. “It’s not complicated—your beautiful Brielle. I’m grateful you let my camera capture your essence.”
I burst out laughing. “Corny.”
He joins me, laughing and grabbing his heart and acting like he’s in agony. “Savage!”
“I just know the game,” I say.
“You call it a game. I call it showing that I’m interested. You intrigue me, Brielle.”
His phone rings. He looks down at it, and his body stiffens.
“Everything good?”
He looks up and nods. “I got to go. I’ll see you around.” He winks, answers his phone, and walks away.
I turn the corner and stop at the library. There’s a book I need to check out for my English class. Maybe I can find an old yearbook with a picture of Karena. Worth a shot. 
The library is a work of art. There are five levels, each with private rooms students can reserve, and every floor has cool features, like the mini theater on the fifth floor. Archive dating back to the university’s start is available too. On the fourth floor, a virtual reality room lets Williamson students travel back through African-American history. How cool is that? Put on a mask and go back to a time when Martin Luther King Jr. was alive—explore history through his eyes and interact with people. It would be a culture shock, but I’m here for it. We need to know our history, because if we don’t, we’ll accept whatever story people want us to, especially in today’s culture that twists our stories for someone else’s favor.
And then there’s the first floor where I am. I see a coffee shop, small relaxing couches, computers, and a laptop checkout area. I must look lost because an older woman walks toward me. She has to be in her late sixties or early seventies. 
“I’m Dora, but people love to call me Mama Dora.” She has a Southern accent and bluish-green eyes, and silver hair falls down her back. “Can I help you, sweetie?” 
“Yes, I’m looking for yearbooks dating back to the nineties.” 
“Of course. We have digitized all our yearbooks, and you can access them on any computer in the library. All you need to log in to the system is your student ID. Once you log in, open up an internet tab, go to the library homepage, and click on the archives tab. You should have no problem searching for the yearbooks.”
That’s a lot to remember, but I think I got everything. If not, I’ll figure it out. 
“Thanks,” I respond.
I walk to the nearest computer and feel Mama Dora staring at me. It’s kind of creeping me out. Do I have stains on my clothes or something? Then a hand rests on my shoulder, and I jump.
“What’s your name?” Mama Dora asks with a bright smile.
She must be one of those overly friendly people. Either that or nosy. 
“I’m Brielle.”
“Brielle. Such a beautiful name, child. It’s just you have a familiar face. That’s all.” 
The funny thing is that I’ve spent my whole life avoiding attention, trying not to have a familiar face. I come here, and everybody thinks I look like someone they know. 
“Well, I doubt you knew her, but her name was Karena Williams. My birth mom went here.”
Mama Dora’s face loses color for a brief second. Her eyes bulge out. Okay, now she’s definitely creeping me out. 
“It can’t be possible,” Mama Dora says more to herself than to me. “How didn’t I see it?” 
“You knew Karena?” I open my locket and show her the picture. 
A tear falls down her cheek. She pulls out a handkerchief from her pocket bag and quickly wipes it away with. 
“Did you know her?” I press.
I’m trying not to be rude, but this reaction has me on edge. Mama Dora might be my first connection to Karena. She waves me over to a purple couch. I sit and she takes a spot, keeping an arm’s length between us. 
“Yes, darling, I knew your mother, Karena, very well. I considered her family. She had such a bright spirit and that brain of hers . . .” Mama Dora’s face softens. I can tell she cared about her. Her eyes redden as she continues talking. “She was a fine student. I think she was a physics major with a minor in computer engineering.”
“I’m majoring in physics as well. Guess I get that from her. I really want to know more about her and what actually happened.”
Mama Dora sighs. “Your mother was involved with some powerful people—influential—and I’m going to leave that there.” She stares at me with an empty look. “I knew something was wrong when her personality started changing. She became distant and moody. The last time I saw her was the day before her death. Her eyes were red, and she kept looking back as if someone were following her. She wasn’t acting like herself.” 
Tears freely flow down Mama Dora’s face. “I should have questioned her more or not let her leave. Those are my regrets. The next day reports surfaced of her disappearance and then . . . she was found floating face down in the lilac fountain.”
Mama Dora wipes her face, and I lean back on the couch, realizing I’m crying too. Mama Dora hands me a tissue. Who were these influential people she was hanging around? Something isn’t adding up. I wish I could speak to her or have a little bit of a relationship with her. She was so young when she died.
I wipe my eyes and glance at myself on my phone: red eyes and mascara all over my face. “Do you have any more tissues?” I ask.
She hands me more from her pocket, and I wipe the mascara off—no need to scare anybody. 
Mama Dora rubs my back. “If you want connections with your mother, I think I can help you.”
“Really?” I ask, blowing my nose.
Mama Dora stands up and reaches her hand out. “Follow me.”
She leads me to the back of the library, and I pause for a second, unsure. I don’t know this lady. I’m being paranoid. She has kind eyes, and clearly, she and my mom were close. 
“We’re here,” she says, opening a door. Concrete steps lead down to a dimly lit room.
Where is this lady taking me? I know she’s old and we have to respect our elders, but if she tries something, I’m going to knock her out, ask questions later.
But I go, and at the bottom of the steps, I glance around the room the size of a two-car garage. This place must have been abandoned for years. It’s giving me creepy vibes, like there’s a stalker in the basement—that kind of feeling. Three wooden bookshelves surround a black couch and an old computer and analog TV sit on the right side of the room. That’s all that’s down here beside a musty smell. 
I turn to face Mama Dora. “What are we doing here?”
“This is where your mom . . . came . . .” Mama Dora struggles with the words. “. . . to get away. She loved her privacy and would come down here whenever she visited the library. I don’t know what she did here. I don’t know, but nobody else ever came down here then, and nobody comes here now. It can be your getaway now.”
I don’t get it. How could this be her private getaway? Why did she need this much privacy? What was she hiding? Or better yet, who was she hiding from?
“Enjoy,” Mama Dora says. “I have to get back to work, but if you need anything, I’ll be at my desk in the front.”
She walks toward the stairs and stops. “Honey, I’m only telling you this because I cared about your mom and you seem like a sweet girl. There are reasons your mother’s history is nowhere to be found. When dealing with powerful people, things tend to disappear without a trace. If you know what’s best for you, you’ll keep your connection to your mother private. Everything that sparkles isn’t always gold.”
Before I can respond, she walks up the steps and leaves me alone, trying to deal with her cryptic message. She better not have locked that door. 
I walk over to the black couch that looks like it has seen better days. The fabric feels rubbery. I pull out my phone, hoping to take a picture, but it slips from my hand and into a rip on the couch. 
Damn. Shoving my hand in, I grip something and pull out a medium-sized wooden box. The brown container is light and has scratches. What is this? The initials KW are etched on the bottom of the box, which has to stand for Karena Williams. I mean, it can’t be a coincidence that it’s in the place Mama Dora called her getaway. What’s inside? I wipe away the remaining cotton clinging to the box and see a kind of heart-shaped lock.
Of course, it’s locked. 
I shake the box and hear a thudding sound. Something’s in there; I just need to figure out how to open it. Pulling on the top of the box doesn’t work. The only apparent option is breaking it. I bet if I throw it at an angle, it will break apart. But what if there is something valuable in it, and I break that too?
Ugh.
There is nowhere to enter a combination or insert a key—just that odd heart shape with a tiny hole in the middle. I pull a bobby pin from my bag and try to fit it in the hole. It goes through, and I wiggle it around, listening for a clicking sound. Nothing happens. I take a seat and lean back, feel my back sink in. It’s pretty comfortable. I look at my locket and the picture of my mother. My eyes water as I look from the photo to the box. If only she could tell me what to do.
I gaze into the photo. My mom is the only one photographed beside some guy’s arm wrapped around her. The rest of the man’s body is cut off. Behind them is the building Caleb is supposed to take me to. I don’t know what I’m looking for. I’ve seen this picture a million times. So I stare at my mom, the smile on her face and her glasses. I look closer at the glasses and see a female figure. I guess she’s the person taking the picture. Nothing special.
As I close the locket, I notice it’s the same shape as the lock. I take it off and place it on the lock where the little notch on the clasp perfectly fits the hole. My heart is pounding. What is in there? Does this mean that she hoped I would eventually find this box? 
The lock clicks open, and my eyes go wide. Inside is a dusty brown leather journal. A long strap wraps around it. The journal has a burnt mark at the top and stickers all over it. They’re all random: a yellow smiley face, a picture of a brown first, and one saying that “science saves lives.”
I catch my breath.
And I turn to the front page.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Journal Entry #1 
Dear journal or diary, . . . I don’t know what to call you. Sharing my emotions is new to me, but Theodore thinks I need an outlet, other than my experiments. So here I am writing my thoughts in this thing and feeling foolish.
The entries are short. I flip through more pages. Maybe she mentioned me or, at least, her pregnancy—her reason for leaving me. I get to the middle of the journal, and she hasn’t said much. But I stop, seemingly out of nowhere, and read the words “secret society.”
I’ve been tapped for a couple of days now and am in the process of initiation, and I can’t express how life-changing this could be for me. The opportunity to work with the best Black scientists in the world, be part of a globally connected organization. My mother and dad didn’t work their butts off for me to slack off. I want to make them proud. But what if I don’t make it? I know I’m smart, but this is the best of the best. Am I even worthy of this opportunity? 
Karena was a member of a secret society, and she ended up dead. Do the two correlate? I would say so. She had this secret life, clearly hiding it from her family. That must have taken a toll on her. My head hurts thinking about all the lies she probably told. I can picture Rylee’s reaction already, overdramatizing, telling me I told you so. I’ll keep this a secret for the time being. Nobody needs to know, not until I find out more. I know Mama Dora said to not look into my mom’s death, and I was prepared to listen. But I found this. This is Karena’s journal. 
I’ve been working on a unique project for the W.X Society with Mr. P, and I think this will make a difference in the world. We will make history. I want to let Theodore know about it, but Mr. P says it has to be kept a secret. I’m learning not only do we keep the W.X Society a secret from the world, sometimes we keep secrets from other members. 
They were working on an experiment. I flip a couple more pages.
We started human trials. I was hesitant. We had been working on it long enough, then our first test subject had a weird reaction. He started coughing up a black substance we named BKGH. Still running tests to figure out how to cure him. I knew we rushed it. My mother always told me to follow my gut.
It can’t be. Karena had a part in creating this? That boy from earlier . . . he was vomiting a black substance. This secret society must still be active, and the trials too. What the hell? Clearly, they are struggling with their experiment. Students are still spitting up this BKHG, which means it’s not working. 
Kinsley is definitely a part of this because she gave that boy a shot. Either she’s the one experimenting on the students, or she’s part of a secret group who want to make these things stop. I mean, I can’t accuse her of experimenting on kids. Everybody gets the benefit of the doubt, until they don’t. 
My phone vibrates. It’s a message from Rylee telling me to come back so we can go to dinner together. Dinner? What time is it? I look at the time on my phone and see it’s 7:00 p.m. Where has the time gone? Honestly, my appetite is gone, and all I want to do is crawl into my bed and dig into the journal and my mother’s thoughts.
But I also want to read a page a day. Have something of my mom’s to look forward to every day. I have nothing but time.
I move the journal, trying to put it inside my bag, and a polaroid picture drops out from the pages. It falls to the floor. It’s a picture of my mom wrapped in the arms of a man. They’re in love. I can tell by the way he looks at her. She smiles, looking at the camera. It must have been cold because they’re layered heavily. On the back of the picture is my mom’s name, then a heart, and “Theodore” after, the one who bought her the journal. 
If she was dating him, he could be my father. Man, he could still be alive. I pull out my personal journal and write down new clues about Karena, including notes about Theodore and the secret society.
I place the wooden box in my bag, head up the stairs, and sneak back into the library, which has filled up since I’ve been downstairs. I grab the book I originally came to get for class and scan the area for Mama Dora. She’s sorting books in the corner. I beeline to her. 
“Mama Dora, can I ask you a question?” 
She places a black book on the top shelf and turns to me. “Yes, child.”
How should I put this so she doesn't think I’m digging into things she warned me against? 
“I know you said I shouldn’t look into my mother’s death, and I promise you I won’t, but I would still love to know facts about her. What was her favorite color? Was there a TV show she watched all the time? But most importantly, who did she date?”
With her hands on her hips, she tilts her head down. She looks over her glasses and directly into my eyes. That look tells me she’s testing me. There’s nothing like an older Black woman’s stare. They can spot a liar miles away. 
She smiles. “Your mom was a complicated woman. But don’t we all have our own complications?” she asks as she adjusts her glasses. “I don’t make it my business to be in other people’s business, but there was one guy she was always with. Theodore Breaux. He would come down to her little getaway in the library, as well as bring snacks. There was love there. Then there wasn’t. He was a good influence until he wasn’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“Digging up the past isn’t healthy. You may find things that aren’t so flattering. And there are some things and people that need to stay in the past. But I do need to get back to work. These books won’t shelve themselves.” She points to a cart piled high. “It was a pleasure to meet you.” She smiles.
She rubs my shoulders. “I know you want to have a bond with your mother, but sometimes going down memory lane isn’t the way to go. You might unlock beautiful details about her, but where there’s beauty, ugliness and secrets better left unknown might be waiting too.”
There she goes again, saying something and not saying anything.
“Okay, well, it was nice meeting you, and thank you for sharing my mom’s special space with me.”
“You’re something special. I know your mother would be proud of you.” She taps me on the back and continues sorting books. 
I guess I’m going to have to figure this out by myself. At least I have his name. A quick Google search can point me in the right direction. 
My phone has been blowing up, and I know it’s Rylee. The girl must be starving. She is not going to let me live this down, but I need her nosy skills right now, need her to dig up any information she can. But this is a lot to put on a person, and Mama Dora and her subtle threats of danger don’t really make me want to share this with someone else. 
As I walk into my dorm room, I pass by Darius, my next-door neighbor, standing in the hall. Darius’ face is buried in some girl’s neck. A part of me wants to tell them to go get a room, but he comes up for air, and I pass by. 
“You know Rylee was looking for you,” he says.
Oh great, now she has people relaying the message for her. 
I nod. “I know. I know.”
“Brielle, this is Kaitlyn. Kaitlyn, Brielle.” 
I wave at Kaitlyn, and she barely waves back. Rude. 
I’ve had enough awkwardness for the day. “Well, nice meeting you, Kaitlyn, and see you around, Darius.” 
He gives me a nod and walks into his room with Kaitlyn trailing behind. She follows but not before rolling her eyes in my direction. I open my door, preparing myself for dramatics. The room is empty. I look down at my phone and see another missed text. I open the message: Hungry. Went without you.
Dang. I feel bad that she has to eat alone. All I have to do is put up this journal, and then I’ll head over to the cafe to meet her. As I walk over to my bed, I see a black touch-screen watch beside a red envelope. Someone’s written my name on the paper. A golden seal with the letters W.X secures the envelope. Is this some type of joke? 
What is this?
I look around and pick up the watch. The straps are leather, and the back has the same two initials engraved on it. I tap the screen. A holographic rectangular shape appears. Oh snap!  The hologram slowly displays words. A deep voice that reminds me of Morgan Freeman follows. 
You have been tapped to join the W.X Society. Place your thumb on the paper if you accept the initiation. To reject the initiation, tap the green circle below.
My door bursts open, and Rylee walks in. I drop the watch and face her. She stares at me with anger. “Where the hell have you been?” she asks.




[image: image-placeholder]
CHAPTER FIVE


Rylee walks over, her face a mix of anger and curiosity.  
“Oh hey, so about the dinner thing . . .” I say, eyeing my watch and letter on my bed. 
Rylee looks at me and then back at the bed. I stretch my arms behind me and move my body to the right. The watch is blocked. 
She shakes her head. “You mean how you totally ditched me and had me eat alone?”
“Eating alone isn’t that bad. It’s like taking yourself out on a date. I mean, if you can’t date yourself, who will?”
What am I talking about? I wonder if she’s buying any of this. I stare at her eyes. I’ve read something that says you can tell if someone believes you or not based on their body language. Rylee’s arms are crossed, and she’s barely making eye contact with me. It appears she isn’t buying it. Damn.
Suddenly, she walks to me, and we are face-to-face. I lean to the right as she peeks around my right shoulder. We repeat these motions several times. 
“Cut the shit, Brielle. What you are hiding?” Rylee points behind me. 
I guess there is nothing I can do now. There’s nothing I can do. 
“Well, I—actually I don’t know.” I pick up the watch. “This was just on my bed.”
I tap on the watch’s screen, and the hologram appears.
Rylee stares at the watch. “Woah, what’s happening?”
“So, remember when you went on and on about that whole secret society thing?” 
She nods.
“Do you want the long story or the short?”
She holds her hand underneath her chin. “Give me the CliffsNotes, but don’t leave out anything juicy.”
“Fine. It’s possible my mom was murdered. I came across her old journal. Think I might have a clue about who my father is,” I admit.
Murdered. My mother was possibly murdered! This is insane. My eyes well up, and a flood of tears falls down my cheeks. I wipe them away quickly with the inside of my shirt. What exactly is going on? Why am I sobbing? I have no recollection of my mother, but right now, I feel like a ton of bricks have plummeted into my chest, and it’s a cumbersome feeling. 
Rylee grabs me and hugs me. My body relaxes as I sob in her embrace.
“This is a lot,” she says, rubbing my back. “Just know you’re not doing this alone. I got your back.” She grabs my shoulders and shakes them, then takes a napkin from her purse and wipes my eyes. 
“I don’t want you involved if it gets dangerous. I can’t have that on my conscience. If something happens to you because of me . . .”
“Girl, miss me with all that. I can take care of myself.”
I take a deep breath and run my hands through my hair before blurting out, “I think I was just tapped to join a secret society.”
Rylee has never been lost for words. She merely looks at me, her face expressionless. I think I broke her. I wave my hands in front of her face, and she blinks. It’s as if someone pressed a button and unfroze her in time.
“Rylee!”
“I knew it!” Her eyes light up with excitement. “You didn’t believe me, but I knew it.”
I blink, confused at her response. “I’m sorry for being normal.”
“Normal is subjective—tell me more about your mom’s journal. Did you read it?”
“Just some stuff, but I want to keep it private. No offense. It’s something I want to share with her only.”
“I completely understand. It’s so dope that you found something like that of your mom’s. Like, how cool is that?” 
“I’m still kind of shocked about the whole thing,” I say, sitting on the edge of my bed and staring at the watch. 
She plops down next to me. “So are you going to join the W.X?”
I play with the watch in my hands and look at her. “I don’t know. At first, I was excited, but now I don’t know. I’m not too keen on joining something I know very little about. Plus, this is the same organization my mom was part of, and look how she ended up.”
“That’s exactly why you should join,” she says matter-of-factly.
You would think I’d get used to Rylee’s weird responses. 
“Rewind. What?” I ask.
“You know the old saying. ‘Keep your enemies close.’ Well, you want to know more about your mom. They might have the answers.” 
Her calmness rubs off on me. “I guess that makes sense. I mean, I do need to get some answers, first about Karena’s death and then the mysterious goo.
“It makes perfect sense, and I’m going to help you. Just call me Detective Rylee,” she says as she salutes me.
She always knows how to make things weird.
“I’m not calling you Detective Rylee,” I say, moving her hand from her forehead.
“Why?” There’s a look of genuine confusion on her face. 
“It’s weird.”
“Weird is subjective too.” She shimmers her shoulders.
If extra was a person, Rylee would be it. 
“Everything is subjective to you.” 
“Whatever. I say you accept being tapped and use your connection with the W.X to get information. I’ll find out whatever I can by using my resources.” She taps her fingers together. 
Her resources? She never ceases to amaze me. She already looks like she’s formulating a plan. 
“Also, this is the perfect opportunity for me to practice improv.” Rylee stands up and twirls around. “Let me talk to you from my good side.” 
“Everything is an acting role to you, huh?”
Twirling her hands in the air, she says loftily, “Life’s like a movie, and I choose to make mine a blockbuster.”
I guess I’m going to do it then. I open the envelope and place my thumbprint on the paper inside. A hologram face pops up on the watch. The face has no eyebrows, no expression, just a bald head floating in midair. It opens its mouth and speaks in monotone. 
“You have thirty minutes to follow the map shown once this message is over. Being tapped by the W.X is an honor. It’s imperative you keep knowledge of the organization a secret, or there will be consequences.”
The face disappears, and a map pops up. It’s a 3D model of the campus, so realistic. A row of black dots leads down a path to a building I don’t recognize. It’s marked with an X. I’m assuming that’s where they want me to go. It seems easy enough, but now I’m worried about the consequences for Rylee. She might be in danger because of me, and I haven’t even started the initiation.
“This is so cool,” Rylee says, peering over my shoulder at the map.
“You have to promise not to tell anybody. Clearly, this is supposed to be a secret.”
“I promise.” She crosses her heart.
A timer appears on the right side of the watch. My arms shake as I strap the watch to my wrist. I can’t tell if it’s just fear or a little excitement about the unknown.
Rylee elbows me. “Not trying to rush you, but I think you need to hurry up. The timer isn’t there for decoration.”
“True. Wish me luck.”
Rylee kisses her fist and blows it out to me. “Luck.”
I’ve never seen anyone do that before, but I’ll take all I can get.
***The sun has gone down, and the sky has turned to a grayish black. I pass a tree where some guys are huddled and engaged in a lively conversation about basketball. One of the players winks at me as I go by. I give a quick wave and keep walking. No time for distractions. Even ones that look as good as him.
Focus, Brielle.
I look down at my wrist. The map leads me toward the back of the library. My chest tightens as I walk away from people and into the darkness—well, not complete darkness. The moon is out, but it is empty. I could disappear, and nobody would know. 
I need to get out of my head. 
I stare at the map, which is pointing directly to the doorless back wall of the library. Just great. I got the broken watch. Maybe there’s something I’m missing. I walk closer to the wall, and the watch starts beeping. I’m guessing that means I’m getting closer. Either that or it’s going to explode on my wrist.
Maybe there’s a secret door somewhere. Rumors did claim different spots on campus opened secret places. I look around the wall. Hmm. Where to look first? I slide my hand down the wall. Nothing happens. Worth a try, but I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. This is going to take forever. I peer closer at the wall and back at my watch. The timer steadily counts down. 
I move closer to the middle of the wall. The watch blinks red. I turn to face the wall and a wooden door . . . appears. So cool, but there’s no time to think! A thumbprint scanner sits above the door handle. I press my thumb down and hear metal gears turn. Then a clicking noise, and the door slowly opens. Inside is a row of metal steps. They lead down to a path that looks like an underground tunnel. 
A funky, sour smell hits my nose the moment I reach the bottom of the steps. The slick ground slows my movement. I don’t want to know what I’m walking on. I turn on my phone’s flashlight and continue walking. This has to be the scariest thing I’ve ever done. My auntie would be screaming at me right now. 
The loud humming sound and echoes creeps me out. Thankfully, I see the light at the end of the tunnel. The exit is finally in sight: a black door in a dark tunnel. How conveniently disturbing. I feed the thumbprint scanner one more print, and the door opens, revealing wooden stairs that slope up to another door. The exit and I face each other. I walk up the steps and open the door until the woods wait for me. Of course, I have to walk through the wilderness alone. Wasn’t the tunnel enough?
I check my pocket and feel ole faithful, sitting pretty. I wish someone would jump stupid. I dare them. The light left in the sky fades away while I walk through the woods. The darkness deepens. According to the map, it’s just a straight path now. I pick up my pace. The faster I walk, the faster I get out of the woods. 
I stare at trees covered in dark-green moss. The branches curl over my head, and a calm wind blows on my shoulders. The clouds seem thicker, darker—rain clouds. Please don’t rain. I quicken my pace again but stop when I hear a rustling movement behind me. Don’t freak out. 
A raindrop falls on my face, followed by a thunderous sound from the sky. The rustling continues. It sounds like footsteps. Oh hell! I take off running as the rain starts pouring, but I’m instantly drenched. The ground turns muddy, and my feet slide. I feel myself losing my balance. I look to my left and grab onto a nearby branch. That was close.
The timer is almost up, and I still have a way to go. At least the footsteps are gone. The mascara that I put on earlier drips into my eyes. I stop and wipe my face with my shirt, knowing I’m going to make a horrible first impression. Well, I’m already halfway there. They are just going to have to deal with it.
I start walking again, and the footsteps follow. This time it sounds like more than one person. I only have two options: run and fall like one of those girls in movies or turn, spray the hell out of them, and take my chances running. I grip ole faithful. As I pull out the pepper spray, cool breath hits the back of my neck. It sends a tingle up my spine. 
I need a new plan. My thoughts are everywhere. I bend my leg and kick back at whoever is behind me.
“Ouch!” screams a masculine voice. “Hold on. I come in peace.” 
I turn. A tall guy holding an umbrella bends over in pain. He straightens up, and I get a better look at him. He has to be at least six-two or taller. He reminds me of Keith Powers with the body of Michael B. Jordan. I kind of feel bad for kicking him—emphasis on kind of. He has silky light-brown skin, a dimple on his right cheek, and braids hanging down the sides of his shaved head. He’s standing next to a girl with her own umbrella. Her jaw tightens as she stares back at me. She’s curvy, not as tall as the guy, but pretty leggy. The girl’s blondish-brown passion twists flow down her back. She has the same smooth light-brown skin as the guy I kicked. They look alike but different. With a formfitting black blazer over a sheer white top, she is clearly dressed to impress. 
“What the hell is wrong with you?” the girl says, her hands on her hips.
“Excuse me?” I ask.
She steps closer to me. “You heard me.”  
The rain blurs my vision. I wipe my face and stand my ground. The guy stands between us.
“Okay, calm down,” he says to the girl. She huffs but moves back. He turns to me. “Sorry for scaring you. I was trying to see if you wanted to share the umbrella.” 
“Why didn’t you just say that?”
He walks closer and holds the umbrella over my head. “My bad. We should have said something, but you were, like, speed walking. We couldn’t keep up.” I can smell his cologne. “We’re going to the same place,” he says, holding out his wrist. Another W.X watch. He looks down at me. 
“I’m sorry for kicking you,” I say, a little embarrassed.
He smiles, showing his dimple. “It’s cool. Let’s call it a truce, mini Floyd Mayweather.”
He has jokes and a little southern accent. 
“You’re funny,” I reply.
His friend walks away from us and continues down the trail. 
“Don’t mind my sister Alexandria. She has to warm up to you. But I’m Aiden.”
“Brielle.”
“Aiden, let’s go,” screams his sister.
Aiden looks down at me. “You ready?”
I nod and we continue walking. I try to ignore the chills running through my body. 
“I have a pair of basketball shorts and a hoodie in my bag. You can wear them if you want.”
“Thanks.”
His clothes are going to swallow me, but at least I’ll be warm. Anything is better than catching pneumonia. 
We turn the corner, and I see Alexandria standing in front of a low red door, next to another guy and girl that look our age. Everybody holds umbrellas, and their eyes widen, staring at me. Yup, I’m the only dumb one that didn’t check my weather app. Noted.
The new girl is petite and fair-skinned. She wears her hair in a high curly bun and a diamond-studded headband. She rocks a cute pair of glasses that almost cover her face, a plaid skirt, a button-down blouse, and biker boots. The guy next to her is of average height. He has blond curly hair styled in a short fro with the sides lined up. He’s wearing a designer shirt and has deep-green eyes.
“Someone didn’t check their weather app,” he says while he walks over to me, reaching out his hand. “Hey, I’m Jamal Caddel.”
Caddel? He can’t be. “Like, the Caddel luxury hotels?” I ask.  
He nods. “Yes, my father and mother own the hotel.”
Dang. That’s dope. “I’m Brielle Brenden.” 
“Nice to meet you. Brielle Brenden, what a tongue twister that is,” Jamal replies. He looks at Aiden and walks over and daps him up. 
“Bro, I know you. Mr. All-American Basketball All-Star. Guaranteed first-round draft pick.” 
So Aiden is a star basketball player. Interesting. I wonder why we were chosen. We all seem different, but there has to be something that links us together. The rain subsides, eases, and the sun peeks out of the clouds. Great timing.
The girl in the skirt walks over to me. “Hey, I’m Ebony Brown. Since we’re all weirdly doing first and last names . . .”  
She seems nice enough, and judging by her appearance, I’d bet she was picked for her intelligence. I know I shouldn’t judge people by looks, but she’s giving me cute nerdy-girl vibes, in a good way. 
I smile. “Yeah, I usually don’t, but once he did it, I felt obligated.” 
She nods her head in agreement and then walks over to Alexandria, who has her hand folded under her arm. “Hey, I’m Ebony.” She reaches out her hand to Alexandria, who brushes it away. 
“I’m Alexandria, and no, we aren’t about to be besties. So now that we all know each other, has anyone tried to open this door?”
At least I know that Alexandria is rude to everybody, and it’s not just me. She obviously has an attitude problem. I wonder what she has to offer this group. I can only assume that “my thing” is my science skills. 
I look at the red door, which looks like it might lead to a storm cellar. What’s with these underground places? Couldn’t we go someplace bright? 
Alexandria reaches for the door and pulls on it. “It’s locked.”
“No shit, Sherlock,” Jamal says. 
All of our watches chime at the same time. The timers have gone down to zero. There’s that sound of metal again, and the door opens on its own. We look at each other. Nobody dares to go first, then Alexandria walks past everyone and goes through the door. She motions for Aiden to follow. He gives me a wink and goes behind his sister. Jamal goes next and then Ebony.
It’s my turn, and my heart is beating super fast. But I walk down the steps. 
Everybody has disappeared. 
I whirl around—the door shuts. I guess that means I have no other choice but to continue. I reach for my phone and feel a hand on my shoulder. I turn and see a person with a mask. The stranger covers my mouth and blindfolds my eyes. 
This was a mistake.
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CHAPTER SIX



The blindfolds are removed from our faces, revealing a small rectangular-shaped room—kind of like a military bunker or something. No windows. Painted white walls. But the three filled bookshelves tell me we will be studying here. 
In the back of the room are five twin beds separated by what looks to be glass walls. There is also a couch, sitting table, refrigerator, and stove. A rolling cart with five garment bags hanging from it is at the back of the room. Do they expect us to live here?
“What is this place?” Jamal asks.
“I don’t know.” I respond. “Where are the chairs?”
“Who needs a chair?” Aiden asks, sitting down on the cold floor. 
I sit next to him. He seems to be completely relaxed. I wish I had his sense of calm right now. My heart won’t stop racing.
“I know you’re not sitting on that dusty floor,” Jamal says. Leaning against the wall is his preference.
Jamal is probably used to people waiting on him because he’s a billionaire’s son. It doesn’t surprise me that a secret society would tap him. But why me? Do they know that Karena was my mother? 
“It’s better than standing,” Aiden replies.
Ebony joins us on the floor, but Alexandria stands next to Aiden.
Ebony’s energy seems sweet. I feel like we will be friends, but Alexandria isn’t the friendliest. She keeps a resting stank face on at all times. What’s up with her?
“What’s that?” Jamal asks. 
“What?” 
Jamal’s gaze is drawn to the ground where a spider lurks. The creature’s eyes stare right into the depths of my soul. My heart begins to sink. I don’t mess with spiders. They can kill you. A quick shiver runs through me—the spider darts in my direction. I jump back and land on Aiden’s lap. 
“Brielle, you cute and all but at least buy me a drink first,” he says, laughing.
I quickly remove myself from his lap and crawl behind him. “Kill it!” I scream.
The spider continues creeping in my direction. Aiden jumps up, and I fall on the floor. My eyes meet the spider again, and I scramble to my feet. I look at Aiden. “You going to kill it?”
He looks at me and shakes his head. “With what? My hands?”
“No, your shoes or something.” I look over at the bookcase. “Use one of those books.”
The spider crawls near Alexandria, and she screams, staggering ahead. It continues creeping up on her. “Get it away from me,” she calls. She looks over at Jamal, who is the closest to her. “You’re just going to stand there?”
“As to doing what? I’m not killing that thing. It could be poisonous,” Jamal responds. “Don’t you women talk about independence? Well, independently kill that spider.”
Ebony gets off the floor and grabs two books from the bookshelf. She places them at angles behind the spider and guides it toward the exit. “Can someone open the door for me?” she asks.
“I got it.” Jamal walks over to the open door. Ebony motions the spider out the door and down the hall. “I’m just going to say it,” he says. “She’s weird.” 
“At least she did something,” I say.
“Says the girl who jumped into Aiden’s lap and did diddly-squat,” he replies.
Ebony walks back in and closes the door behind her. Everybody stares at her.
“What? It was just a spider,” she says, sitting on the floor. “We’re bigger than this.”
“I think I’m going to keep standing.” Jamal returns to his spot, leaning on the wall closest to the door. 
Aiden sits down next to Ebony, and Alexandria posts herself beside Jamal. 
Goose bumps are forming on my arms. I look at Aiden. “Can I borrow those clothes now?”
I can’t stand the thought of sitting around in wet clothes. It’s just gross. 
Aiden takes his bag and rummages through it and eventually pulls out shorts and a hoodie. 
“Here you go,” he says as he hands the clothes over to me.
I look around the room. There really isn’t any privacy here. Like, none at all. There is no way I’m going to strip naked in front of everyone. I walk toward the back, and without hesitation, Ebony follows me.
“I got you, girl,” she says.
She snatches a bedsheet off one of the twin beds and holds it up in the air. This is the fastest I’ve ever changed. 
Ebony peeks over the sheet. “Are you done?”
“Yes.”
We make our way back to the group. When the door opens, I’m stuffing my wet clothes into my bag. A woman wearing a formfitting black dress and a gold blazer enters the room. She wears the same star and lily enamel pin on her lapel, but her pin is white. I wonder what’s with the different colors. She stops in front of us, and an older gentleman walks into the room. His face looks familiar, but I can’t grasp where I’ve seen him before. He’s wearing an all-black suit as well. His enamel pin is gold. 
“Hello, I’m Nevaeh, your initiation leader.” She looks to her left. “The gentleman next to me is Theodore Breaux. He will be the person you go to for therapeutic counseling during this process. He’s an alumnus of the W.X Society and understands what you’re going through.”
Theodore, Theodore . . . Where have I heard that name? 
Oh my God. 
Karena’s boyfriend. 
This is Theodore, Theodore from my mom’s journal. He has to be, right? My face heats up as I stare at him. I’m not a believer of coincidences, but this has to be the same man, only older. He could be my father. It’s a long shot—one I wasn’t expecting at all—but it’s not impossible. 
Nevaeh continues, “Let’s get started on the logistics. 
“You’ve all been chosen by alumni who believe you meet the requirements to become a member. Each of you graduated high school at the top of your class with abilities in technology, science, athleticism, and other areas. It is a great honor to be accepted.”
I wonder which alumnus picked me. 
“Xavier Williamson himself created the W.X Society. His mission was to take the best and brightest and give them opportunities to develop their craft at a higher level; membership grants entry to exclusive events with notable alumni—great networking opportunities. You are guaranteed a job, whatever career you choose to pursue.”
She pulls a small projector out of her bag, and Theodore places a foldable stand in the center of the room. He takes the projector from Nevaeh and aims at the blank wall in front of us. Nevaeh hits the lights, and a video appears on the screen. It reads:
The W.X Society is a well-known secret organization. Welcome to a new chapter in your life, a time that will alter your life for better or worse, depending on your point of view.
What is that supposed to mean? 
You will be required to complete a series of tests that will mentally and physically challenge you. They will put your character to the test. This is not for the faint of heart. 
Nevaeh pauses the video and takes a seat in front of the screen. She motions to the cart containing the garment bags. “There is a dress code that must be followed during the initiation process.”
“Woah. I don’t do well with dress codes,” Jamal says. “I kind of like to do my own thing.” He touches his diamond necklace. 
“If you don’t like the rules, Jamal,” Nevaeh replies, “there is the door.” 
She has a stern voice, and her face seems so serious. I’m not going to lie, she is kind of scary. I don’t want to make her mad.
“I was just joking,” Jamal mutters. 
He wasn’t joking, and Nevaeh wasn’t playing with him. She doesn’t give me jokey vibes. 
“As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted,” Nevaeh continues, “there is a dress code. We provide the uniforms. You’ll see a garment bag with your name on the rack in the back. We gave you more than enough options to mix and match.” 
There’s a dress code now. I’m hoping this process doesn’t last too long. 
“In addition to researching the history of our organization’s founding members, you will also need to learn our traditions and customs. And you must maintain a grade of ninety or higher than average, in all of your courses.
“This initiation is fail or pass.” Nevaeh walks back and forth. “No in-between. While we would love all of you to make it into our society, the reality of that actually happening is slim to none. There is always at least one recruit who cannot take the pressure and breaks.”
I take a peek at Theodore. He stands tall with a straight face. What if he was the one who picked me to join the W.X Society? Maybe he felt bad for leaving me. 
“So are we expected to live in this place?” Alexandria asks, looking around in disgust.
“Good question. No, this will be your safe space. You can use it however you like,” Nevaeh answers.
“What about these watches? Are we expected to wear these all day?” I ask.
“Yes. That is how we will communicate with you during this process. Everything will be visible to us.” 
Ebony extends her hand. “Does that mean the watch is used to spy on us?” 
“You may think of it like that. However, the watch isn’t the only way we keep tabs on you. There’s also The Watchers, the current W.X Society members.”
They might already know that Rylee knows about the W.X. She’s in danger and it’s all my fault. My body heats up, and my heart races.
Aiden raises his hand. “Have y’all already started to listen to us?”
“From the moment you pressed ‘accept,’ we started recording,” Nevaeh replies.
Alexandria raises her hand again, and Nevaeh motions her to talk. “What type of tests are we going through?”
“You will find out when it’s time.” The irritation in Nevaeh’s voice is obvious.
“I’m ready to conquer whatever you throw at us,” Alexandria says.
What a suck-up.
“Confidence. I like that. We look for confidence in the W.X. Everybody needs to hold their own.”
Alexandria smiles and rises to her feet. I’m not sure if it’s my competitive nature, but—well, she’s not the only one who can ask questions. I want Nevaeh to like me so she can tell me everything she knows about my mother. If that means I have to be a suck-up as well, that’s fine.
I raise my hand. “Why is your enamel pin different than Theodore’s?”
“Good question, Brielle. Different classes that members are initiated into determine pin colors. Here at W.X, there are different levels, categorized by the years you have been with society, among other things. You will learn more if you make it in the organization. Are there any other questions?”
Her eyes scan the room. Silence.  
“Congratulations for being tapped,” Nevaeh says.
She walks out of the room, and Theodore follows close behind.
I rub my locket. I’m so close to finding out more about my mother, maybe my father too. 




[image: image-placeholder]
CHAPTER SEVEN


I wake up not to my alarm but to Rylee’s loud music. She’s by the mirror dancing and putting makeup . . . on her arm? I check my phone and deactivate the alarm set for five minutes from now. I have to get up. I stretch out in bed while watching Rylee twerk in the mirror. It’s getting old waking up to this every morning. 
“Um, Rylee?”
She continues dancing and applying makeup to her arm.
“Rylee,” I say again, but this time in a sterner tone.
She stops mid-twerk and walks over. “Yes?”
“Can you turn down your music? I enjoy waking up to soothing sounds of the ocean or, simply, silence.”
“I need hype music to set the tone for my day.” She bends over and twerks. “What you want to listen to is a killjoy.”
“Well, I want to wake up in peace. I’m not saying to turn it off completely. Just turn it down.”
Rylee rolls her eyes. “Fine. You want to start your day with basic vibes. Fine.” 
She might call it basic, but I call it peace and tranquility. 
“Also, why are you putting makeup on your arm?”
“I meant to tell you last night, but you were fast asleep by the time I got in. Anyway. On my way back here, I swear I saw someone following me,” she says.
The W.X. Shit. 
I need to act normal so she doesn’t question me or become suspicious.
“Following you?”
She walks over to my side of the room. “Yes. A person in a black jumpsuit followed me. I was turning corners, and they were too. It freaked me out, so I ran. But I tripped over my shoelaces and landed so hard on my arm that it left a bruise. 
“But that’s not the weirdest part.” She sits next to me. “Someone sent me an anonymous text message—threatening dire consequences if I don’t keep my mouth shut. I had to cover up that bruise, with makeup.”
I fall back on my bed and place my hands over my face. This is wild. I pull my phone out of my pocket and text Rylee: 
It was the W.X who followed and messaged you. Can’t talk about the secret society. The watch is listening to everything I say, and I can’t take it off.
She reads the message and springs from my bed and walks in front of me. “I don’t have time to think about anything but my theater. So keep an eye on your back, girlie. There are some strange people out there.” Rylee walks out the door, winking at me.
My phone vibrates. It’s a message from her. 
And scene. They’ll think I took the warning now. We’re a step ahead. TTYL. =P
I won’t involve Rylee from now on. To her, it’s a game. I’m happy they gave her a warning, but I bet it’ll be worse if they catch us talking about it again. I refuse to let that happen. 
My alarm clock goes off, and it’s time to get ready.
I look at myself in the mirror and unwrap my hair from my silk wrap. Thankfully, it stayed on all night. My hair will be laid for the rest of the day. After I finish styling my hair, I put on inspirational music to set the tone for the day: peaceful and tranquil. I light a candle and say a quick prayer.
After completing the rest of my morning rituals, I reach into my closet and pull out one of the uniforms given to me: a white T-shirt and high-waisted pleated shorts. I dress and take one last look at myself before exiting my room.
“Have a great day, freshie!” one of the RAs shout when I exit the building. 
There’s only one scooter remaining. I snatch it and run out the door. Before I came here, my auntie told me that HBCU students dress to impress. It’s true. I walk past a girl wearing an oversized shirtdress with knee-high boots. Bless her feet in those stilettos.
Fortunately, today is a slow day. Professor Grey’s class is the only one I have, and I share it with Caleb. The science building is located on the campus’ east wing, forming a triangle with the psychology and English buildings. I walk past the latter, noticing a man to my right in the distance. He’s dressed in black and stands behind a group of students. His gaze is fixed on me. What is going on? I keep moving and returning glances with the man who maintains his gaze.
“Watch out!” an unfamiliar voice screams.
When I turn around, I see myself scooting toward a pole. I come to a halt and look back. He’s no longer there. What was the point? That was a ten on the creepiness scale, but I need to pay attention to where I’m going. 
My phone vibrates from a text. It’s from Rylee, who has sent a photo of a student passed out in class. His mouth is wide open, drool all over him. Hilarious. I respond with a funny GIF of a cat laughing. 
***I enter the classroom and take a seat in the middle of the room. Professor Grey is writing on a chalkboard in the front of the classroom. I see Caleb enter the classroom, and he sits next to me. 
“I like your outfit,” he says. “Extremely studious.” 
Even though I prefer more color in my wardrobe, I like this outfit. There’s a Clue vibe going on.
“Thanks.”
“Okay, class. Today we’re going to discuss the theory of time travel,” Professor Grey says. “Time travel is the concept of moving from one point in time to another, analogous to moving from one point in space to another by object or person, typically using a time machine, a hypothetical device.”
As usual, he’s jumping right in. Professor Grey isn’t one for small talk. He introduced himself and jumped into coursework from the start. I mean, his repetition of being a tough professor works.
He scans the room and places his hand on his chin. “What are your thoughts?”
Caleb raises his hand. “Time travel is a relative concept. There is no way to go back in time, not without jeopardizing the future.”
“I disagree. There should be a way to safely travel through time using the right formula and sequences,” I say.
Caleb stares at me, smirks. 
“Intriguing theory, Brielle. It’s a problem scientists have attempted to solve for centuries. Next term, a small group of students in my class will put time travel theories to the test. You must apply if you want to be considered for the study. I’ll need a proposal by the end of the semester, and the information will be sent to your university email address,” Professor Grey explains.
I want to be a part of that study. 
My phone vibrates. It’s a message from Rylee telling me to meet at Grove X after our last classes. Our schedules end at two. 
I glance over at Caleb. He’s distracted, scrolling through his tablet. When he looks up, our gazes meet. I turn my head, look at my phone. I glance back, and he’s still watching me. My body grows hot as I stare at his brown eyes. 
“Am I making you nervous?” he asks.
“No. Why would you ask that?” I rub the bottom of my earlobe.
He moves closer. “Maybe because you’re touching your ear right now or tapping your feet too fast.” I didn’t even notice I was tapping my foot. With his arrogant demeanor, he notices everything. It’s both annoying and intriguing, and man, he smells savory. He sits back in his seat. “It’s cute, actually.”
“Actually, I always tap my foot, and rubbing my ears is relaxing. So don’t get so chill,” I say.
In a whisper, he asks, “So, time travel—you really believe in it?”
“Yeah. I mean, there was a time when people didn’t think there would be a way to travel in the air. Now people are going to space and back. I truly believe that time travel will happen, and maybe I’ll be the one to solve how.”
He sits up and stares at me. “You’re serious?”
I nod my head. “Yeah.”
His left brow raises, and he appears to be lost in thought. “Good luck with that,” he says, looking up at the professor and taking notes.
***The remainder of the day passes in the blink of an eye. Until my phone vibrates. It’s Rylee. She’s already at Grove X and saved me a seat, giving me enough time to stop by Valley Dee on the way. The coffee cart’s frappé  is rumored to be the best coffee ever. Well, I’ll be the one to decide.
The Grove X is one of four student lounges on campus, and each spot has unique features, which means they’re all perfect places to hang out. The lounge on the east end of campus has a bowling alley, and the west end one has spoken word and karaoke nights—complete Love Jones vibes. But the north lounge might be my new favorite place. Our campus movie theater and students get to watch for free with their digital IDs. I’m a total movie buff. 
I hop onto my scooter and ride to Valley Dee, which is back in the middle of the science, English, and psychology buildings and nearby a large stretch of grass between the departments. The hangout area has benches and trees with swings and a coffee cart. It’s hard to miss the coffee shop’s bright yellow sign and pictures of signature drinks, like the PB and J frappé, mountain spice latte, and my soon-to-be favorite, the Valley Dee frappé. The new drink has Oreo cookies, chocolate ice cream, Hershey Kisses, espresso, and whipped cream. I know, a sugar rush made in heaven. 
I make it to the cart, and a girl with pink hair smiles at me. All coffee options have digital pictures, and I can pay by scanning my digital ID on my phone. I make my order, and seconds later, I’m sipping on chocolaty goodness. This is actually the best frappé I’ve had. I will definitely get this once a week. 
I turn and see Kinsley walking toward me. She’s smiling and waving at me. Just the person I needed to see. She’s the key to some of the questions I need answers to, about the black goo and maybe even my mother. Play it cool. Have her warm up to me. 
“Brielle, I’m happy I can run into you,” Kinsley says, wearing a skintight dress and heels.
“Hi!” 
She goes for a hug when I go for a handshake. We meet in the middle, and I give her that trusty-dusty church side hug. 
Kinsley glances at her smartwatch and backs away. “So how have you adjusted to college life? I know the change from high school to college can be a lot, and this university and all its advances in technology can take a while to adjust to.” 
“Yeah, this campus is huge, and the hologram O.G’s still scare me when they randomly pop up.”
She shakes her head and smiles. “I understand. This campus is a lot.”
Kinsley stares at my mother’s necklace. Why? Has she seen it before? Then she looks back at me. “Do you have a minute to talk?”
“Sure.”
Kinsley points to a nearby bench, and we walk over. She sits, so poised and elegant. “I want to apologize.”
“For?”
Was she the one who sent the text message to scare Rylee? Is this her way of confessing her involvement in the W.X? 
“When we first met, I told you I didn’t know Karena. I lied.”
I had a feeling she had to know something about my mom. They were both in the same organization.
“I was in shock when you showed me the picture. It brought back a lot of memories, a lot of good ones and some painful.”
She reaches down in her purse and pulls out a polaroid picture. She hands it over. It’s a photo of Karena and her wearing Williamson sweaters. They smile and pose in front of a bright and colorful tree. They look happy. 
“So you were friends?” I ask, still staring at the picture.
“Best of friends. We did everything together.” She points to the enamel pin she’s wearing.
“You’re a part of the W.X too?”
“Yes. I’m an alumnus of the organization, and I’m in charge of scouting for new recruits. We take our membership seriously. Not just anyone can get an invitation.”
“That’s why I was tapped? Because I’m a legacy?” I give her back her picture.
Kinsley nods. “Yes and no. Was it the reason I looked into you? Yes, but was it the only reason? Absolutely not. You were the top in your class, and I feel like you got that from your mom. Also, you’re a science whiz. If you haven’t noticed already, all the technological advances on this campus are because of our organization.”
Yeah, this school is pretty dope. But the real question I want to ask may be too forward. I want to ask about that goo. What was that? And what happened to Karena?
“This is hard to say, but what happened to my mom?”
Kinsley’s face stiffens, her eyes water. “It was one of the worst days of my life. I was the one that found her. I was supposed to meet her in her dorm room, hear some big news. When I arrived, she wasn’t there, and when I went looking for her, she was dead.” Tears flow from her eyes. 
Kinsley rummages in her purse, pulls out a handkerchief, and taps the sides of her eyes. She still is hurt by this. I feel bad for bringing up all these feelings, but I need answers.
“Your mom was brilliant. She had so many ideas to advance the world as we know it.”
“Do you think that someone could have murdered her?” I blurt out.
Maybe I shouldn’t have asked this question so soon. Then again, how do I ask someone if they think my mom was murdered?
Kinsley’s face turns expressionless. Her eyes scan my face, down to her watch, and then back at me. “Why would you think that?”
“It doesn’t make sense that she was just found dead. Something had to have happened. There has to be something that the police missed.”
“I was like you. I searched for answers, but in the end, I came up with the same results as the police. It was an accident,” Kinsley says.
“I just want to know more about her.”
Kinsley hugs me and keeps me in a tight embrace. “I’m sorry about what happened to your mother, but I can be here for you and share as much as I can about my college years.”
My phone vibrates. I look down and see a message from Rylee. 
Where you at? 
I text back, On my way.
Kinsley lets me go and stares into my eyes. “Well, I have a meeting to get to, but you should come over for dinner. I share some fun stories.”
“I would like that,” I answer.
“I’ll keep in touch.” And she gets up and walks away.
Kinsley looks pretty open and honest. I have a feeling that we are going to become close. She and Mama Dora will be the key to understanding my mom’s college years. 
***I’m almost at Grove X. All I have to do is pass Xavier Square and I’m there. Xavier Square is its own little paradise. Many of the theatre, dance, and art majors hang out here, a safe spot for the creatives. There are many unique seating options, like giant hands, upside-down stools, and big wine glasses with the front open to sit on. Tavia Brown, a local artist and notable alumnus, designed the area. 
On Wednesdays, art students create a walk-through art exhibit. Students get to showcase their skills during Friday talent shows. That or a DJ performs, and the square turns into a block party. I definitely can’t wait for this Friday. I heard it gets lit. 
Then I turn the corner, and there’s Grove X.
I park the scooter and look through the glass window of the building, my eyes locking with a girl in all black. Her cold, intense stare sends chills up my spine. 
The strange girl’s eyes stay fixed on me even as I walk inside. 
Where’s Rylee? 
My steps pick up while I scan the room. The place is full, and the noise level is at maximum with students chatting it up and cheering for an intense pool match in the back. 
But it still feels like she’s staring at me. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I see her moving toward me. My stomach feels as if a rock has planted itself inside, and my feet move before my brain. I bump into a table with two girls sitting at it.
“I’m so sorry.”
My eyes look back, searching for the girl who wouldn’t stop staring, but I don’t see her anymore. A girl sitting at the table furrows her eyebrows, staring at me with her head tilted, her lace locks falling over her shoulders.
“You good?” she asks.
My heart settles to a normal pace. “Yeah, I was distracted. My bad.” The girl smiles and continues her conversation with her friend. 
“Where have you been?” It’s Rylee. She walks over to me. 
“I was looking for you.” 
She grabs my arm and guides me to a booth in the back with a picture of Dorothy Dandridge on the wall, just like the one on Rylee’s wall. She slides in first while I check behind for any traces of the mystery girl. Nowhere in sight.
“Waiting for an invitation?” Rylee asks, motioning me to sit across from her. She applies her berry lipstick, and I slide into the seat. 
“My bad. I was distracted,” I say for the second time today.
Rylee doesn’t need to know a strange person was watching me. She’ll get agitated and make it a bigger deal than it is. And I’m sure it has to do with the W.X Society. Still, I can’t take that chance—she can’t be involved anymore.
“I see. It took you forever to get here.”
“I stopped and got me some coffee.”
“Typical. You might want to lay off all those sweets. It will go to your thighs and become lower belly fat.”
“Not everybody wants to be a stick.”
Thick legs save lives. Well, at least that’s what my cousin told me.
“You think I’m small. So sweet,” she says before her voice wavers. “But girl, why did my English professor give us a popquiz on our so-called summer reading?”
“The audacity.”
“Right!” She pauses, then raises one eyebrow. “Wait. You’re mocking me?”
“Yes, it’s called summer reading for a reason. I knocked out my book in less than a week.” 
Rylee sighs long and crosses her arms. “Yeah, but I actually have a life.”
I match her tone. “At least I’m not failing a class on the first day.” 
Rylee sinks lower into her seat. “Low blow.”
“You started it.”
She sits up and puts distance between us. “Well, aren’t you, Miss Perfect.” 
“Perfect, no, but close to it? Yes,” I say, smiling. “I’m kidding.” 
Rylee rolls her eyes and smiles back. “I thought we could order some takeout. I need a distraction.” 
“I can’t. I have plans with Caleb.”
Rylee moves closer with her arms on the table. “Spill tea, sis. He better be paying for the date.”
My face flushes at the word “date,” so I focus on clearing up the misunderstanding. “It’s not a date; we’re just working on homework.” 
“Only you can ruin a perfect date and make it about homework,” she says, throwing a piece of gum in her mouth. 
“That’s because it’s not a date. We are working on homework.”
She pops the gum. “He wants to work on more than homework.”
“He wishes.” I roll my eyes.
“It’s college. Nobody knows each other. That doesn’t stop us from having a little fun.”
“Well, nothing is going to happen,” I clarify. 
Rylee shakes her head and slides out of the booth. “I’ll be back. Going to the ladies’ room.”
I don’t know why I accepted the invitation to study, especially after he lowkey made fun of my time travel opinion. That boy has a way with words. 
Rylee returns with a tall guy I saw playing pool earlier. He has the cutest dimples. Only she can go to the bathroom and come back with a man. 
“This is my roommate, Brielle.” I wave, and he gives a slight smirk. “Brielle, this is Kasem. We’re in the same English class.” 
Kasem sits next to her, and the two start cracking jokes. And like that, I’ve found myself in a third-wheel situation.
“Brielle, you down for a game of foosball?” Rylee asks. She points to another guy watching. He’s short with glasses and a shaved head. “Kasem thinks the two of them can beat us. I told him the winner buys ice cream.”
Anything is better than feeling like a third wheel. “I’m down.”
Kasem and his friend win the first round and display a celebratory dance. 
“Don’t be too cocky,” Rylee says. She grabs the ball and resets the scoreboard. “Let’s amp up the bet.”
I don’t like where this is going. Rylee’s eyes glisten with excitement. “Losers have to run around our dorm in their underwear.”
Kasem and his friend agree. Everyone stares at me, sending heat waves up my neck. There is no way I’ll agree with that. 
My phone vibrates. 
Caleb: See you in a few. 
Saved by the text. 
“Well, I have to go,” I say.
Kasem’s friend taps my shoulder. “Want company?” He winks at me.  
I don’t want his company. I don’t even know his name. But he seems nice in his own way, and I don’t want to be rude, especially since Rylee appears to like his friend. I might be seeing them around.
“I’m good,” I say. Rylee waves me off. “Bye.”
I make it to the door. The sun has drifted away, the full moon glows, and the sky is a beautiful darkish blue. The wind hits my cheeks while I ride my scooter back to the dorms. I park it out front and see a person staring at me, a person wearing all black. Is this the same person that followed Rylee? It has to be The Watchers. Do they know she lied? Oh my God. Are they tracking our phones too? 
My phone vibrates. It’s my auntie. I answer.
“How’s everything going?” she asks.
“Good, I’ll call you back. Unfortunately, my battery is about to die,” I say.
“Well, love you. I’ll talk to you later,” Auntie says. 
After hanging up the phone, I look up and see that the person in black has disappeared. A sigh of relief escapes me. Okay. Maybe it was a warning, a message that they are always watching. I walk toward the door and pull the handle. 
When I open the door, a person in black is standing there. They place a towel over my mouth.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


A mask that feels like silk covers my face. It’s soft on my skin.  
What’s going on?
Everything is dark. I hear movement around me. It sounds like feet and bodies shifting back and forth. There must be multiple people walking around me right now. Does this have something to do with the W.X? It must be—if it isn’t, I’m in trouble and need to get the hell out of here.
Why isn’t anybody talking?
“I don’t think we should,” a muffled voice nearby says.
“It’s the rules.” Another muffled voice. 
The second voice sounds like a man. Maybe. What are they going to do?
“Fine. Let’s get this over with,” the first voice says.
I need to get out. But my arms are tied behind my back and my mouth and eyes are covered. What to do? I wiggle my hands, feel the rope loosen around my wrists.
Yes. It’s working.
I continue with the motion until I feel a cold hand touch my shoulder. Oh no! My hands tremble as I work the rope quicker. A substance wets my shoulder, a needle pierces my skin, a sharp pain follows. My right arm goes numb, and then my body is floating.
I hear footsteps walking away. A door closes. I remove the mask and open my eyes, and my nose gets hit with a mildewed scent. It’s the worst smell I’ve ever encountered. I look around and see Aiden, Jamal, Alexandria, and Ebony looking just as confused as I am. 
Clearly, this is some game that the W.X is playing. I mean, why is everybody here? What did they inject in me? 
“So . . . what’s happening?” I ask.
“Hell if I know,” Jamal says. “But I’m going to my doctor after whatever this is is over. I gave no approval to being injected.”
“Same,” Ebony chimes in. “I’ve never been a fan of needles, and being poked with one almost gave me a panic attack.”
“It’s part of the process, so we have to go along with it,” Alexandria says as she stands up, crossing her arms.
I don’t understand how she can be so chill about all this. This isn’t normal. Her reaction is odd.
Aiden stands up next to his sister. “What she means is we need to follow the process and trust that they will not put us in any real harm.”
I don’t know what it is about Aiden, but his calm in this situation rubs off on me. He’s a natural-born leader.
I look around. There is really nothing here: three blankets and a bookcase with four books that look like they are falling apart. No pillows, windows, TV, food. Nothing. They really want us to suffer.
“Did they snatch y’all up too?” Aiden asks. “I was practicing at the goal outside my dorm room when I saw someone looking at me. I thought it was all in my head, so I kept shooting. On my way back to my dorm, they snuck up on me.”
He’s a pretty tall guy to sneak up on. These people are no joke. 
“I was walking back to my dorm when I saw something watching me, and then the next thing I know, I was snatched up too,” I say. “I was so scared.”
“Same! I was in my room checking on my new shipment of limited-edition Jordans when I heard a knock on the door. I opened it, and they snatched my black ass,” Jamal adds. 
“I was in the library, at the ‘quiet level.’ I was walking, going to put a book back, when I saw someone staring at me through the bookshelves. I started jogging, but I was snatched,” Ebony says.
“I was about to go live on my social network when I got the knock on my door. I ignored it at first, but the knocking wouldn’t stop. I opened it, about to cuss them out, but got snatched up before I could say anything,” Alexandria says.
I watched one of Alexandria’s saved lives, and it shocked me. She’s way more personable there. She even smiles, slightly. The way people fake it for followers is beyond me.
“So what now?” Jamal asks. “Cause I have a date with Lindsey or Krystal. Hell. They’re roommates. I’ll just show up and see who comes out.”
I promise this guy lives in his own world. Who dates roommates? I have so many questions, but this isn’t the time or place.
“I think—” Ebony stops when we hear footsteps outside the door.
The door slams open, and Nevaeh walks inside. Her hair is slicked back into a top bun, and she’s wearing an all-black blazer. She means business. The woman stares at us with no expression on her face. Clearly, she has a flair for the dramatics. 
Nevaeh walks to the center of the room. “Welcome, recruits. I bet you’re wondering why you’re here,” she says calmly. “To be a part of the W.X isn’t for the faint of heart. You will be tested to all limits.”
Her body glitches.
“What the hell?” Jamal screams. He stands and walks over toward her. 
“Sit down,” Alexandria says. 
“This is a hologram,” Jamal says as he moves his hand through Nevaeh’s body. “Okay, so even Nevaeh doesn’t want to come here,” he adds under his breath.
“Welcome to our version of an escape room. If you want to leave, you must figure out what links you all together, and then you will find the key. Simple,” Nevaeh says.
Simple? There is basically nothing in this room, and we have no clues other than the reasons we joined. It doesn’t seem simple at all.
“If we don’t find the key, what happens?” Ebony asks.
“Then you fail and will no longer be in the process of becoming a member of the W.X. We don’t accept failure in our society.”
So either we solve it, or we’re out. That’s a little intense. I thought maybe we could have a second chance, but no. Ugh. This is a lot of pressure. 
“Goodluck, oh and—” She snaps her fingers, and the door opens. 
A guy wearing all black walks in with a cooler. He places it by the bookcase, walks out, and closes the door.
“Inside, the cooler has three water bottles and five crackers. Enough to feed you so you won’t starve. Eat wisely,” Nevaeh says. “Remember, we’re always watching.”
The hologram glitches and disappears. 
We must figure out what links us together to find the key and leave. I stare at the recruits. This is going to be a long night. I don’t see anything we have in common. Alexandria is rude. Jamal is self-absorbed. Aiden seems like he might have a hero complex about him, always so calm and taking the lead, but that could be a reach. And Ebony is shy. 
“The most logical thing to do is explain why we wanted to join,” I say, looking around the room. “Like, obviously, that could be the thing that links us together.”
Alexandria huffs and then stands up. “Fine. I’ll go first. I want to be a part of this society because of its influence in the entertainment industry. Someone from the W.X is on the board of all the top networks. If I am to have my own cooking show or talk show one day, I need every advantage I can get.”
Makes sense. Her social media is loaded with pictures of food, and it looks delicious. But I’ll never tell her that. 
“I see you. What is your signature dish?” Jamal asks.
“It’s the Cajun jambalaya balls for me,” Aiden says.
“He loves them, but my favorite dish to make is my Cajun bayou fries,” she says. Everybody seems to love them, and they’re delicious.”
“What are bayou fries?” Ebony interrupts.
“They’re my famous fries topped with cream sauce, crayfish, shrimp, Cajun sausage, and a hint of my special seasoning.”
“It sells out every year at the state fair,” Aiden says.
My stomach rumbles at the thought of it. That sounds tasty. 
“You have to make it for us,” Jamal says. He walks over to Alexandria and bends down, begging.
“I’ll think about it,” she says.
“I’ll go next,” I say. Might as well get this over with. But I need to be smart with my response. There is no way I’m going to tell them the truth. “I’m into science. The W.X has the world’s best scientists as alumni, and I would love an internship with them. With their power at this school, can you imagine the things we can create—how we can advance the world?”
Hopefully, they believe it. I mean, why wouldn’t they?
“Right, that’s exactly why I’m here,” Ebony says. “I’m usually not a person who likes to be a part of a society or a group that isn’t public, but I feel like the benefits outweigh the negatives. My passion is earth science and technology. I’m into nature and using tech to help make the environment a better place.”
Okay, so I can definitely see why she was invited and asked to participate. 
“I guess I’ll go,” Aiden says. “Being a D1 athlete comes with many advantages, but I was raised not to be reliant on my skills alone. Knowledge is the one thing no one can take from me. That’s why I was in honor programs my whole life. My passion is AI tech, and I’ve had a keen interest in time travel and creating robots. I know it sounds far-fetched, time travel might not ever happen, but robots are already here. Their advancement is something that has piqued my interest. Being part of the W.X would help me achieve my goal.”
“Bro, I feel you about wanting to prove you’re not a stereotype. Personally, I’ve been blessed to be around success, but I want to have something of my own. I’ve always loved game design and development, so that’s something I’m here for. I’m a beast at hacking and computer engineering,” Jamal says.
“We’re all here to help our careers. That seems too simple,” I say.
“Right. There has to be more,” Ebony says.
“Maybe it’s our skill sets,” Aiden offers. “Brielle, you’re a science girl. Ebony, you’re into the environment. I’m into tech, Jamal is a hacker, and Alexandria will be the next Oprah. How does that all relate?”
The only thing that comes to mind is influence. We all have some type of influence.
“I don’t see a common link,” Jamal says.
“What about influence?” I ask. “Think about it. All our career fields will have a certain influence.”
“I get it,” Alexandria says. “Influence shifts minds and changes cultural norms. The  main goal of the W.X is to influence, and with our individual talents, we can play a key role.”
“So what now?” Jamal asks.
“We have to find the key,” I answer. “It has to be somewhere in this room.”
“It has to be the bookcase. Obviously,” Ebony says. “The only other things in here are blankets.”
That is true. The key could be a book, in the words, somehow.
Jamal walks over to the bookcase, picks up a book, and starts flipping pages. “They’re all empty.” He continues browsing through page after page as I walk over. 
“Wait! I see something,” I blurt and flip back a couple of pages. “Look. It’s a quote. ‘Education is the passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs to those who prepare for it today.’ That’s Malcolm X.”
“He has influence,” Aiden says.
I grab a book from the bookcase and find another quote, reading it to the room, “‘Whatever we believe about ourselves and our ability comes true for us.’” 
I have no idea who said these words. Hopefully, someone else knows.
“Yeah, I don’t know who said that,” Jamal says.
Ebony and Aiden nod their heads in agreement. 
“Susan L. Taylor,” Alexandria answers. “She was a journalist.”
“Okay, two more books to go,” I say.
Alexandria picks up one. “Listen. ‘. . . ours is not the struggle of one day, one week, or one year. Ours is not the struggle of one judicial appointment or presidential term. Ours is the struggle of a lifetime, or maybe even many lifetimes, and each one of us in every generation must do our part.’”
“That’s my boy John Lewis,” Jamal says.
Ebony says, “I’ll read the last one. ‘Nothing can dim the light that shines from within.’”
“The wonderful Maya Angelou,” I say. “Now, we need to know how these things relate.”
“They are all influential black activists and people—” 
Jamal interrupts Aiden. “We knew that.” 
“I didn’t see you give any suggestions, other than running your mouth,” Aiden responds.
“Bro, chill. I make escape games. I do this. The whole purpose is to figure out the clues, the puzzles, and all that.” He pauses. “I think this is a puzzle or an anagram . . . I don’t know. So maybe we take the first letter from the names of these influential people, see if it spells something.”
I guess that makes sense. 
“M for Malcolm X, S for Susan L. Taylor, J for John Lewis, and M for Maya Angelou,” I say. “It spells MSJM.”
“It doesn’t actually spell a word,” Alexandria says.
“Maybe it stands for something dealing with influence. Like M can stand for something and S extra,” Jamal says.
“How the hell are we going to figure that out?” Aiden asks. 
“Let’s include the last name,” Ebony answers. “It could spell something.” 
We’re missing something. I take the books and lay them on the ground, looking closely at the quotes. There must be something that links all these things together. It just doesn’t make sense for them not to be used. I look at the first letter of every quote. We have a W, K, E, and lastly, O. I scramble the words together. Got it.
Alexandria and Jamal are going at each other. But, dang, can one of them take a pause to breathe so I can jump in?
“Shut up.” Alexandria stands too close to Jamal’s face.
“All I’m saying is that sugar in your grits is trash. It’s all about the salt and pepper,” he says.
“Don’t even say that. I don’t—”
“I eat my grits with sugar,” Ebony chimes in.
“I’m with Jamal. It’s salt and pepper for me,” Aiden says.
What the hell are they talking about? Grits? Evidently, it’s not about solving this puzzle. 
“Hey!” I yell. Everyone stops talking and looks at me. My fingers start to sweat. The pressure is definitely getting to me. Alexandria rolls her eyes and places her hands on her hips. “So. Think I figured out the puzzle. I took the first letter of the words in the quotes, and it spelled ‘woke.’ I think the answer is ‘woke.’”
“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Out of everything, the secret word is ‘woke’?” Alexandria huffs. She throws her hands in the air, engines turning sound, and the lights go completely out. They turn back on. The door unlocks. “I’ll . . . be . . . damned.” 
“You were saying?” I rub it in.
“Pick up your jaw, Alexandria,” Jamal says.
“That’s it?” Ebony asks.
“It looks like it,” Aiden says.
There is no way it’s that easy. It wasn’t straightforward, but I thought it would be more complex than that. 
Alexandria walks out the door first, and I hear her scream seconds later.  
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CHAPTER NINE


“Where am I?” I look around and see the woods.  
I remember walking out the door, feeling cloth wrap around my mouth and then tingling. After that, darkness. Everything went black, and I woke up here. Wherever this is . . . 
I knew this was too good to be true. 
There is a large sign that says Mystic Trail to a wooden bridge that leads into the darkness. This is a hiking trail. My wrist vibrates, and I look down. My watch displays a map of the trail. I tap it and the navigation starts. I know they don’t want me to walk by myself in the woods. Ugh. Where is everybody?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
My watch vibrates again, and a ten-minute timer pops up. Just great. Now I have to rush. Please don’t rain. I turn on my flashlight, take a deep breath, and walk. When I shine my flashlight in front of me, the ascending trail appears. I walk up the incline, and soon the air in my lungs becomes scarce. Then the sounds of fast footsteps follow behind me. 
What was that?
I flash my light behind me just in time to see a squirrel running by. I need to calm down. I feel a sharp sting on my wrist, like someone shocked me with electricity. The timer has gone down to five minutes. A red light flashes on my phone, letting me know that my battery is at three percent. 
You have got to be kidding! I can hear my auntie in my ear right now telling me how dangerous this is, how she didn’t raise me to behave like this. My ears ring with a piercing sound that sends a terrifying spark up my body. 
That’s a wolf! That sounds like a wolf. Oh, hell no. An unexpected boost of energy surges in my body, and I continue up the incline and head underneath a canopy of trees. The piercing sounds grow closer, louder, and deeper. It feels like my legs are stuck in quicksand, and my arms don’t stop shaking. Suddenly, the growl becomes ferocious and raspy. 
According to the map, my destination is just ahead.
I smell the smoky scent of firewood floating in the air. Wherever there is fire, there are people. My phone dies, leaving me only with the dim light from my watch, and darkness gradually surrounds me. I’m screwed.
This can’t be happening. The map directs me away from the trail and into the woods. I feel a tug on my foot as I run. When I look down, I notice my shoelace is wrapped around a branch. I yank my foot, losing my balance instantly. My body sags forward, and I scrape my brow on a splintered branch. That’s going to leave a mark. I let out a loud scream when a caresses my shoulder. 
A bright light blinds me. 
“I got pepper spray, and I’m not afraid to use it!” I shriek.
“It’s me,” a familiar voice says. 
My eyes squint when I try to make out the dark shadow figure. “Please face the light away from eyes.”
“My bad,” the voice says.
The light instantly turns off, and my eyes slowly adjust to the darkness again. I look at the shadowy figure and realize it’s Ebony.
“How’d you find me? I thought, for a brief second, I was out here all alone,” I say.
She smiles. “I heard you screaming and came running.” 
For some reason Ebony brings me peace. She always has a quiet confidence about herself. I’m going to need a bit of that right now. 
She pulls me up off the ground. “Where’s your flashlight?” 
“It died.” I wave my phone in her face. 
She waves her flashlight in mine. “I got you. Thankfully my phone was fully charged.”
We walk it to an empty campfire. “I guess were the first ones here?” I ask.
The growl returns, this time sounding like a pack of wolves, and my spine tingles. 
“Did you hear that?” I ask, moving closer to Ebony. “I’ve been hearing wolves howling the entire way up here.”
“Wolves?” She shakes her head. “Geographically, there aren’t any in this area. What we really have to worry about is bears. But bears don’t howl like that.”
She says it so casually, as if bears can’t rip us to shreds. I don’t want to worry about either. “Stop with the logic, Ebony. Come back to reality, which is that there are wolves out here. What are we going to do?”
“Calm down. I bet there’s a perfectly good explanation for this.” She points her flashlight toward the woods. She stops when there’s movement in the bushes. “Brielle, remain calm.”
There is no way I’m going to be able to calm down. The W.X sent us out here, to these dark woods, to become wolf food. I will sue. I will cause a big commotion if a creature bites me. 
Two glowing eyes meet mine––“Wolves.”
I scream. 
Ebony covers my mouth and pulls me closer to the campfire. She whispers, “They’re scared of fire.” 
She takes a nearby tree branch and dips it in the flames. Is that safe? But I do the same thing. She walks closer to the pack. I remain still. No way am I going to threaten some wild animals. She’s out of her mind. I hear laughter as she approaches. What in the world is going on? I assumed the W.X was above such pranks.
The bushes shake and Jamal emerges.
“We don’t need to start a forest fire. Calm down,” he says. Tears of laughter flow down his face. I’m out here scared of every noise and walking in the woods, and he’s out here pranking people. Over this.
“Not funny,” I say.
I hit Jamal on his shoulder, and my heart slows, beats at a normal speed. He acts as if he’s going to stumble over and winks. He doesn’t have a care in the world. 
Jamal raises his hand as if we were in class. 
“You don’t have to raise your hand,” Ebony says, throwing the branch in the fire.
“What was y’all about to do? Set the woods on fire?” He pulls out his phone and stares at it.
“Actually, it was to scare off the wolves,” Ebony says, shaking her head at him.
She doesn’t look amused at Jamal’s antics. But he has already disengaged from the conversation. He scrolls and taps his phone with such intensity. I bet he would lose his mind if he had to spend ten minutes without checking his social media. 
“I told you that you made the wrong turn,” Alexandria says, walking up with Aiden. “We are the last people here.” 
“We are here, and that’s all that matters,” Aiden says, rolling his eyes.
I should have known these two would find each other. And it’s on-brand that Alexandria is complaining about something. I haven’t known her long, but what I do know from observation is that she loves to be right at all times. 
Alexandria has her hands on her hips and looks around. “I knew saying ‘woke’ wasn’t going to be the end of that game.” 
“Same,” Jamal says. “I’m always down for a challenge, though.”
“What now?” I ask.
My wrist vibrates, and a hologram with Nevaeh’s face pops up on our watches.
Welcome to part two of your first test, which focuses on trust. Trust is a pivotal part of being a member of the W.X. We need to trust that you won’t spread our secrets, and you need to trust in your initiation class. Tonight you will be tested individually, but you will also need to work as a team. You have until sunrise to complete your tasks. Remember, not everything is what it seems and sometimes the impossible is possible. Good luck! 
The screens go dark.
“What do you think she means?” Ebony asks.
I can hear the slight elevation of her voice. This is the first time I have seen any fear in her eyes. I glance over at Aiden, and he has this stoic look. I can’t read him, not really. His hands are in his pockets, and he has that straight face. We lock eyes for a brief second, and I turn my head, embarrassed.
“Yo, I know this isn’t ideal for us, but we need to work together and not argue. We got this,” Aiden says.
I can see why he’s the captain of the basketball team. For some reason, his “we got this” and “we need to work together” make me think we can actually do this. 
Alexandria responds, “Yeah, were all elite, in our own right.” She looks at me. “Some more than others. If we work together, at least pretend to get along, we will get out of this mess faster.”
“That works for me,” I say.
Jamal looks around. “Fine, but—”
Before he can answer, a person dressed in black steps out of the shadows, a black mask covering their face. I turn to run when something covers my mouth, and my consciousness fades away. 
***
I wake up on the ground next to a computer screen and video game remote.
“I know y’all hear me. Is snatching up really necessary? Okay, now I’m getting sick of this shit!” Jamal screams at the top of his lungs.
He has officially snapped, and we just started. What happened to the whole “I’m ready for a challenge”? Must have been all talk.
“Are you done?” Alexandria asks with her hands on her hips. “This is clearly part of the test, and I’m not going to lose because of your meltdown.”
Jamal huffs. “Were all going to act like this is normal? Like my reaction isn’t warranted? We keep getting snatched up with limited explanations. So I’m sorry, Queen Alexandria, that I don’t abide by your so-called reaction playbook.”
“Bro, take that bass down when you speak to my sister,” Aiden warns.
Jamal shakes his head. “Or what? Your sister is reckless with her tongue. I didn’t disrespect her or call her out.”
Jamal steps closer to Aiden, and I slide in between them. The outside foresty musk hits my nose. I stretch my arms out and give them distance from each other. “Is this show of toxic masculinity over? We need to figure out a plan and work smarter, not harder,” I say.
Ebony is silent like a ghost in the corner. This is too much for her. She doesn’t seem like someone who gets into the middle of drama. 
Jamal throws his hands up. “Fine. I’m not too stubborn to apologize.” He looks at Alexandria who seems to be enjoying this whole spectacle. “Sorry, for raising my voice at you. But I meant what I said. Respectfully.” He holds his hand out for Alexandria to shake.
It takes everything in me to not laugh right now. At least he apologized, and we can move on.
Alexandria looks at Jamal’s hand and pushes it away. “We’re good. And I don’t need my brother defending me. I can do that on my own.”  Jamal looks at Aiden. “We good?” He holds his hand out.
Aiden dabs Jamal up. “We are good!”
“Ouch,” Jamal yells. He looks down at his wrist and back at us. “This shocked me. What the hell?”
“Ah!” Ebony screams. “Look at his body.”
Jamal’s body resembles something from an old television, and then he simply vanishes. 
I let out a shrill noise. “Jamal!”
Shivers spread throughout my body, and my heart begins to race. What in the world just happened? He literally vanished in front of our eyes. It’s almost like magic, or something, but we all know that’s not the case. All of this has to have a scientific explanation, but what is it? I need answers. Will this happen to all of us?
I turn to the group. “What happened to him?”
Aiden, Alexandria, and Ebony’s faces look just as puzzled as mines. Instantly, the computer turns on and colorful static fills the screen.
“How is that on?” Aiden asks, walking around searching for the plug.
Ebony picks up the game console and pushes the X button. 
An onscreen message pops up:
Welcome to the running maze game. Our goal is to help Jamal make it to the end without falling or getting eaten by a pack of wolves. You have three chances. If you fail, Jamal will lose and be removed from the initiation process. Can he trust you with his life?
A young man drawn in the style of nineties cartoons appears on the screen. That is Jamal! How is he in there right now? Did the W.X secretly drug us? Is this an optical illusion? I wouldn’t put it past them. 
Ebony looks back at us. “I’m not the best at video games, so I don’t want his life to lie in my hands. It wouldn’t be a rational move,” she says.
“We’re going to act like this is normal?” I ask in a panic.
“It’s part of our initiation, so get it together. Now, who is good at video games?” Alexandria probes. She’s as weirdly calm as Ebony is about the situation. 
“Well, duh, it’s part of the initiation. But it doesn’t negate the fact that Jamal is inside a FREAKING COMPUTER SCREEN,” I manage.
“Doesn’t make sense. This has to be a . . . a . . . a virtual reality situation,” Ebony says. “I mean, think about it. We were abducted. We don’t know what else happened to us.”
Virtual reality makes way more sense. This school does have freaking holograms as orientation guides. 
“VR or not, it doesn’t matter. The task at hand is playing this game,” Alexandria says. “Now, who is good at video games?”
Alexandria looks at me. Honestly, it all depends on the game. I’m a beast at my phone games, but traditional video games, not so much, especially racing ones. I’m a complete dumpster fire at those. “I’m not saving anyone’s life with my skills.”
“You all think Jamal is aware he’s in a game, or do you think he thinks he’s asleep?” Aiden asks. “Then again, if this is virtual reality work, we may all be in a chamber in a state of slumber like that one movie with the blue people.”
“He’s probably aware,” I say. “I don’t know how they did it, but I don’t want to be next.” 
“Stop punking out. We knew what we signed up for,” Alexandria replies.
“I didn’t sign up to be forced inside a video game. You sound foolish.”
She is not guilting me into this. I don’t see her volunteering to play first. All she likes to do is hear herself speak. 
She rolls her eyes. “You signed up to be a part of the W.X, and they said it was going to be hard, didn’t they?” I nod my head slowly. “So it’s time to put up or shut up. I’m not going to bail out on the first challenge.”
Alexandria takes the remote from Ebony. “I’m the obvious choice. I’m good at everything I do, so this game is no match for me. Move aside and give me some space.”
Alexandria sits in front of the game and presses “start” with no hesitation. Jamal’s background changes to bright scenery, bright colors, and a mountainous trail lead him upward. A large neon timer appears on the screen, and a countdown begins. Three. Two. One. A loud bell rings, and the game starts. Alexandria freezes, unsure how to move the controllers. The petty part of me wants to rub it in her face, but this is too serious. 
Aiden reaches for the remote. “Let me see it. You don’t know what you’re doing.”
She moves her hands away from him and presses a button, sending Jamal running off a cliff and falling to his doom. His body floats back up. He turns and looks as if he can see us. I read his lips: “HELP!”
  A neon sign with the word “two” pops up in the corner of the screen. Two lives left, and the first one wasted. 
I grab the console from Alexandria. “You don’t know what you’re doing, and Jamal actually knows what’s going on. I read his lips. He’s begging for help.”
Alexandria’s eyes widen. “Stop lying.” 
“I’m serious. You’re done. You literally wasted a life for being stubborn,” I say. “Let me try.”
“Whatever,” she says as she walks away from the screen. She plops down on the ground. “What y’all looking at?”
Aiden puts his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about her. She’s just embarrassed that she was bad at something. She prides herself on being excellent in all aspects of her life.”
“You can’t be perfect at everything. That becomes extremely draining,” I say.
“Let’s focus on the game,” Ebony says.
Right. The game. I turn to the screen and stare down at the controller. Instant regret lingers in my chest. Why did I volunteer for this? What if I’m as bad as Alexandria?
“You got this. I see the doubt in your eyes. Don’t let that overpower you. Push it aside and focus,” Jamal says.
I take a deep breath and press the “up” bottom. Jamal bolts for the hills. I wish there was a way to speed him up. There must be. My thumbs move around on all the buttons, causing Jamal’s body to do strange things, from jumping up and down to moving his arms and legs back and forth. 
“Stop playing around. Isn’t that what you told us?” Alexandria yells.
She’s right. I have to focus. Somehow, I get Jamal moving at a steady pace, and I have a feeling that something bad is going to happen. I mean this is way too easy. 
I make him turn a corner and a loud, explosive noise sounds in the game. The control vibrates and Jamal’s legs shake. What is happening? A pack of wolves appears out of thin air behind him. They have razor-sharp teeth and red eyes. What is the likelihood that Jamal is getting chased by wolves right now? Can we say “karma”?
I continue moving the console and swing his body around the trail’s curves, but the wolves are gaining on him. 
“Go faster,” Ebony yells.
“I’m trying.” My tone is harsher than I wanted it to be, but this is way too much pressure. My armpits perspire. 
“I’m sorry. This is too intense,” she says.
Aiden shushes her. “She needs to concentrate.” He rubs my shoulder. “You got this.”
A yellow circle emerges on the screen with the words “POWER UP!” It hovers in the air a short distance away from Jamal.
“Jump. Gain the power.” Aiden says. 
I press the “run” and “jump” bottoms simultaneously. Jamal hits the circle, powering him up. His body glows and moves at a turbo speed. The wolves are nowhere in sight anymore. Jamal makes it to the top of the mountain, where a neon-red sign reads “finish.” He just has to cross a wooden bridge with yellow circles on it.
The turbo speed runs out, and I move Jamal on the bridge. 
Aiden warns, “Watch out for the circles.” 
I move Jamal, and he steps right on the yellow circle. Rocks the same size of cartoon Jamal come falling from the sky and crush him. 
“You got to be kidding me!” I toss the control down to the ground and pace back and forth. “I can’t do this, and who knows what’s going to happen to him. It’s all my fault.” 
Alexandria walks over to me. I prepare for the worst. “What are you doing?” she asks.
“I can’t do it. I got him killed.”
She pulls on my shoulder and has me face her. “Pull yourself together. You got him to the end, and now we know what we need to do. Give yourself some props. You made it further than I did.” She pauses for dramatic effect. “Jamal needs you. So go back over there and win.”
She’s right. I can do this. Avoid the circles and win the game. Easy enough. The neon sign with the word “one” appears on the screen, and the game starts. I dodge the wolves again by going turbo speed and make it to the top of the mountain. Now it’s time for the hard part—the bridge.
“You got him, Brielle,” Aiden cheers. “Slow and steady this time.”
Slow and steady. I can do this. I tap the arrows, and Jamal moves left and right in a zigzag motion. He makes it to the end and runs over the finish line.
“I did it!” I’m jumping up and down.
Static fills the screen; Jamal disappears. Where is he now?
Alexandria runs over and hugs me. “I told you you could do it.” 
She lets go of me quickly, as if she’s remembering her personality. And in a blink of light, her body turns to static, and she’s gone. 
Jamal instantly reappears in her place. His eyes are dull, and his body is trembling. Tears pour down his face. “I want out!” 
“I don’t think I can do this either,” Ebony says.
I feel the same way, but I’m not showing it. This is a challenge, and I’m going to pass. The quicker I finish this initiation, the quicker I find out about Karena. The W.X has to know what happened to her.
Aiden walks over to Ebony and comforts her. I walk over to Jamal and place my arm around his shoulder. “You can’t quit. That’s what they want you to do. This game is supposed to break us, but we can’t let it.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You weren’t the one getting thrown off a cliff or battered by rocks.”
“You could feel that?” I let go of his shoulder. 
He stares out into space. “Yes. It felt weird entering the game, but inside it was more like psychological pain.” A tear falls down his face.
This is far from the goofy Jamal that I’m used to seeing. He’s displaying genuine fear, and I don’t blame him. My hands haven’t stopped shaking since we got here. I’m surprised I haven’t peed myself.
“I can’t imagine what you went through,” I say as he wipes his face. “I’m sorry for my part in it.”
“It’s not your fault. I don’t blame you. I blame the W.X.”
“I knew the initiation was going to be hard, but I never imagined it’d be this hard. It’s even more reason you can’t quit. That would mean everything you went through was for nothing.”
He stares with an emotionless face. “Quitting isn’t in my DNA. It’s not all glitz and glam being in a family so successful. It comes with a lot of pressure, and I like to do my own thing. But—”
“AH!” The scream belongs to Aiden. He throws the controller to the ground. He started this round already.
Jamal jumps up. “Let’s go. We have a game to beat.”
I wonder what Jamal was going to say a moment ago. That doesn’t matter now. We need to get into game mode. We walk back over to Aiden, who has already lost two of Alexandria’s lives. She rides a Jet Ski in a body of water. The animation has switched to nineties-style gameplay. Balls of fire rain down from the sky, and Aiden moves Alexandria back and forth to avoid them. This is intense.
“Why didn’t you wait for us?” I ask.
I stare into Aiden’s red eyes, which tears slowly fall down from. “This is my sister. I can’t let anything happen to her,” he says.
I rest my hand on his shoulder. “You got this. You are Aiden, the top recruit in the nation, and you’re not going to let this game defeat you.”
He nods. “Thanks.”
All Aiden has to do is make sure that Alexandria jumps off the ramp and lands. He goes for it. In slow motion, Alexandria’s body and the jet ski flip upside down. Her grip tightens on the Jet Ski when she lands on the water and sails through the exit. Aiden drops the controller and breaks into a dance. That’s two people down and three to go. Who is next? Please don’t be me.
Alexandria materializes beside us, screaming at the top of her lungs. Ebony runs over and hugs her. Then Aiden’s body disappears. He’s next. 
Jamal grabs the controller. “I got this.”
He stands right in front of the screen. Aiden is standing on one side of a busy bridge that crosses a body of water. The goal is to get to the other side without being eaten by the animals roaming across. There are lions, tigers, bears, and other tiny animals wherever I look.
Jamal moves the control, and Aiden moves forward. A lion rushes to Aiden’s face. Jamal barely dodges it, but he keeps going until a tiger confronts Aiden and eats him whole. Oh my God.
“Round two. I got this,” Jamal repeats as he moves closer to the screen. He starts the game and avoids the lion and tiger. Jamal makes it halfway across before a bear lurches in Aiden’s direction. Jamal moves the control and moves Aiden forward. 
BOOM! 
“What does that mean?” Jamal asks. I look at the game and see Aiden standing on a yellow circle. “You gotta be kidding.”
A hawk flies down from the sky, picks up Aiden, and flies away. 
Alexandria walks over to Jamal. “You better not kill my brother.”
“I got this,” Jamal says again. 
“It doesn’t look like you do,” she says. Her eyes are bloodshot, and her hands rest on her hips. She looks like she wants to wring Jamal’s neck. I know it’s her brother, but she’s out of line. 
Ebony walks over. “This isn’t helping.” Her voice is soft. “We need to encourage him.”
Alexandria huffs. “If something happens to my brother, I promise you I will ruin your life.” She’s in Jamal’s face. 
“Woah, back up. Jamal is doing the best he can. I remember a time when you messed up playing this game. So give him space.”
“Move out of my way,” she tells me.
“You’re out of line and need to calm all the way down,” I warn.
“Also, Jamal is rich. You’re not. I think if anyone can ruin someone’s life, it would be him with his connections,” Ebony says under her breath.
Was that shade from Ebony? I don’t agree with the elitism in that shade, but I guess she has a little spice in her. Although, I think I’m the only one that heard her, because if Alexandria had, I would be separating a fight.
The screen informs us that round three has begun. Here goes nothing. I hope Jamal knows what he’s doing. The game starts, and this time Jamal makes sure Aiden avoids every danger until he’s steps away from the finish line. On Jamal’s right side is a tiger, and on his left is a lion. They sprint his way. Jamal moves Aiden backward, and the tiger and lion collide. Aiden moves around them and wins the game.
“Yes! I told you I could do it,” Jamal shouts.
Alexandria runs over and kisses him on the cheek. An awkward silence falls between them. They look at each other, and I feel like I’m watching a teen rom-com, and it’s that moment: will they or won’t they?
Aiden reappears and Alexandria gives Jamal a faint smile, then runs over runs to Aiden. I look to my right. Ebony has disappeared. I check the screen, and her game’s setting is a retro diner. Her goal is to make two hundred points by feeding all the customers. The catch? Her customers are vampires that will eat her if they get too hungry. 
Alexandria walks back over to us. “My turn.” She takes the remote and starts the game. 
Please let her not kill Ebony like she did Jamal. “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask.
She looks at me. “Yeah, I got this.”
A vampire in black walks into the diner. He orders a pizza and drinks, and Alexandria moves the controller, making Ebony take his order. “Told you I can do this.”
Three more vampires come in, and Alexandria goes faster. Ebony runs back and forth in the kitchen. The vampires’ eyes turn red, and their fangs slowly protrude from their mouths. Five more vampires walk into the diner. Ebony can’t keep up. Alexandria tries to help her, but one bloodsucker hops into the kitchen and sucks all of Ebony’s blood. 
“I’m sorry. I promise I’ll win this round.”
Aiden and I share a look. “I think it’s best for me to play this game, sis,” Aiden says, taking the controller from her. At least she doesn’t fight back this time and lets him take it.
Aiden starts the game—he’s a beast. He has Ebony taking orders and keeping the vampires happy. He makes two hundred points and wins the game.
“You did that,” I say.
Jamal daps him up. “Yeah, bro, that was fire.”
Alexandria sulks. “I could have done that too.”
Aiden hugs his sister, and she pushes him off. “Stop resisting,” he teases.
Ebony reappears and my body glitches. It feels like a light electric shock, repeating over and over. Everything goes dark, and a cooling sensation settles on my skin. The next thing I know, I’m in a dungeon.
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CHAPTER TEN


The dungeon is filled with skeletons and creepy antique statues. I look down. I’m wearing a skintight black leather jumpsuit with a giant sword attached to my side. I pull it out and examine it. If I have this on me, then whatever game this is must be completely dangerous. 
Looking around, I see a man in a cowboy suit walking out with a pistol in his pocket and a rope tied to his back. I’m not in control of my body anymore; it moves on its own, closer and closer to the man until he and I are face-to-face. We both bow. Then my arms are up, lifted beside my face, ready to throw a punch. I’m in fighting mode. This is a fighting game. Why me?
My body flips and lunges at the cowboy, but he blocks every motion. Then something hits me, and pain fills my stomach. It’s sharp, as if someone is repeatedly stabbing me. I look up and see the man shooting me with the pistol. Each hit sends sharp pain up my body, weakening me. 
I think I can see Ebony with the control in her hand. My stomach sinks. I’m not going to make it. The final blow is to my head. I hear my skull cracking and feel a rope wrap around me, squeeze me like a lemon. After that, nothing. The room goes dark, until I’m back. No bullet wounds. Restored energy. Can I go through that again?
“Press buttons. Do something!” I hope that they can hear.
Suddenly, my body goes into turbo mode. My attacks finally start to affect the man’s body. I do a front flip with the blade in hand and slice the man’s shoulder. I repeat the motion, cutting him up until he falls to the ground. I flip again, and this time I use the man’s rope, tying him tight and tossing him around. After that, my body floats, glides, kicks, and punches a couple of times, and uses the sword to slice the man from head to toe.
Blood spurts everywhere, and my body glitches again. Everything is dark, but only for a few seconds. When my vision returns, I’m back in reality, and I see everybody jumping up and down in celebration. Aiden picks me up and spins me around before dropping me back onto the ground. “That was the fire. You were flipping and slicing like some type of.”
I bend down and throw up. 
“Ew,” Alexandria says in the background.
Everything I ever ate threatens to resurface. And it does.
“Are you okay?” I look up at Ebony, who is standing next to me with a napkin. 
I take the towel and wipe my face. “I’m good.” 
A buzzing noise alerts us, and we look down at our watches. Nevaeh’s face pops up. Congratulations, initiation class X. You all passed your first test. Her face disappears, and the screen goes blank.
“That’s it?” Jamal asks. He walks around animatedly, talking with his hands. “You’re telling me that we went through all of that for nothing? No explanation of whatever that was?” 
As I plop down on the ground, it turns from dirt to concrete. In seconds, the forest changes into the initiation room where we met. I look down and see that I’m wearing a suit and VR mask. 
“This was a VR game? It felt . . . so real,” I say.
“That’s because it’s the latest tech that isn’t out yet. But of course, W.X has access to it.” I turn and see Nevaeh standing by the door. “You can walk back to your dorm or sleep here. That’s what the beds are for.
“Either way, you’re just getting started, so if anyone wants to leave now, the door is here.” 
Jamal moves a little and then sit back down. 
Alexandria stands up. She says, “We’re ready for whatever you throw at us.” 
Aiden holds her hand. “Yeah, we aren’t going anywhere.” 
I join and take Aiden’s hand. Jamal and Ebony follow suit. Nevaeh looks taken aback at our unity. She frowns and walks out of the room. The tension in the room drops with her departure, and we all let out a collective sigh.
“I don’t know about you all, but I feel like I’m about to pass out,” Jamal says as he plops down on the single bed.
“Same,” Aiden agrees, taking a bottom bunk.
Alexandria takes the top. 
When I first saw those bunks, I thought there was no way in hell I would sleep in those things, but after the night I had, all I want to do is sleep. I climb to the remaining top bunk and pass out.




[image: image-placeholder]
PART TWO



[image: image-placeholder]





[image: image-placeholder]


[image: image-placeholder]
CHAPTER ELEVEN


I sit at the back of Koffee Bliss, the town’s local café. The smell of freshly brewed coffee wafts in the air. I take a sip of my pumpkin spice frappé and stare out into space. The pressure is on me to answer the last question of this trivia game Alexandria made up. It’s been two weeks since our first test, and I’m still disturbed by it.  
“Last question for the win,” Alexandria booms as she looks at me.
“Okay, I’m ready!” I say.
But honestly, I don’t know if I am. From studying for regular classes to learning about the history of the W.X—it’s a lot. I need a break.
“What are the names of the founding members?” she asks, a smirk plastered on her face. She takes a sip of her coffee and taps the timer.
Oh shoot. I just went over that with Ebony. 
“Um, Xavier, Nicholas, Isabelle, Zachariah, Marceau, Victoire and—”
Oh my God. What is the last one?
“Time’s ticking,” Alexandria says.
“Calm down, sis. You are putting too much pressure on her,” Aiden says.
Alexandria stares me down.  
Aiden clarifies, “Nobody wants to be in second place. We need this point. But no pressure.” 
Jamal waves the timer on his phone in my face. “Ten seconds,” he warns.
“You got this,” Ebony says.
“Hey, you’re the judge. You can’t be biased,” Alexandria says to Ebony.
Well, here goes nothing. “It’s Gervais!”
The timer goes off. All eyes are on Ebony, who has no expression on her face. The anticipation is killing me.
“The winner is . . . Drum roll please!” Ebony shouts.
Jamal stands up and hits the table with his hands as if he were playing the drums. Customers around us look in our direction with disdain in their eyes. I don’t blame them because Jamal’s drumming is pretty loud.
“Team Black Panther for the win,” Ebony declares.
“We won! Yes,” I say with a smile on my face. 
Aiden grabs me and spins me around. “We did it.” He turns to his sister. “You picked the wrong team.”
Alexandria rolls her eyes. “Whatever. There must have been a miscalculation, somewhere.”
“The only miscalculation is you not picking me as a partner,” Aiden says.
“Have your fun, but next round we’re winning,” Jamal says.
My phone vibrates. I look down and see it’s a message from Rylee.  
Where you at? It’s Hangout Wednesday at the Grove!
I forgot all about Hangout Wednesday. The Greeks come out strolling for the event, and there’s food and music. I missed the first one, and I heard it was lit. Yeah, after this study session, I will be in need for a little fun. 
“I’m going to have to pass on the study session. But if any of y’all want to join me and my girl Rylee, come to the Grove. We’re going to Hangout Wednesday.”
“I’m there,” Jamal says. “I need to change my fit first. Got to look my best for ladies,” he says while fixing his eyebrows.
“What are we?” Alexandria asks.
“People who I don’t need to impress,” he jokes.
Alexandria rolls her eyes. “You wish I could be impressed by you.” But she points a flirty smirk at him. “I’m going to continue studying. You never know when our next trial is going to be.”
Aiden adds, “I’m about to go to the gym for a light workout.” 
I look at Ebony, who says, “I’ll go!”
I’m surprised Ebony wants to go. She is usually all about her books and nature. I think it’s kind of dope that she’s putting herself out there.
***I make a quick stop to my room before we leave. Ebony and Jamal said they will meet us there. I walk inside my room, and I’m met with loud music and Rylee filming herself dancing for TikTok. I sneak over to my side of the room, trying to avoid the camera.  
My bed is a mess. I pull up the comforter, and Karena’s journal falls out. Shoot. I had forgotten to put it away. Might as well read a little bit before I start my day. I’m not done searching just because I haven’t been able to find out anything new about her, outside of this journal. There has to be a way to find out what the W.X knows. 
Mr. P is starting to show a different side. This aggression seems out of character. Something is off. I followed him to his study, and I saw him drinking a clear substance out of a lab tube. Don’t tell me he is experimenting on himself. That’s the first sign of a mad scientist. He’s been working us nonstop. I had to miss my date with Theodore, who had bought tickets to hear my favorite band. Thankfully, Kinsley went in my place. She’s the best friend a girl can have.
Until next time.
I flip a couple more pages. 
Journal Entry #34
I did it. I was able to perfect the formula. Time to celebrate.
I flip a few more pages.
Journal Entry #37
I’m pregnant. I can’t believe this. The doctor says it’s a girl. Taking this time off from college is exactly what I need. 
I continue flipping.
Journal Entry #38
Everything has changed. I can’t trust anybody. I should have never come back.
She can’t trust anybody? Does that include Theodore and Kinsley? Who is this so-called Mr. P? It’s too much. And I can’t tell if she was happy or sad about having me. I need more answers, and this is more questions.
“What are you doing?” Rylee asks. 
I jump. I didn’t hear her move. It feels like when I was a kid, and I was sneaking around, putting on my mom’s perfume. My dad would always catch me in the act. I close the journal. “You scared the crap out of me.”
“Why you so jumpy?” 
I secure my journal in the box and lock it up. “I’m not jumpy. Why you sneaking around like Casper?” 
She stares at the box. “So you think I’m a thief?”
My face scrunches up in confusion. “What?”
“What’s with the lock?” she asks, pointing to the box.
“That’s how I found it. Nothing personal.”
She gives me a suspicious look and starts putting on lip gloss. “Whatever. Just hurry up and get dressed.” 
***Music blares as we walk over to the space outside Grove X. It’s so packed we may as well be at Coachella or something. At the far end is a stage surrounded by a crowd.
Moving through the crowd, I smell the sweet scent of BBQ. In the corner, a couple of Greeks are grilling. My stomach growls. Across the grill is a row of food trucks, varying from soul food to bistro-styled sweet treats—is that an advertisement for fried Oreos? I’ve always wanted to try those. 
Ebony walks up wearing a pink crop top and matching skirt. Her hair is down, and she has on a light makeup look. 
“Aw, snap,” I say as I walk over to her. “I see you.”
She smiles. “These are my roommate’s clothes. She said what I had on was ‘not it.’ Fashion majors . . .” 
“You look hot, girl. Own it.”
“Who is this?” Rylee asks, looking Ebony up and down.
“This is Ebony. My friend from—” I pause and think.
“African-American History Class,” Ebony intervenes. She looks at me and smiles.
I’m not the best with this lying thing. Ebony can’t find out that Rylee already knows about the society. 
“Love the look,” Rylee finally says.
The DJ plays a Beyoncé song, and the Sigma Phi Sigma Gamma girls stroll onto the stage. The crowd cheers and hollers for them.
“Ladies,” shouts a girl on stage. She must be the leader. 
The girls chant after her, “Yes?”
“Who runs this yard?” She waves her hand’s side to side. 
“Sigma Phi Sigma Gamma!” 
The leader in the front does a step move, and the rest of the girls break into their step routine. I feel like I’m in the middle of Stomp the Yard.  
While the girls are on stage, the crowd splits and another sorority, Alpha Zeta Phi Kappa stroll through the throng of people. I guess it’s a battle. They prance and form two lines. The energy in the air screams good vibes and black excellence at once. 
“Can’t you see me as an Alpha Zeta Phi Kappa?” Rylee asks while she mimics their motions. She has their movements down to a T. 
“Yeah, they’d be lucky to have you.”
She twirls around me. “Right? I am a legacy.”
“True. I wonder if my mom would have pledged.” 
“Maybe. And what about you? I can see you as Alpha Zeta Phi Kappa too. We can pledge together. It will be so much fun.” I can see the excitement in her eyes. 
“I know nothing about any of this. I only know what I have seen in the movies.”
“You definitely need to pledge.” She looks at me eagerly, then turns to Ebony. “What about you?” 
“I’m not into those type of things.”
“What type of things?” Rylee asks with an annoyed look.
“Ladies,” Jamal says. He walks over with a bright smile on his face and a Givenchy black T-shirt and a pair of Jordans. He puts his arms around Ebony and me. Whatever cologne he’s wearing smells delicious.
Rylee looks him up and down. “Hey, I’m Rylee.”
Jamal pushes us away and steps closer to Rylee. “I’m Jamal.”
“Let me guess. You two are in the same history class?” she asks.
“Yup, don’t we love history. But what I would really love to do is make some history with you,” he says.
My stomach growls. “On that note, I think I’m going to hit up one of these food trucks. Think I’m in the mood for something Cajun.” 
Rylee scans the trucks. “I’m going to get a smoothie and a sandwich.” 
“You know what? Me too. I’m in the mood for a sandwich too.” Jamal winks at me and Ebony.
He’s a mess, but overall he seems like a good guy. His and Rylee’s energy will definitely match.
We separate, and I stand in line with Ebony. Turning to my left, I see Kinsley. She looks stunning rocking her natural curls. She wears Alpha Zeta Phi Kappa attire and stands with the rest of the girls. Our eyes meet, and I smile and wave. She waves back.
“Was that your roommate?” Ebony asks.
“Yeah. Rylee is a handful, but she means well.”
“She seems nice and kind of like the female version of Jamal. They are perfect for each other.”
“True.”
A familiar voice interrupts. “What? Is that Brielle?” 
Caleb walks up smiling with Elijah trailing behind. I return the smile and grab my food. My bayou fries look delicious. 
“Well, hello to you too, Caleb.” He winks at me. I wave at Elijah, and he gives me a nod.
Rylee walks over drinking a pink smoothie, but Jamal isn’t with her. Her eyes glisten when she sees Elijah. 
“This is Ebony,” I say.
Ebony smiles and waves at Caleb and Elijah.
“Sup. I haven’t seen you around campus,” Caleb says.
“I’m not really what you call ‘a sociable person.’ But Brielle is slowly changing that.”
I wrap my arms around Ebony. “Yup, can’t keep all that inside a dorm room.”
Ebony blushes and checks her phone. Her five looks concerned. “I got to go. It’s important,” she says.
“Everything good?” I ask.
“All good,” she says.
“She’s everywhere,” Elijah adds, pointing to Kinsley. He has a sense of annoyance on his face. “Did you hear about what happened to Adam, the guy from the kickback?”
“Who?” Rylee asks. 
Elijah looks at her. “Adam is the guy who was spitting up black substance and—” 
“Oh, him. What happened?” she asks, slurping her smoothie. 
“Well, they say that he died of an unknown illness. But I think Kinsley had something to do with it. Think we’re going to find out how she was involved.”
He died. That’s so sad—he was our age. It looked so awful, but I assumed he was going to pull through. 
And Elijah thinks Kinsley is shady, but she doesn’t give me those vibes. And who is the WE in the finding out situation? Is he talking about Caleb? Are they some type of Scooby-Doo crew or something? 
“Why do you think she has something to do with it?” I ask, taking a bite of my fries. Caleb reaches for one. I move back and hand him hand sanitizer first because I don’t know where his hands have been. Caleb shakes his head but holds out his hand. I pour some hand sanitizer, and he wipes his hands and grabs three French fries, stuffing them down. He reaches for more, and I tap his hand.
He laughs. “My bad. Fries are my weakness. It’s the perfect food, for all occasions. You can eat them for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. But back to the topic at hand.”
“Think about it.” Elijah’s face gets serious. “Kinsley stuck him with a needle. What was in that needle? We don’t know. But what we do know is that he ended up dead. Coincidence? I think not.”
“I know it sounds weird,” Caleb says, looking at me with kind eyes—I suddenly could stare at him all day, “but Elijah has this conspiracy theory that there is this secret society on campus experimenting on students.”
Rylee and I share a glance. I need to keep a straight face. The W.X is always watching and listening. Oh my God. Are they listening right now? We need to change the topic, like ASAP.
“That’s insane,” Rylee says. She laughs at Elijah; he doesn’t look amused. 
“Is it?” Elijah replies. “My girlfriend used to go here, and she joined an organization here. Now she’s missing.”
Did his girlfriend join the W.X? Nah, that is too much of a coincidence. She probably joined some cult. I’ve seen documentaries where that happens on college campuses. It’s so scary how they prey on vulnerable people.
“You think this mysterious organization is why she’s missing?” I ask. 
I need to know what he knows. 
“Yes, and I think Kinsley and her rich friends have something to do with it. When money talks, lines get blurred,” he says, staring at Kinsley.
I need to kill this conversation. “If people were harvesting organs or experimenting on students, wouldn’t that be noticed and reported?”
“Not if the police are a part of it. Brielle, there’s a lot of stuff you probably don’t know. Maybe you should come to one of our meetings,” Elijah says, getting closer. His eyes are intense like he’s staring into my soul. “I’m part of this group that discusses all the unexplained things on campus.”
He has a club talking about this and other unexplained things at school? I want to ask, but then again, I’m fine with being willfully ignorant. 
Caleb walks between us. “She isn’t interested. Brielle doesn’t like scary stuff.” He winks at me.
My heart flutters. He remembers.  
Rylee interrupts him. “What about me? Everything is about Brielle. I’m here too.” 
Rylee can’t just let me have one moment. Everything has to be about her. 
Elijah looks at her. “You’re invited too.” His tone is hesitant.
He gives me the impression that he’s inviting her only because he doesn’t want to leave her out, but dang, he can at least seem happy about it?
Rylee smiles and plays with her hair in a flirtatious way. “Sorry, I’ll be busy with rehearsals but thanks for the invite.” She waves at a girl standing at a distance. “I’ll be back,” she says and walks away.
“I think Brielle can speak for herself. Brielle.” Elijah turns to face me. “Brielle?”
I do want to know more about these unexplained events, but then again, I need to focus on the W.X. 
“I’ll pass,” I say.
Elijah looks disappointed. “That’s fine. Maybe some other time.”
He dabs up Caleb and walks toward the stage.
Caleb looks at me and smiles. “And then there were two.”  
“Look at that,” I say, trying to be a little bit flirty, but I don’t know if it’s working. He moves closer to me, and the sweet smell of his cologne hits my nose. His face falls nearer mine. I freeze and he brushes his hand over the top of my head. 
“There was a crumb,” he says.
My body flushes with embarrassment. Why am I acting as if I’ve never been alone with a boy before? I need to get it together. 
“You killed those fries,” he says, laughing.
I have to laugh at myself. “These fries are bomb. I mean, the crayfish and that sauce. I kind of want more.”
“They were bomb.” I offer him some more, and he takes a couple of bites. “You want to go to the fountain?” he asks.
“Sure.” So he wants to get me alone. Be cool. “Where is this fountain?” I ask.
Caleb grabs my hands. “Follow me.” I can’t help but smile as we make our way through the crowd. We take a short walk to a private area with a lovely fountain and benches. It’s like a hidden oasis, exuding a romantic atmosphere and filled with colorful flowers. Caleb motions to an open bench, and we take a seat. 
“So, Brielle. It’s been a minute. I thought you weren’t messing with me when you canceled our meetup.” He stares into my eyes.
I’ve noticed that whenever we speak, he’s intentional, always looking me in the eyes and listening. He doesn’t just wait for me to stop talking so he can express himself. He also has a habit of rubbing his thumbs together. I’m not sure if he notices, but I do. 
“It definitely wasn’t that I’d rather be with you than what I had to do,” I say, thinking about all the stuff I went through with the W.X.
“What was it again?” he asks.
I need to be careful with what I say next, especially since he already thinks there’s a secret society on campus. “I just had some personal stuff to handle,” I say as I brush my hair out of my face. I give a little smile to seal the deal. This lying thing is a lot. I mean, it would be so easy to tell him the truth, but that would end badly. I can’t risk it.
He places his arm around my shoulders and rubs them. I rest my head on his shoulder. Feels just right. 
“Brielle, you’re kind of a mystery. I know you like science and time travel, but I want to know more. You intrigue me.” 
“You just had to bring up the time travel aspect, huh?” I tilt my head up and look at him.
Caleb tickles my stomach, and my body automatically squirms. I’m extremely ticklish. 
“Stop,” I say and hit him in the stomach.
He raises his hands. “Ouch. You’re pretty strong.”
“Yeah, I could take you out if I wanted to. So watch your back.” 
What am I even talking about? I took a total of three karate classes, and that was when I was ten. 
He falls back, laughing. “Oh, okay. Let’s add ‘comedian’ as the latest fact I’ve learned about you,” he says.
“What you’re trying say? Women aren’t strong?” I ask.
He sits up. “Nah, they are hella strong. I’m talking about you saying you can take me out like you some type of MMA fighter. Not with those tiny arms.”
My arms are tiny, and I’m not the most athletic person, but whatever. He sure knows how to get on my nerves. 
“Let’s play a game,” he says, holding his hands out with his palms facing up. He reaches for my hands and places his over mine. What are we about to play? He has this confident look on his face. “Okay, so the object of the game is to avoid my hands slapping yours. It, like, tests your reflexes.” 
His face lights up as he talks about this game which sounds like an elevated patty-cake, but I digress. It’s cute how excited he sounds explaining the game to me. 
“You ready?” he asks.
I nod.
“Okay, let’s go.”
He hits my hands at lightning speed. I don’t know how he’s so fast. We go a couple of more rounds—I keep losing—until I lose interest in this game. I can’t win for the life of me.
“I give up,” I sigh and rest my hands on my lap.
He grabs my hands. “Focus. Look at your hands and anticipate my movement. You got this.” He releases his grip, smiling. “Now, that doesn’t mean I’m going to go easy on you.”
I guess he’s right. We play again, and this time I actually win. I shake my shoulders, do a little celebration dance. Caleb claps.
“Okay, one out of ten isn’t bad.” He laughs.
“I’m just going to take the win,” I say. 
He rubs his chin and stares at me. “Random question time. What do you like to do when no one is looking?” His eyes light up with curiosity. “I’ll go first. I taught myself how to raise one eyebrow.” 
Caleb lifts a brow. It makes him look like that guy from that one comedy movie that I can’t seem to remember the name of. Laughter bursts out of me. He joins in. All the nerves I feeling fade away. 
I turn to face him. “I guess it’s my turn.” 
He motions his head as if saying “uh, yeah.” 
“I like to act like my life is a musical and break into song randomly,” I admit. My cheeks flush after saying it. He probably thinks I’m weird or something now.
“You can sing?” he asks with excitement in his eyes.
I feel like he’s going to ask me to sing, and that’s not what I’m trying to do, especially not out here where someone can walk by.
“No, that’s why I do it when I’m alone,” I say. 
He scoots closer to me. “We have to go do karaoke one day.” 
I shake my head. “No. That would be so embarrassing. Can we say ‘tone-deaf’?”
“That’s fine. I’ll be on stage with you, and we can pick a song with easy vocals.” Caleb reaches his hand out. “Deal?” 
I take a couple of seconds to contemplate my answer. “Deal.”
The conversation with him flows; it’s so easy. I can see myself easily falling for him. No pressure.
“Do you believe in the mysterious organization thing Elijah was talking about?” I ask.
I’m curious about his answer. If he is as invested as Elijah, getting closer might be a problem. Caleb’s body tenses up, and his smile fades away. His face is stern, and his eyes look a little weak.
He hesitates for a moment. “Yeah. The girlfriend Elijah was talking about is my sister.”
My heart drops. His sister. This is personal for him. I can completely understand why he’s so invested, especially with me wanting to know about my mom’s involvement in this.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” I say.
“It’s fine. Her body hasn’t been found, she’s been gone for over a year, the police have let the case go, but—” His eyes water, and he quickly turns and wipes his face. “It’s all my fault.”
I reach out for a hug, and he wraps his arms around me. I can feel the tears about to drop from his eyes. There is something about a guy crying that gets me every time. I’m honored that he feels comfortable enough with me to share this deep history. It makes me want to be as open. But I can’t.
“Don’t say that. It’s not your fault,” I say, rubbing his back.
His arms fall to his sides, and I can see the hurt in his eyes. “I was the last person she called, and I didn’t answer because I was at a party. She was calling for help, and I ignored her. Back then, I was a completely different person. I was homecoming king, and star baseball player with dozens of prospects, and lead photographer for the school yearbook. I was only focused on myself.” 
He sits up, wipes his eyes. “But after my sister went missing, I went through a dark phase, and I quit baseball and was out here wilding. I already was accepted to other colleges, but I applied and eventually decided to come here so that I could find out what happened to her.” Caleb starts fiddling with his thumb, and his jaw clenches. “Everything about my sister’s investigation seemed off, like a cover-up.” 
He kicks the ground and places his hands on his head. “I know I sound crazy, but someone has to know more. Elijah was her boyfriend and thinks this secret society took her. He said he’ll help me find out what happened to her.”
That’s a lot. I mean, damn, I can’t imagine what it’s like to have a sister go missing. The constant thought of her being out there and in need would drive me insane. I feel for him. The saddest part is that the longer she’s gone, the less likely it is that she’s alive. I make a split-second decision.
“You want to hear something strange?” I ask. “I came here not only because of the science department but also to be closer to my mom. She went here, and recently I found out she died while on campus and that her death was also unexplained. I’m kind of doing my own modest investigation.”
Shoot. Maybe I should have kept that to myself. 
He looks at me, concern written on every inch of his face. “Really?” 
I already started, so I might as well tell it all—but I’m leaving out the secret society stuff.
“Yeah. I met a librarian named Mama Dora, and she thinks that my mom could have been murdered. My auntie and family have all accepted what the police said and didn’t really want me here. But I know there must be more,” I say.
Caleb pulls out his phone. He scrolls through his screen and stops at Elijah’s name. “I bet Elijah can help. The organization he was talking about is called The Resistance. They’ve been on campus for a decade.”
I want to know more, but I can’t risk them finding out about the W.X or my involvement with the organization. 
I clutch his phone. “No.” The word comes out more forceful than I intended.
Caleb’s eyes scan my face. He’s confused by my force, and I get it, but I’ve already said too much. He and Elijah are getting too close to the W.X, and I can’t let anyone else get hurt, or worse, disappear.
I explain. “Sorry if that sounds      harsh. This is personal, and I kind of want to keep it to myself.”
His face softens, and he reaches for my hands, sitting for a moment before moving a hair from my face. My heart beats a little quicker.
“No need to explain. I only wanted to help. I get it. You’re the first person I’ve talked to about my sister, besides Elijah.”
He leans in close, as if he’s about to kiss me, and I lean in too. Electric energy flows through my body as he moves a piece of hair from my face and gently rubs the back on my chin. I close my eyes, and move forward, and—jump when my watch jolts. I know what that means. I don’t even need to read the message.
I open my eyes and dart away. Caleb looks at me, confused. I want to kiss him, at least once, but I can’t.
“I’m sorry, but it’s an emergency. I have to go,” I say and then take off running. 
The watch vibrates. The message reads, Meeting with Theodore in thirty minutes. 
My phone vibrates again, and a text from an unknown number pops up. 
The past is meant for the past. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave yours alone.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Sitting here waiting for Theodore is nerve-racking, especially on top of that cryptic text. I tried to call the number, but it went straight to a generic voicemail. Someone is playing games with me. My thoughts fade away as I stare through the picture windows in Theodore’s office and out to beautiful mountains. 
His personal assistant peeks her head in the office. “He’s running a little late. Do you need anything?”
“No, thanks.”
My eyes roam around the office, which is huge. Everything inside me tells me to snoop. This man who works here is one of those super-organized types. His office looks as if it came out of a home decor magazine. My eyes dart to a tall glass bookcase filled with what looks like historical artifacts. 
One of the artifacts is labeled “MLK watch.” How did he get this? I continue scanning the case and see the checkered black-and-white fedora Nat King Cole wore at one of his performances. Next to the hat is a miniature sculpture by Augusta Savage. This man is definitely a collector, a walking African-American museum. This is so dope. 
My eyes leave the glass case and land on a black metal bookcase in the back corner. What type of books does he read? I love getting lost in a story—my favorite is a good ole thriller. I pull out a black book with gold, the first edition of Frederick Douglass’ autobiography.
My private schools reading selection only offered “classics.” None of the mandatory reading in my English classes included Black literature. My mom wasn’t having it. She wrote to the headmaster with an email that had signatures of all the BIPOC parents, and they added this book and several others to the curriculum. 
When I place the book back, I see something white taped to the back of the shelf. It’s pretty far back there, and I have to go on my tippy-toes to reach it. Got it. It’s an envelope with the edge of a polaroid hanging out of it. Without hesitation, I pull out the picture. It’s the one from my locket, but this time it shows Theodore standing beside her, smiling. They look so happy and young. I flip the picture to the back. It’s not dated. 
I flip the picture back over and stare at Theodore’s features, seems like we share the same wide nose and oval-shaped eyes. The man could be my dad, but I don’t want to be reaching. But . . . our similarities can’t be a coincidence. Why is the picture taped to the back of his bookshelf? Why hide it? 
A low sound snaps me back to reality. I turn and see Theodore standing by the door with narrowed eyes and twisted lips. His eyes linger on the photo I’m holding, and my palms instantly sweat. Shit.
“What are you doing?” he asks in a serious tone. My throat dries up as I try to articulate words. “Brielle, going through a person’s things is completely inappropriate.”
I could come up with a lie, say that a book fell, and I happened to grab the envelope from the back of the bookshelf. No. I might as well tell the truth. If he is my father, he deserves to know. He might already know and may be testing me. 
I blurt out, “I think you’re my dad.” 
He looks at me disbelievingly. He pauses, closes his door, and then walks closer to me.
“I don’t know what game you’re playing, but if you think that this is going to help you join the W.X—” 
“I’m not lying.”
He shakes his head at me then reaches for the picture. I hold it tightly to my chest. 
“Hand over that picture.” 
He reaches for it, and I step backward. This is the proof I have, and if he just listens to me instead of letting his anger take over, he will believe me. I can show him my necklace.
“I don’t want to call security on you, but I will. Hand over the picture, and we can talk this out.” 
“I think I might be your daughter.” 
He stares at me blankly. He’s definitely about to have security throw me out of his office. Goodbye to the W.X Society and finding out what happened to my mom. 
“You’re going to continue to be an equivocator?” Theodore asks.
A what? I have no idea what that means. I’m assuming it’s another word for being a liar, which is not what I am, and it hurts for someone who doesn’t know me to think of me in that way. 
“The woman in this picture is my birth mother,” I say.
It felt good to let that out. Maybe now he will take me seriously instead of trying to discredit me. 
His eyes widen. “You’re sick.” 
He reaches for his phone, but I walk over and try to stop him. “I can prove it.” I take off my locket and show him the picture of my mom. “See, it’s the same photo.”
He looks at the locket, then at me in disbelief. The silence is deafening but a knock on the door interrupts it.
His assistant peeks through the door. “Sir, do you want me to call security for you?”
Why would he need security? She must have been listening from outside. What she needs to do is mind her own business. 
He turns to face her as she enters the room. “No, that won’t be necessary.”
She looks at me and narrows her eyes. “Just let me know.” 
I don’t know why she thinks I’m a threat to this grown man. What could I possibly do to him? She leaves with a slam of the door.
“I don’t know how you were able to get this, but this doesn’t make you my daughter. Besides, Karena wasn’t pregnant. I would have known.” 
He locks eyes with me and stares. I can tell he can see the little similarities in our looks. 
“Would you have? People hide pregnancies and keep secrets all the time because, evidently, I’m here. I believe she was going to tell you the night she disappeared. I read it in her journal.” 
“You found her journal?” he asks with a look of shock.
I nod my head. “Yes, it’s leather, and she wrote that you gave it to her.” 
He walks over to the wall and leans his back against it with his hands over his head. I can see his eyes water. This is clearly bringing up some type of emotion. 
“I’ll take a DNA test. I truly believe you could be my dad. I’m not looking for anything like money. I’m well taken care of. I only want answers about my birth parents.”
DNA will prove to him that I’m not a liar. If I have proof, then maybe he’ll share more about Karena. He knew her better than anyone. I know we will have to gain each other’s trust first, but this could be a start.
It looks like he is about to respond when his door flies open. Kinsley barges in wearing skintight jeans, heels, and a red blouse.
What is she doing here?
“Hey, babe. I’m sorry. I didn’t know I was interrupting a meeting.” She turns and looks at me. “Brielle, don’t you look lovely. Oh, about that dinner invite—I didn’t forget. What about tomorrow?”
Woah, “babe”? Are they dating? I need answers, like now. How could she be my mom’s best friend and date her ex? It’s not adding up! She needs to explain because, right now, she’s getting the side-eye.
“Sure, that works for me,” I say.
Theodore’s face scrunches up. He stares at me and then at Kinsley. Maybe he has something to do with my mom’s disappearance. I mean, she didn’t trust him enough to tell him about the pregnancy. Also, it’s odd for him to go for my mom’s best friend. 
“Honey, did you know that Brielle’s birth mom was Karena?” She stares deep into his eyes.
Theodore clears his throat. “Not until now. She told me earlier, even said she found her journal.”
His answer isn’t natural. There could be a secret message in it. Karena’s journal entry said she couldn’t trust anyone. And who told him to share that journal part with Kinsley?
Kinsley looks at me. “Really? We’ve been looking for it for years and look at Brielle. She finds it easily.”
I can’t tell if she’s being sarcastic or if she’s genuinely shocked. But why would they be looking for my mom’s journal? What is so special about the book? To me, it was filled with mostly self-reflection. Nothing groundbreaking. What am I missing? They are way too excited that I found it. 
“I stumbled on it. Why were you looking for it?” I ask.
“You know she was my best friend, and it would be like having a piece of her. And I thought it would be a great gesture to bury it with her,” Kinsley says, wiping her tearful eyes.
She seems genuine enough. Then again, she is dating my mom’s ex. It’s all so confusing. Kinsley has mostly been honest, but still, I need to know more about her and Theodore. 
“Brielle, I think it’s best to cut this meeting short. I’ll have my PA reschedule,” Theodore interrupts.
Why does he want me gone? He walks over to me, taking the picture from me and placing it into his pocket and out of Kinsley’s sight. He turns and faces her with a smile. Hmm. He’s sneaky and doesn’t want Kinsley to see that picture. 
“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner,” I say.
“Yes, have a lovely rest of the day,” Kinsley says.
Theodore buries his face in his phone. He doesn’t look in my direction as I walk out. What an asshole. If he thinks that this conversation is over, he has another thing coming. The assistant is gone, so I put my ear to the door. Their voices are muffled. 
“What are you doing?” I jump around and see Aiden spinning a basketball in his hand.
What is he doing here?
I move away from the door. “Do you make it a point to always scare the crap out of me?”
He laughs. “It’s not my fault you scare so easily. You’re the jumpiest person I ever met.” 
“Maybe don’t make it your life’s mission to walk around like you’re Casper the Ghost. Make yourself known,” I say with my hands on my hips.
“Chill. You just mad you got caught being nosy.”  
Maybe I should tell Aiden what’s happening. It could be good having someone with W.X connections help me investigate. 
“We’re going to keep this between you and me.” I hold my pinky finger out.
He looks at my finger with disdain. “We aren’t in third grade, Brielle. I’m not going to pinky promise you. We’ll shake like adults,” he says, spitting in his hand and holding it out to me.
“Ew! I’m not touching your spit.” I wave his hand out of my face.
He turns his shoulder to mien faux outrage. “I guess I’m not keeping this secret.”
I can’t believe he’s going to make me touch his slobbery hand. Maybe he isn’t the one I should be working with.
“Now, who’s childish? Me or you?”
He smirks. “Most definitely me. I wanted to see how serious this secret is, the length you’ll go to keep it.”
“Wow.”
“I’ll keep your secret.” He pauses and squints at me, a smile coming to his face. 
What is he about to say?
“But I need to know why you were listening at the door,” he says, reminding me that I’m missing their conversation because of this little exchange.
“I’ll tell you after I get back to snooping.”
“Fine.” 
He walks over and presses his head against the door. I’m confused. 
“What? Four ears are better than two.” 
He has a point. 
I’m leaning my ear back to the door when I hear footsteps.
“What are you two doing?” an unfamiliar voice asks. I turn and see the assistant with a bagel in her hand staring at me.
“Let’s go,” Aiden says. He grabs my arm and pulls me away. 
We take off out of the building, leaving the woman fuming behind us. The cool night air hits my face. I take in a deep breath and let it go. 
I turn to Aiden. “That PA has it out for me.”
“I thought we were about to be dragged out. That was a rush!” He seems to get a kick out of this. I’m scared and here he is enjoying himself. “Want to grab something to eat? I’m starving.”
My stomach growls at the thought of food. I forgot I only had fries and I split those. It’s time to eat something.
“Sure. But hey, why were you at Theodore’s office?” I ask.
“I left my wallet in the bathroom. I had the meeting before yours.”
I didn’t even get to have the real meeting. I hope the W.X doesn’t hold this against me or reject me for it, but Theodore does seem petty. 
Aiden points down the street. “There’s a nice lounge a block away. They have live music, and the food is fire.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Aiden takes the lead. We pass a cute bakery and a dance studio with Hallmark Channel, small-town vibes. We turn the corner and walk up to a place called Jones’.  
“We’re here,” he says, holding the door open for me. 
Inside, we’re greeted by a hostess in all black and rocking a fedora over a blunt cut. I wish I could pull off that look but my head too big for all that. 
“Is it just you two?” she asks.
“Yes, just us tonight.”
She grabs a couple of menus and leads us to a table in the back facing a window. My eyes dart around the restaurant. There is a stage with a young man singing R&B. He has pipes, hitting those falsetto notes like Maxwell. Aiden rushes through the menu as if there were a time limit on how long he could keep the menu.  
I’m taking my time because there are many options, and I want to make the right choice. They have étouffée, and Cajun chicken, and shrimp pasta, and seafood gumbo. I can’t wait.
“This place is nice. How did you find it?” I ask.
Aiden glances up and closes his menu. “Alexandria loves this place. People love to watch her eat, and I love to eat, so we make the perfect duo. I record her whenever I’m free.”
“Wow. She comes off very—” I pause. This is his sister, and I don’t want to seem rude.
“You can be honest. My sister can be hard to understand when you first meet her, but honestly, she’s the most real one I know.”
I’m going to keep my comments to myself. Maybe she needs to grow on me. Who knows? 
The server returns to the table. Aiden speaks before she asks if we are ready. “I want to order some hush puppies for the table and for my entrée: the seafood gumbo and Coke.”
The server glances at me. “Um, I’ll take the chicken alfredo, please, and extra sauce.” Nobody likes dry pasta, and trust me, I’ve had my fair share. The server leaves and Aiden takes a Snapchat video.
“What are hush puppies?”
He stops. “You are telling me you never had hush puppies before?”
I shake my head. “No.”
“It’s bomb. My granny does it the best. She’s from Louisiana, and they have the best Cajun food.” He stares off into space as if he can see his grandma’s hush puppies in the distance.  
“I’m always down to try things once.”
He folds his hands on the table. “What’s going on with you and Theodore?”
Here it goes. I knew it was coming. I’m going to have to tell him.
“This will sound crazy, but I think he’s my birth dad. He accused me of stealing a picture, and I told him who I thought he was after that.” Aiden looks shocked. “I told him I’d take a DNA test, but he went silent, so that’s the story.”  
“Wait. Why do you think Theodore is your father? I’m confused. You left out a couple of details. And what’s this picture you stole?” I take off my locket and show him the picture. He looks at it and then hands it back to me. “I see a picture of a fine lady. Is this your mom? Y’all look alike.” 
“Yes, that’s my mom. I found the same picture hidden in Theodore’s office. And get this, he was in the picture too.”
He rubs his chin thoughtfully. “So your mom and Theodore used to date, and you think he could be your dad. Continue.”
“My mom, Karena, went to school here, and she died not too long after having me. I have reasons to believe it could have been a murder. That’s why I joined the W.X—she was a member, and I wanted to find out what happened.”
“Is that why you came to this university?” he asks.
“Yes, I found her journal in the library’s basement, but that’s a whole other story.”
“I’m not going to lie. At first, I thought you were making some of this up, but my mom had me watch all those ID detectives shows, and this sounds like a case to me.”
“Right, and what if Theodore really is my dad? That would change everything.”
The server comes back with the hush puppies. Aiden’s eyes light up, and he takes one and dips it in the sauce, almost before she’s put them down.
“Delicious,” he says. He points to the hush puppies, which look like ball-shaped corn bread. “Your turn.”
I take one and dip it in the sauce. Here goes nothing. Aiden stares at me with anticipation. This better be good because, right now, my hype level is at its max. I take a bite, and the spices hit my tongue. The corn bread goodness is mouthwatering. This is fire. I grab another one and plop it in my mouth.
“Told you you would like them.” He grabs two more and dips them in the sauce. 
“It’s perfection in a single bite,” I say, still savoring the taste.
“I know you want more.” He moves the tray closer to me. I take two. “Okay, back to Theodore and Karena. I want to help.”
“Really?”
“Most definitely. Us recruits need to stick together. Plus, your spying skills need some work.” 
“You’re telling me you’re better?” 
He throws his hands up. “I’m just saying. I can do better than eavesdropping through the door.”
“Whatever. The first thing we need to do is get that DNA test. Then we need to get the dirt on Kinsley. You have to come to dinner with me. I can snoop around while you distract them.”
He reaches out his hand for me to dab up. “Sounds good, but I’m kind of a realist and want to point out something crucial. What if the DNA test is negative? I’m not saying it will be, but we need to weigh all the possible options.”
I never thought about it being negative; I don’t want to consider it. 
“Let’s wait and see. But I really feel like it’s him. My mom’s diary made me especially sure.” 
“Can I see it?” he asks.
I lean back. “I don’t know . . . it’s kind of private.”
“I’d understand—if it were your journal, I would never ask to read that—but if we’re working together, I need to see all the information. You can trust me.”
I mean, he knows everything now. I might as well let him see it. Rylee would be pissed if she found out, but she can’t have any more involvement in this. It’s for her own good. I get the journal from my bag and hand it over. He wipes his hands with a napkin before taking it. He opens the book at random and reads an entry quietly out loud.
Journal Entry #36
This secret is going to be the death of me. Theodore is getting antsy, and the woman that I shall not name is moving like a snake in the grass. I can’t believe “he” did this to me, but I refuse to let him get the best of me. Everything is closing in, and I’m scared. But I know what I have to do.
We look at each other in silence. That sounded extremely paranoid.
“This is some twisted shit,” Aiden says. “Do you think Theodore could have had something to do with Karena’s death?”  
“I hope not.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Rylee has been practicing her lines for the play  Spell No.7 by Ntozake Shange all day. At this point, I know her and everybody else’s lines. Hell, the director needs to cast me. I’ve been trying to catch up on homework, but Rylee keeps drafting me as her reading partner. To make matters worse, Aiden and I didn’t end up leaving until after two a.m., so I slept in. After dinner, he convinced me to go up and dance. After midnight the staff removes the tables and transitions the area to a dance floor. 
A couple of older gentlemen who wanted a dance approached me. Aiden was nice enough to act like my date and brush them away. For some reason, Aiden knows how to get me out of my comfort zone, and that makes me feel like we’re going to be close friends. 
The initiation process has been on hold since the VR game in the forest, but I think the W.X paused it solely to keep us off guard. That, or Theodore and Kinsley are holding things up while they try to get me kicked out of the secret society.
I shift and my leg knocks my science book onto the floor. When I jump down to pick it up, I see a padded envelope peeking out from underneath my dresser. It must have fallen last night when I threw everything off my bed.
I grab the package and open it. A note falls out with the initials TX, followed by a message.
Brielle, I know you must feel as confused as I do, but if there is any possibility that Karena and I created a child, I need to know. Here is the address where you need to submit your samples for testing. Just place it inside the third brick in the third row. ASAP.
I look in the bag and see it’s a tube and an address. He believes me. My heart warms up. Everything is finally falling into place, although the delivery method seems a little sketchy. My phone vibrates: It’s a message from Caleb. 
Hey, so I’m inviting you to a kickback tonight. Bring Rylee because I know she’s going to come regardless. Not taking no for an answer. =)
And he added a cute emoji. A kickback with Caleb . . . Yup, definitely hitting that up. I guess I’m not sleeping tonight. 
I text back, Where?
He replies with an address and a winking face. 
This is definitely a date. Or maybe it isn’t? He did invite Rylee, and it’s a kickback, nothing special. Still, whatever it is, I am excited to go.
“Why you big cheesing?” Rylee asks, walking over with her script again.
“No reason. But I’ll be back.” I grab the envelope and keep it safe inside my bookbag. “Oh, and we’re going out later.”
“Where are we going? The library?” she jokes.
I laugh. “Very funny. Caleb invited us to a kickback.”
Her eyes light up. “Is Elijah going to be there?” She twirls her hair. 
I grab a jacket. “Probably. I don’t know. Want me to ask?”
“No.” She holds her hand out and looks me up and down. “Nope. Where are you going again?” 
“Minding,” I say, walking out the door.
Rylee is nosy, and I was serious about not letting her know everything. I stop in the hall to put the address Theodore gave me on my phone. It’s five minutes away on the west side of campus.  
***I make it to the location and stop in front of a brick wall. I scan the area to see if anyone’s around before counting the bricks. According to the letter, it should be right here. I tug on the brick, and it comes out. Inside is a tiny hole. I open the tube and spit enough in it to get a sample. Then place the tube in the hole and the brick back in the wall and walk back to my dorm. Maybe he isn’t the bad guy. If he was, why would he want to do the DNA test?
I pull out my phone and text Aiden on the way.
Call me whenever you get this message because I have exciting news. 
It’s probably going to take him a minute to respond. He’s one of those slow texters. I watched him in action last night when his phone would vibrate—he would look at the message and put the phone down. Minutes later, he would be like, oops, I forgot to text back. 
My phone buzzes. It’s another message from the unknown number. 
I warned you. 
I look around. Still, not a single suspicious person nearby. The Watchers are trying to scare me, but it won’t work.
***I make it back to my room, and Rylee has her ratchet “turn up” music on full blast while she puts on her makeup. 
She turns and looks at me. “Girl, hurry up. I heard from some friends this kickback gets lit. I don’t want to be on time, but we definitely can’t be so late that we miss everything.”
This definitely isn’t a date if it’s a party that everybody knows about. I walk over to my bed and see a head-to-toe outfit already laid out. 
“Oh yeah, I know how you take forever coming up with an outfit, so I did it for you.” 
She has selected my oversized black band tee, high-waisted shorts, black tennis shoes, and my university hat. I’m not going to lie, it is a cute outfit, but she’s getting too comfortable going through my stuff. Being an only child, I never had to share anything. I’m always open but at least ask first, you know? 
After an impromptu dance session and making sure my face and hair are “on point,” we finally make it to the kickback. I’m greeted by a guy who is obviously drunk because he calls me Carol and forces me into a conversation until Rylee pulls me away.
The kickback is at Elijah’s condo, which is huge and modern and has high ceilings. When I walk inside, I see most people are gathered in the living room where a card game is going on. This room is nice, decorated with a giant portrait of the ocean at sunset, an expensive glass table, and leather seats.
He needs to decorate my place, whenever I get one. Laughter and music blare from upstairs, which must be where Caleb is. Not like I’m in a rush to get to him or anything, but I’m guessing that’s where he is. 
“Girl, do you see this place? Man, I could get used to this,” Rylee says, gliding her hands on Elijah’s couch.
“Who said you’re going to be invited back?”
She waves her arms up and down her body. “Look at me. Of course, he’s going to invite me back.”
“Whatever you say.”
She definitely has confidence. 
We walk upstairs, where a black couch has been pushed over to make room for a DJ and a dance floor. Six or seven people fill it, moving to the music. A bartender wearing a cute red dress works in the corner of the room, handing out pink Jell-O shots from behind a miniature bar. Never had a Jell-O shot before, but I might try it. A giant flat-screen mounted to a wall plays music videos. My eyes continue scanning the room, going past two guys playing beer pong and eventually landing on Caleb, who’s looking like a whole snack in jeans and a plain tee that clings to his ripped chest. He has a red cup in his hand and talks to a tall guy. 
“Girl, I’m about to get in line for beer pong,” Rylee says over her shoulder as she walks away. 
Should I walk over to Caleb or wait for him to see me? What if he doesn’t notice me, and we spend the entire party passing each other by? I’m overthinking this. I need one of those shots.
Elijah is at the bar with a drink in his hand when I walk up. The bartender hands me a pink shot, and I peer at it. “How do I get it out of there?”
Elijah laughs. “Hold it over your mouth and squeeze the bottom. It’ll come out.”
So embarrassing. I do what he says and swallow the liquor. It’s super strong, kind of burns going down. I cough a little and try to fix my face.
“Next time, get a wine cooler.” Elijah laughs, and the bartender joins in, giggling too. I guess I’m the joke of the hour. 
He looks at me. “I bet Caleb’s smiling somewhere.” 
“You think?” I say a little too eagerly. 
“Yeah. You come alone?” 
“If that’s a way to ask about Rylee, she’s over there playing beer pong.”
He shakes his head. “I only asked because if you’re going to be drinking, you shouldn’t walk back to your dorm alone.”
Oh. I wasn’t expecting that, but it’s good to know he’s a decent person.
“So this is random, but I actually wanted to ask you something?” I ask. 
He sets his drink on the bar and faces me. “If this is your way of getting more information about Caleb, I’m not going to be a part of the high school games. He’s over there. Ask him yourself.”
Slightly offended, I say, “No, this isn’t about Caleb. I wanted to know a more about Kinsley.”
His eyes narrow. “What about her?”
I play with my fingers. “What’s up with you two? I mean, I know you think she’s a part of that society thing, but do you have any facts?”
He stares at me. “Kinsley comes from old money. Her family has been part of this campus from its very beginning. She and a couple of other faculty members have family like that. She was my freshman advisor, seemed cool, until I introduced her to my girlfriend. Those two developed some type of bond, and the next thing I know, my girlfriend’s personality switched. My girlfriend went from being open and happy to secretive and strange. When I confronted her about it, she snapped. A week later, she was gone.”
Kinsley and Caleb’s sister were friends. This makes Caleb’s and my situation twisted together. That’s the second person close to Kinsley who went missing. My mom is dead, and I’m hoping Caleb’s sister didn’t suffer the same fate. I’m not going to blame Kinsley right away, but the questions I have about her are adding up—
“Brielle, it’s our turn!” Rylee screams from the Ping-Pong table. 
“Have fun,” Elijah says, walking away. 
Of course, Rylee had to interrupt when I was getting somewhere with Elijah. I walk over to her and look at the table. 
“I’ve never played this game before.” 
Rylee whispers in my ear, “Don’t let them hear that. I told them we were going to whoop their butts.” She smiles at the two fine guys standing on the opposite side of the table. “We’re about to whoop these boys’ asses. You need to loosen up a little. You’re looking a bit uptight.” 
I look uptight? I’ve been pretty loose since I got here. I took a Jell-O shot! Uptight people don’t do gelatinous shots. Just saying.
“You ready?” Rylee asks.
“As ready as I’m going to be.”
I’m up first, so I pick up the ball and throw it into the red cup at the far end.  
It went in. Rylee booty bumps me while the guys across from us take a sip of beer. It’s the guys’ turn, and they land in the cups too. I take a sip from the cup in front of me. It’s not beer. Rylee says she thinks the dark drink is Hennessy—not a fan.
The game continues and time goes by so fast. We’re losing. I’ve taken, like, four shots of the drink at this point, and honestly, I can’t feel my feet. Only one cup remains, and it’s my turn. Please make it in, I think because I don’t want to drink anymore. I look at the cup and throw the ball. It goes in. I did it! 
Rylee spins me around, and my stomach twists and turns. “Who’s ready for round two?” she asks.
“Not me,” I say, already walking away and heading toward the couch in the corner. 
“Boring!” She fills up the cups with more alcohol. I don’t know how she does it. 
The room begins to spin as I near the couch. I shouldn’t have played that stupid game. My stomach feels like crap. I need to throw up. 
I accidentally bump into a girl. She says, “Excuse you.”
“My bad,” I manage. 
I feel an arm wrap around my waist. But just because I’m drunk doesn’t mean I’m going to let anybody touch me. I turn and see Caleb concerned and standing next to me. Great, now he’ll think I can’t handle my liquor, which is right, but he doesn’t need to know that.
“Are you okay?” he asks. 
Nausea rises in my stomach. “I need some air.” 
He walks me outside, and I see Elijah staring at me in the distance, shaking his head. Never again will I play this stupid game. Caleb helps me down the steps and grabs a bottle of water from the fridge. We head outside. The cool breeze is refreshing. He guides me to the steps.
He hands me the water. “Drink up,” he says, moving hair out of my face.
My throat feels like sandpaper. Caleb watches me gulp down water. My head is spinning right now, and my thoughts are bouncing from Karena to Theodore and back to reality. This isn’t how I wanted our first date to go.  
“Lightweight, huh?” he asks.
I rest my head on his shoulder while he rubs my back. This is so embarrassing. I can’t believe I let myself get this drunk. Everything is whirling.
“I shouldn’t have had that Jell-O shot or all those drinks in the red cups. I think beer pong has more than just beer.” I wag my finger knowingly.
He laughs. “Yeah, a select few were filled with Hennessy Black. You’re not a drinker, but I got you.”
My stomach twists. I sense the puke rising, and this time I don’t think I can stop it. I wobble to the edge of the steps and bend over. It all comes out. Caleb’s hands brush my neck as he pulls my hair back. He’s such a gentleman. If I were him, I wouldn’t be out here. He didn’t sign up to hold my hair while I throw up. I want to curl up in a ball, just disappear. Can I get a redo, like, now?
“You’re going to be okay,” he says. He hands me a napkin that looks like it came from a fast-food chain. 
I wipe my face and slowly face him. “I’m never drinking again,” I say. 
He rubs my back. “I doubt that. But I’m putting you on a one-drink limit. There’s nothing wrong with being a lightweight, but it gets to be dangerous when you start feeling sick. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
Why does he have to say these things to me? I want to tell him everything I know about his sister and wrap myself in his arms all night. 
He motions for me to lay my head on his shoulder. And I do.
“I like you, Brielle. And it’s going to take more than vomit for me to drop you. Now, if you tell me you don’t like Marvel movies, then we’re done,” he jokes.
I laugh and hit him on the shoulder. “You got jokes.”
My phone vibrates. Aiden’s name pops up on the screen. He’s probably calling me back from earlier. If only I could remember what I wanted to say. I answer the phone, holding it upside down. Caleb helps me by putting it on speakerphone.
Aiden asks, “Brielle, what did you need to talk to me about?” 
Think Brielle, think . . . “I . . . don’t remember?”
“Are you drunk?” 
I shake my head as if he can see me and we aren’t on a regular phone call. “No, I’m not.”
“I thought it might have something to do with your mom and the W.X Society.”
I wish I’d remembered this before I answered the phone. 
“Shh. You’re on speaker.” I look at Caleb, who looks confused. I move off of his shoulder and sit up. “I’ll call you back later, okay?”
“Fine.”
Aiden hangs up, and Caleb looks at me expectantly. I sip the remaining water, trying to buy some time.
“Can you please get me another bottle of water?” I smile, but he just stares for a couple of seconds. 
“Fine, but we’re going to talk about the W.X Society when I get back,” he says, before walking back into the house.
Shit. How am I going to get out of this? I can say Aiden was pranking me. I can say it was something from a movie. Nah, a book we were reading. Maybe I can say we’re writing a book. 
I hear rustling from somewhere beside me. My eyes dart to the edge of the steps, but nothing is there. Okay, I think I’ve gotten to the part where I lose my mind. 
I slowly stand up, and see a figure, a person dressed in head-to-toe black, staring at me in the distance. Oh hell nah. I turn, ready to run, but in front of me is a tall person in a mask. I open my mouth to scream. The masked stranger covers it with a hand. I breathe in a substance that makes my body go numb and blurs my vision. 
Everything . . . goes . . . black. 
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 CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Cold water hits my face and sends chills up my spine. My vision clears enough so that I can see figures. There’s the tall one who grabbed me, standing in the corner of the room and sorting through what looks like metal knives and equipment.  They’re going to kill me.
Someone has strapped me down to a hospital bed and changed my clothes: I’m wearing a hospital robe. My head feels like someone’s stomping on it. I can’t tell if this is from the alcohol or something they did to me when I was knocked out. 
There has to be a way out of these straps. I wiggle my arms, which burns my wrists. And the more I move, the tighter the straps get. How did I get here? Why me? A bright light shines down on me, burning my eyes too. This is an operation room, and I’m the patient. I need to get out of here, now. There’s a window by the door, but it must be dark outside because I can’t see anything out there.   
Did they kidnap me because Caleb heard Aiden mention the W.X? Did they get Caleb too? No. They can’t be the W.X. But if it’s not them, who is it? 
“Hello, Brielle,” an unfamiliar voice says from a speaker. “You have something I need. Let’s stop playing games. Tell me the formula.”
The formula? 
“You got the wrong person!”
“Don’t play dumb, sweetie. We know you have your mother’s journal with the formula.”
Aiden, Rylee, Theodore, and Kinsley—these are the only people who know about the journal. Rylee and Aiden would never comprise my secret, but I wouldn’t put it past Theodore or Kinsley—Theodore is more likely to be responsible for this than Kinsley. He’s hiding something.
“I promise you I don’t know about any journal or formula.”
The best option is to play dumb because I mean who knows it could be someone else. Rylee could have opened her mouth.
“I tried to do it the easy way, but I guess you’re a stubborn one. Just like your mother.”
Anger burns in my chest. “I told you. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Your mother was smart but not smart enough.”
“I still don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I tried to play nice.” 
The door opens, and a person wearing a black mask marches in. They have on a lab coat and . . . black gloves! What the hell is going on?
“Where is the missing page? We know you’re hiding it,” the masked person growls.
They walk closer until they’re beside me and tap their foot on the edge of the bed, inclining the hospital bed until I’m sitting up. “I’m giving you one more chance.” They grip my chin. I struggle, opening and closing my jaw, trying to bite a finger, but I can’t. 
There’s a missing page? I didn’t tear any pages from the journal.
“I was told not to kill you, but that doesn’t mean I can’t make you wish you were dead.”
The person whistles, and my original abductor walks over from the corner, holding dental extraction equipment. They are going to pull out my teeth! My stomach drops, and a tingling sensation settles, like I need to pee. I struggle back and forth against the straps, pull my left wrist to the point that it bleeds. But I’m able to release my arm. I lunge it at the masked person. 
They push me away.
“Nice try.” 
The assistant hands the masked person the extraction tools and then straps my arms in again. This time it’s much tighter than before, ensuring there is no slack.
My arms burn. Tears flow down my face. They—whoever they are—are going to torture me, and there is nothing I can do about it. I’m stuck and it’s going to hurt. I should have never come to this university. I should have listened to my mom and gone to USC, but no, I wanted to find a bond with my birth mom. Look where that led me.
“You know, you can live without teeth. I mean, you can only eat soft foods, but still. Being toothless will only interfere with your social life.”
I clamp my mouth tight. They will have to pry it open. 
“Open up.” It’s a demand from the masked person. I shake my head and tighten my lips so much they hurt.
They pull my bottom lip. I open up enough to bite a finger. They jump back and stare at their finger. The next thing I know my face meets the back of their hand and it stings. I gasp. I’ve never been hit in the face before. 
“I guess you want to do it the hard way,” they say, bandaging their wound. 
I hear something like a heavy cart being pushed across the floor. I look over and see their assistant wheeling over a defibrillator. This person has lost their mind. 
The masked person grabs my chin and squeezes it tight. “Listen up, you little piranha. Either you open your mouth willingly, or my buddy over there will shock it open. I can’t promise all your body parts will continue working.”
I think I peed on myself. They look serious. I glance over at the assistant, then back at the masked person, and crack open my mouth. 
“Good choice,” they say, placing a plastic piece of foam in my mouth, keeping it open. 
The masked person looks me in the eye. “Last chance. Where are the missing pages?” 
I have no idea where those pages are, but they don’t care. And if I tell them the truth, they won’t believe me. I’m screwed.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say wearily. 
The masked person shakes their head. “Where should I start?” 
They tap my teeth with dental instruments, making their way to my molars. They can’t possibly go through with this. 
“Ah?” 
The person pulls at a back tooth, and a sharp pain shoots from my mouth to the tips of my body. They pull, and pull, and the electrifying ache follows each time. I’m going to pass out. My stomach twists. This anguish is unbeatable. 
I shake my face, move my mouth, but the more I move, the more pain I feel, and soon my entire body aches. 
My vision blurs. 
Everything goes dark. 
A loud humming sound and a sharp pain wake me up. My eyes burn from a bright light. There’s another person in the room. I can’t focus on what they’re saying, their mumbling.
Someone is hovering over me, and after a sharp pinch, my body goes numb. The masked person is in the corner of the room having a heated phone conversation. I open my mouth to speak, but it hurts. What’s going to happen to me? They look in my direction before hanging up the phone and walking toward me. My body stiffens. Is it too late to act like I’m sleeping?
“Finally. You’re awake. I want you to know that we have what we need. Soon you’ll forget everything that happened. You’re lucky you have someone looking out for you.”
Who is looking out for me? 
“Let’s get this over with,” they say.
Their assistant appears, then disappears behind me. They hold my head still and place the mirror in front of the side of my swollen face. My eyes are bloodshot, and my hair is all over the place. I look a mess, but at least I’m alive.
“Brielle, you will only remember leaving the party drunk. You tripped down the steps, and that’s why your face is swollen. You will have no recollection of this incident.”
A bright light shines, and everything goes blank.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The sound of knocking wakes me from my sleep. I reach for my phone and check the time. It’s 9 a.m. on Sunday. Why does someone want to destroy my sleep? 
“Rylee, can you get that?” 
No response. 
“Fine, I’ll get it.” 
I drag my feet out of bed. When I stand, my foot gets tangled in my comforter, sending my body down to the floor, where I bang my knee. Ouch. 
The knocking continues.
“I’m coming!” I rub the right side of my face. 
I faintly remember falling down steps at that kickback last night. I knew I shouldn’t have played beer pong twice. It’s weird though. The rest of the night is a blur. 
Dragging myself to the door, I waver in front of it. My mom taught me to always ask before opening the door. You never know who’s going to be behind one. “Who is it?” 
“Caleb.”
My heart skips a beat. My cheeks perk up. I grab the doorknob and then stop when I realize I’m still in my pajamas. He can’t see me like this, not in a ratty, oversized T-shirt and with messy hair. We’re getting to know each other just now. I don’t want to scare him with my morning breath. 
“Hold on.” I cover my mouth as if he could smell it from the other side.
I run to my sink, throw some water on my face, and brush my teeth. A pain strikes my mouth when the toothbrush touches inside. I glance at my face and see my swollen lips. What the hell? I didn’t think I fell that hard.
I open the door, and there’s Caleb, wearing basketball shorts and a white tee. His eyes say he didn’t get any sleep last night. Must have pulled an all-nighter. So that kickback was lit. Well, at least I think it was.
He walks in. “Where’s Rylee?”
I look to her side of the room. “Um, I don’t know. But you know Rylee. She can be unpredictable.”
Why does he care about Rylee all of a sudden?
I walk him over to my side of the room. He sits in a chair while I plop down on the edge of my bed. Maybe I should have made it. Oh well.
“So. Not trying to come off rude or anything, but what are you doing here?” I love that he is here, but why now? And why so early? Did I embarrass myself at the party? 
Caleb shifts in the chair. “I’m making sure you’re okay. You disappeared last night. I thought I scared you away because of our conversation.”
I talked with Caleb last night? How drunk was I? What did he say to think he scared me away? I need to talk to Rylee because she’ll tell me what happened. She was probably the one who walked me home.
“I’ll be honest. Last night is a little hazy for me, so refresh me on that conversation?” I say with a smile. 
Everything is going to be cool. I couldn’t have said anything too embarrassing. Or was he there when I fell flat on my face? Shit. I’m not drinking anymore.
“Aiden called and you had the speakerphone on.” He pronounces every word slowly like he’s trying to see if anything he says sparks a memory, but nothing does. 
My mind is blank. What could Aiden have said to make Caleb ask questions about the phone call?
“He mentioned your mom and her connection with a secret society. I wasn’t supposed to hear it, and you kind of freaked out and sent me to get water. 
“When I came back, you were gone.”
Damn. I must have been really drunk because—how the hell did I let this happen? It’s out now, and now Caleb is involved. I could play dumb . . .
“Secret society? Caleb, you must have misheard him,” I say, rubbing my face.
He looks at me oddly and comes beside me on the bed. My heart skips a beat thinking about us in this room together. 
He touches my shoulder. “You can stop lying. I know. Also, you left this.”
He pulls out my golden locket. How did I drop it? I always carry it with me. My head aches while I try to recall the events of last night.
I reach for my locket. “Thank you. I can’t believe I dropped it. It must have happened when I fell.”
“Stop lying, Brielle. You’re not good at it. You have a tell. Your eyelashes do this fluttering thing. And the one thing I can’t stand is a liar. I promise, you can trust me,” he says. 
This boy isn’t going to let it go. Ugh. I yank out my phone and find Caleb’s name.
I punch in, You can’t tell anybody what you heard us talking about last night. Especially not Elijah. It’s a lot. Can’t talk about it right now.
Caleb looks down at his phone and then at me.
He writes back, I’ll keep your secret, but you have to promise to look for my sister. She had to be a part of it. Someone in that society knows something. You’re the closest connection I      have.
Of course. But from what I know, I don’t think your sister was involved in this. I’ll update you if I find anything.
It’s easier to lie to him through texts. There is no way I’m going to tell him about Kinsley and his sisters’ involvement with her until I learn some facts. I hate lying, but it’s for his own good.
He hugs me tightly and smells like fresh linen. I let go and look into his eyes, and for a brief second, it feels like the world has stopped, and it’s only me, and him, and my heart beating faster. 
He moves in closer when the watch vibrates, interrupting again. I grab for it. It’s a message from Nevaeh.
You have 15 minutes to make it to the place on the map. Bring a swimsuit. 
“Um, I know this is bad timing, but I have to go, like now,” I say, standing up.
I rush over to my dresser, pull out my swimsuit, and throw it in my book bag. Then I take it back out, run to the bathroom, and close the door. Might as well already have it on. Who knows if there will be a place to change. 
“Is everything okay?” Caleb asks through the door. He probably thinks I’ve lost it. 
“Yeah.”
Ugh. I hate putting this thing on. I always need someone to tie the back strap tighter. I step out of the bathroom. Caleb is still there. He turns to see me, and his eyes widen. My face flushes. Even though I have a swimsuit on, I feel like I’m in my bra and panties. 
“Can you help me, please?” 
He walks over and ties the back strap. His hands are so soft when he touches my back. “That should be better,” he says in my ear. “Oh, and you need to put ice on your face. No more alcohol for you.”
“Right!”
I look at myself in the mirror and like the reflection I see, and then I toss on some biker shorts and the shirt I slept in. Caleb walks behind me and places his arms around my waist. He kisses my forehead when I look at him, and we stare at ourselves in the mirror. We would make a cute couple.
He brings his head to my ear. “I’ll talk to you later.” He unwraps his arms from me and walks to the door.
He opens it and stops. 
It’s Aiden’s voice. “Uh, I’m looking for Brielle.” 
Caleb looks at me, and I swear he’s jealous. It’s kind of cute because he’s usually so confident. He looks at Aiden and dabs him up and walks out. I hope he doesn’t think something’s going on with Aiden and me. We’re just friends. That’s it. 
Aiden walks in with a big smile. “I see why you never called back. You and ole dude. I see you.”
“Out of line. Nothing happened last night.”
Aiden smirks. “Whatever you say.” He checks himself in the mirror. “What happened to your face?”
“Last night—about that . . . I put you on speakerphone when you called, but I was drunk. Caleb heard you,” I explain.
“What?” His eyes widen, and he paces immediately. “We’re in so much trouble.”
“I made him promise not to tell.”
“You believe him?” Aiden doesn’t look convinced.
I put on a pair of shoes. “Yeah because I told him I’d help find out information about his missing sister.”
“His sister is missing?” He looks confused.
“It’s a long story. But what I do know is that drinking is on my ‘off-limits list.’”
Aiden laughs. “Just drink Gatorade. It’ll give you some electrolytes,” he says. 
My phone vibrates. It’s a message from Kinsley. I hope you like soul food because I’m throwing down in the kitchen tonight. Here’s the address. Be there at 6 p.m.
I text back. Can Aiden come with me?
The dots move and then stop. She texts back. Sure, love.
I will finally get answers, and I’ll have Aiden there to watch my back. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


Aiden and I stand in front of an abandoned recreational center. The parking lot is empty, graffiti lines the outside of the building, and just our luck, Alexandria waits at the front with her arms crossed, tapping her foot. Behind her, Jamal and Ebony engage in conversation.  
“Really? I told you to come with me. But no, you had to go see her.” She looks at me and rolls her eyes.
I can’t stand when people talk about me like I’m not standing here. Aiden is a grown man and can do whatever he wants. She needs to chill. 
“I’m standing right here,” I tell her.
Alexandria ignores my comment and looks into Aiden’s eyes. Maybe it’s a twin thing because his shoulders slump—they’re having a conversation without saying a word. 
“I see you all made it on time,” a familiar voice says from behind. I turn and see Nevaeh wearing all black. 
“Some of us before others,” Alexandria mutters under her breath. Such a suck-up.
“Follow me,” Nevaeh says. 
She takes out a key and opens the door. I wonder if the W.X Society owns this building, and if so, why they haven’t fixed it up. This place is a disturbing mess. 
A cold breeze like an AC blasting meets me as I walk inside the building. Nevaeh leads us down a dusty, dark hallway. It feels like I’m in an old teen horror movie, and Nevaeh’s leading us to our demise. 
No one has been here in years. There’s a lone vending machine with a giant picture of something called “Surge.” Paintings of children playing soccer, basketball, and tennis cover the walls. This probably was the place to be back in the day. So why are we here?
Nevaeh stops at the end of the hall and points to the middle door, which says the pool and bathrooms are on either side.
“Change into your suits and meet me in the pool area. Move with purpose.” 
I don’t know what she has planned, but it’s not a fun pool day. I just hope the pool has a heater.
Inside the ladies’ room are rows of changing areas with long benches between and an open bay shower, covered in mold. Or maybe it’s dirt, or grime. There’s no way in hell I’m going in there. Alexandria strips naked and walks past me as if we want to see her body. Changing places are literally everywhere. I’m all for being body positive, but I don’t need her nude body strutting around. I move to another row to take off my shirt and shorts. 
Ebony walks to my side in a black two-piece swimsuit. “I’m nervous.” 
I guess it’s a no to privacy.
“Me too. I hope we don’t have to swim a bunch of laps because that’s for the birds,” I say.
Ebony shakes. 
“Are you okay?” I ask. She nods but her face tells a different story, so I reassure her. “We are going to be fine.”
She shifts her position. “It’s just—I’m not the best swimmer and—” 
“And you’re going to suck it up and face your fears,” Alexandria says, walking up to us in a purple bikini.
“Nobody asked for your advice,” I say, rubbing Ebony’s shoulder. “Take a couple of deep breaths and let it go. Don’t overthink it, and make sure you kick your feet and move your arms. If you really need help, I got you.”
Ebony goes in for a hug. “Thank you.”
“Are you two ready to go or not?” Alexandria asks.
I don’t know why Alexandria needs us to go together. Nobody asked her to stay. She’s getting on my nerves already, and the night just started.
“Yes, we’re good,” Ebony says.
We walk out to the pool, well, what used to be a pool. There’s no water in it. Instead, it has a chair sitting on a giant aquarium tank inside it. The tank is like the ones people sit on and then fall from at the fair—this one’s ten times larger. 
The guys already stand by the tank. I walk over to Jamal, who shakes his head. 
“This is wild right?” 
“Sucks if you’re scared of heights,” he says, pointing to Ebony, who presses her back against the wall.
“She isn’t scared of heights,” I say.
He looks at me. “Don’t tell me she can’t swim?”
“She can swim. But she isn’t a strong swimmer.”
“I guess we found our weakest link.”
Jamal’s words are harsh, but I can’t say he’s completely wrong. This looks like a swimming challenge. The only positive is that they read my mind when I said we needed heat because it’s burning up here.
Nevaeh walks out, and Theodore follows. He stares at me with a look of disdain. No smile, just seriousness. I would imagine seeing me would remind him of my mom. If his feelings for her were pure, he should be comforted by me. Or maybe he didn’t like her, seeing me makes him sick to his stomach. I don’t know.
“Welcome to the W.X test. You will be answering questions, underwater. The goal is to get every answer right. Sounds simple, but this will test your endurance and willpower. I hope you’ve been studying our history. 
“Here are the rules: You have three minutes to get ten multiple questions right. The catch is you only get two one-minute breaks for breathing, so use your time wisely.”
“You can’t be serious,” Ebony blurts out. She quickly covers her mouth.
Alexandria shakes her head, and I could slap the side of her head for showing no sympathy. 
“If you don’t want to complete this task, Ebony, you have the right to forfeit your spot in our society,” Nevaeh replies.
Everybody turns and stares at Ebony, who now rocks back and forth. Her eyes water. I feel terrible for her. I can’t imagine being a bad swimmer and having to do this. 
“I’ll do it,” she says, still rocking back and forth, her legs twisted together. She looks terrified. 
“Good. Your order has been randomly picked. Brielle, you’re going first,” Nevaeh says.
You gotta be kidding. Why me? I wish I could have seen someone do it first. Okay, Brielle, you can do this. Chunks of my memory seem to be lost in translation, but I still remember those study sessions. 
My legs shake while Nevaeh leads me up rickety stairs attached to the giant tank. I look back. Jamal gives me a thumbs up. Aiden mouths “you got this,” and even Alexandria gives a slight smile, or growls. I can’t tell with her. Ebony’s eyes are red, and she sits on the floor. 
We make it to the top, and I realize how high we are. My stomach feels like I’m in a elevator plunging. I take a deep breath in and let it out while Nevaeh hands me a breathing tube with buttons labeled “Breath 1” and “Breath 2.” No lucky third breath, so I need to take advantage of the ones I have.
She puts me on what looks like a playground swing. I sit and she puts something similar to a seat belt around my waist. She straps my legs down, and my body tenses. I say a quick prayer and look at her while I put the breathing tube in my mouth.
“You ready?” 
I take a deep breath in. “Yes.”
A loud horn sounds, and the swing lowers me underwater where a digital screen with a three-minute timer is. I press the “start” button, and the timer begins. A multiple-choice question pops up: Who is the founder of the W.X Society? I quickly pick A, Xavier Williamson, from the four options. The screen goes green and jumps to the next question: Which of these names do not belong to a founding member?
This is a tricky one, and I’m already running out of breath. There are seven founding members, and they all have weird names. The answer is between B, Zachariah, and C, Zennithia. I remember it started with a Z, so one of them is a member, but I can’t remember if they were a woman or man. The timer is down to two minutes, so I go with my gut and pick C. The screen turns green, and I do a happy dance in my head. But my lungs don’t feel great, so I punch the button, gasping for air. 
The next question is about the founding date of the W.X Society. I fly by that and the next three questions. My body shakes, and I have no choice but to break, push for “Breath 2.”
I have five questions to answer in a minute with zero breaks left. The next question is, What is the society’s official symbol? Easy. Black circle, red star inside it, and a gold Asiatic lily in the middle of it all. I manage to fly through the rest until one final question remains. Which one of these is the correct mission statement?
This is difficult, and I’m running out of time and air. The shakes start again. Every paragraph looks the same, but there are one or two words added or subtracted from the original statement. 
Think, Brielle. Think. My body trembles. I need air! Don’t panic. Think. My eyes burn, my legs go numb. 
I go with my first choice, D, and my body immediately gets yanked out of the water. It feels like I’m on a high-speed rollercoaster. My lungs gulp down oxygen. I can barely catch my breath. It might have felt like hours, but in reality, I was underwater for minutes. This was hard.  
After Nevaeh unstraps me, I get off the swing and walk to the steps, where Theodore stands with a towel. My legs are Jell-O, and my feet slip, and I fall forward, back toward the tank. I see water and the metal box I was just in. I cannot survive this fall. 
Before I fall in, strong arms grab me and pull me back from the edge. I look and see Theodore. He holds me, concerned. 
I wiggle out of his arms and look down into the tank. I can’t believe I almost fell in there. I’m surprised he cared enough to catch me. It would have been so easy to let me fall. I guess he isn’t all bad. 
He hands me the towel. “Thank you,” I say.
Nevaeh looks frightened. It’s probably the first time this type of thing has happened. “Theodore, help her down, please. We don’t need any accidents.” 
Theodore motions for me to hold onto his arm and walks me to the opposite side of the tank. When we make it to the bottom of the steps, he whispers that he has the results. 
Aiden runs over to me. “Are you okay?” He holds my hand and walks me back to the group. 
Jamal shakes his head. “Man, I deadass thought you were going to fall.”
My body shakes as I wrap myself tighter in the towel. “The floor is slick so be careful,” I say.
Aiden gives me a tight hug. His big body warms me. I’m still in shock right now. Can’t believe this actually happened.
“Ebony, you’re up next,” Nevaeh says. 
“Get your ass up,” Alexandria demands. “Brielle did it—barely—but she did it.”
Barely? I killed that challenge. Now, what happened after doesn’t need to be discussed. 
“Ebony, you have thirty seconds to get to the platform, or you will forfeit your spot in the W.X Society,” Nevaeh says. 
Ebony looks at me. 
“It’s not that bad. Make sure you pick the perfect time to take your breaths and answer the questions as fast as you can. You got this.” I walk over to her and reach my hand out. She grabs it, and I repeat, “You got this, girl.”
Jamal adds, “You do. Let me see that fearless girl who handled that spider the first time we met.” 
She wipes away the tears running down her face. I wouldn’t compare picking up a spider to this, but it’s the thought that matters. 
Nevaeh counts down from ten. 
“You got to start walking. I’ll go with you to the steps,” I say.
“Me too,” Jamal chimes in.
“Same,” Aiden says. 
Even Alexandria tries. “Hell, I’ll carry you over there if that helps.”
“I’m not going. I can’t do it,” she says tearfully. Her hand has been shaking since her name was called. 
“One,” Nevaeh counts. “I’m sad this has to happen but not everybody is meant for the W.X Society.” I turn and see Nevaeh at the bottom of the steps. 
I turn to Ebony. “You got this. Don’t quit. Please, don’t quit.”
Ebony gives me a hug. “Sorry, I just can’t.” 
Nevaeh breaks our hug and grabs Ebony’s hand. The woman holds a pocket mirror in her hand. The exterior of the mirror has the W.X Society symbol on it in gold letters. “You were a promising recruit.”
“What are you going to do?” I ask.
“We can’t have people knowing about W.X Society. This has to happen.”
What has to happen? She can’t erase her memory or anything. Nevaeh opens the mirror, and my head starts hurting like earlier in my room with Caleb. I bend over and close my eyes. Blurry flashes of people circulate through my mind. Then everything disappears, and the headache goes away.
Something is wrong with me. I look up and see Theodore standing at my side, staring at me intensely. I’m farther from Ebony and Nevaeh than I was a moment ago . . . I think. 
“You’re      okay?” he asks.
I nod yes and walk back to the group. 
“I promise you I won’t tell anyone about the W.X Society,” Ebony begs.
Nevaeh smirks. “I know you won’t.” She places the mirror in front of Ebony’s face. “You won’t remember anything about the organization or your fellow recruits. This past week you’ve spent most of your time in a study group.” 
A light flashes on her face, and Ebony collapses to the ground. Did she take her memory away from her?
“What’s going on?” Alexandria demands.
Theodore takes Ebony in his arms and heads to the exit. 
“Where are you taking her?” I ask. 
“Did you . . . brainwash her?” Jamal asks. 
Nevaeh ignores our questions, keeping her eyes on Theodore, who exits the room and types on his phone. The room is silent, and I keep adjusting my position. Nevaeh owes us answers.
“Ebony is fine; she will wake up with no recollection of anything that has happened. Jamal, you’re next, or do you want the same fate as the last participant?” 
He shakes his head no and walks toward the platform.
“Did you wipe her memory?” I ask.
“More like altered it,” she says casually. “Enough with the questions. It’s time to get back to the task at hand. Or Ebony’s memory isn’t going to be the only one altered.” Nevaeh has hands on her hips and a “mess with me if you want” look.
She stares at Jamal and points to the platform. He gives a military salute and hurries up the raised surface. Nevaeh follows him. 
I walk over to Aiden, and make sure no one is listening before whispering to him, “Something is wrong with my memory of last night. I don’t think I was that drunk. I keep seeing things.”
“What?” He motions me away from the group. “I know seeing what happened to Ebony is wrong, on all levels, but why would you think something happened to you?” 
“I’ve been thinking. Caleb said I disappeared when he came back with my water, and a few seconds ago, I could have sworn I had a vision of people in hospital coats.” 
A sharp pain surges through my head while trying to remember more details from last night. I bend over in pain.
Aiden runs his hand on my back. “You good?”
“Yeah. I need some pain medicine, that’s all. I think I’m getting a headache. It’s on and off,” I say.
Maybe this is really in my head. I don’t know, but I do know it’s strange that my head aches whenever I recall last night’s events.
Aiden stares. “I think you were drunk, and nothing is wrong with your memory.”
I touch my hair, my frizzy, curly mess. I definitely need to wash this chlorine out of it. I should have gotten braids. 
It’s Alexandria’s turn now. 
Aiden moves closer for a better view of his sister. She’s underwater already and moving pretty quick. That doesn’t surprise me because she was the force behind the study sessions. She takes her first break to catch her breath, and when she’s back in the water, she goes nuts, her fingers pounding the screen. In seconds, she thrust back up. As of now, she’s the fastest. 
Aiden looks at me and mouths, “Wish me luck.” He walks confidently to the platform. He is really fearless. 
I run up and give him a quick side hug. “You got this.”  
He jumps. “Thanks and stop being weird with the hugs.” Then he walks off.
I don’t know why I hugged him like that. I turn and see Alexandria looking at me with arms crossed. 
“What?” I ask.
“If you think you’re going to have some fling with my brother, you have another thing coming. His only focus is school, basketball, and now this. He doesn’t have time for distractions.”
“We’re just friends,” I say, walking to Jamal, who’s posted on the wall, staring at the floor. 
“What’s up with you?” I ask.
He raises his head. “I was thinking about Ebony. All of this is gone for her. That’s messed up, scary. I mean, is that going to happen to us if we don’t do things right? I’m not feeling people in my head.”
“I feel the same way. Ebony was such a cool girl, and I’m going to miss her,” I say.
Jamal sits closer. “So I found a way to hack this watch—since they don’t want to give us privacy,” he says.
“How?” I ask.
“Basically, whenever you want to talk about something in private, place this tiny sticker on the back. I’ll hack the system and give you exactly thirty to forty minutes. Anything longer will cause suspicion.”
“What are you two whispering about?” 
Jamal straightens his posture when he see     s Alexandria walk up. “We were talking about Ebony,” he replies.
Alexandria’s face is blank. “They gave her a chance and she declined. Do you think she could have kept this a secret? What would happen if one day she got drunk and spilled everything? It’s too big of a liability. And it’s not like they took away her personal memories, just memories about this society.”
Alexandria has no heart—a real-life savage. No wonder Jamal doesn’t trust her with his secret about the watch. I don’t blame him. She looks like she would throw him under the bus to make herself look better. 
“What if that was you?” I blurt out.
She turns to me. “Then it has to happen. But it won’t be me or any of us because we completed the task.”
Jamal’s face lights up. “You right! We did it.”
I turn and see Aiden already down from the platform and Nevaeh and Theodore behind him, their faces emotionless. 
All eyes are on Nevaeh. “Only one more test left. Until next time.”
Theodore stands next to me. “Can I speak to you in private?”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Theodore and I walk away from everyone. Aiden stares in our direction, and Theodore stares back with no expression.   
He stands by a wall. “First things first. I want to say congratulations on passing the test. Your mom would be proud.” 
Oh, now he wants to recognize Karena as my mom. Kinsley must have convinced him. The audacity of this man, being hot and cold, is wild.
“As I said earlier, I have the results and want to discuss them with you tomorrow in my office after the ceremony.”
By looking at his eyes and body language, I can’t tell if he read the results or not. I’m guessing he hasn’t, but what if he has and doesn’t like the results? Is this why he was angry when he first walked in? Why he felt bad when I almost died? Or am I simply overthinking things? 
He looks at Nevaeh, who’s looking in our direction, and then he walks toward her. No “goodbye” or “see you later.” 
Aiden walks over. “What was all that about?”
“He wants to meet at his office tomorrow to talk about the DNA results. I don’t know why he doesn’t just tell me at dinner tomorrow, but I digress.”
“Maybe he wants privacy. You know, a dinner party isn’t really the place for that kind of conversation.”
“You’re right.”
Jamal wraps his arms around me and asks, “You ready to get lit?” 
I stare at him, confused. “Aren’t you tired?”
“We’re one step closer to finishing the trials. We’re celebrating,” he says.
Alexandria follows him. “I know a place that has the best pizza. And karaoke.”
I do a double take. I know Alexandria isn’t trying to hang with us. Who is this girl? Jamal looks at Alexandria and walks over to her. “Miss Bougie doesn’t want to hang with us peasants,” he says, laughing.
She rolls her eyes. “I’m hungry. That’s all. And I know you all wouldn’t know good food if it hit y’all on the head. So actually, you should be grateful for my presence—”
Aiden interrupts. “What my sister is trying to say is that she’s a team player and can have fun too.” He wraps his arms around Alexandria. 
She smiles and they walk ahead of us. I do love their bond. 
Jamal looks at me. “This should be an interesting night.” Then he wraps his arm around me. 
This place is pretty dope. The neon sign outside—“Pizza Place”—and bright lettering advertising store specials on the windows make it feel like an old-school diner. The inside is artsy with many classic albums on the wall, including some of my favorite artists. The servers wear roller skates, leather pants, and bright-yellow shirts with the restaurant’s name on it.
“Let’s take the booth at the back,” Jamal says, walking ahead. The booth is circular, facing a modest stage with a microphone stand in the middle. Beside the stage is a giant touch screen with pictures of artists. I’m guessing that’s the karaoke machine.
I slide into the seat, sitting between Aiden and Jamal. Alexandria sits next to Jamal. 
“This place is dope,” I say, still looking around.
“I know, right. When I saw that it was Black-owned, I knew I had to visit,” Alexandria replies.
Finally. Something I can agree about with her. I love supporting black-owned businesses.“Who’s going up first?” Jamal asks as he points to the karaoke stage.
“I’m not singing,” Aiden says.
“I’m down,” Alexandria says.
Jamal looks at her. “Okay, I see you. I hope you can sing because best believe this will be recorded.”
She pulls on his arm. “I’m not singing alone.” 
He looks her up and down. “Oh. Say less. I’m here to entertain. We about to shut this place down.”
They slide out of the booth and hover over the touch screen on the wall. I look around and see this place is almost empty. It’s our group and a couple who can be in their early thirties. They’re cuddled in a booth. 
A server skates over to our table. “Can I get you something to drink?”
I look at Jamal and Alexandria. “Hey! What do y’all want to drink?” 
“I want Sprite,” Alexandria says. 
“Water,” Jamal answers.
The server looks at me. “I’ll take a strawberry Fanta.”
Aiden asks, “Can you bring me water with three lemons?” 
The server leaves, and I turn to Aiden, who has gotten comfortable in this booth. His long arms stretch out, and he chills on his phone.
“So what’s with the three lemons?” I ask.
He smiles. “It’s the perfect combination. Just enough. Plus, I don’t drink soda.”
“I don’t like lemon like that, but anyway. Outside of this W.X thing, I don’t know much about you. So spill. I’ve told you my entire life. Did you always want to be a D1 athlete?”
He turns, smiles. “We’re playing twenty-one questions? Okay, yeah. I’ve loved sports ever since I was little. My dad played college ball but hurt himself before he could make it to the league, and he taught my sister and me to be the best we can be, always see the good in people and in life.” 
The server returns with the drinks, then walks away. Aiden grabs his water and takes a sip. “Basketball was my thing, but there’s more to me than sports. I was top of my class, and I can speak three different languages: Spanish, French, and Japanese. I’m into drawing. That’s why I minored in animation,” Aiden says.
His face lights up when he talks about drawing. There’s a lot to him I didn’t know. I mean, I knew he had a leadership aspect to him but thinking about all our moments together. He has always seen the bright side of everything. 
“That’s great. Can I see your artwork?” I ask.
He scrolls through his phone, goes to his social media page, and stops at a family portrait. It’s of him, Alexandria, and I’m guessing, his mom and dad. It’s a lifelike painting—it’s gorgeous. I swipe, seeing cartoons and mini comics too.
“How much for you to make me into a cartoon? This is dope.” 
He smiles. “For you, it’ll be,” he pauses, “one hundred dollars.”
“What?”
He laughs. “Just joking. I got you.”
He makes me feel warm inside. It’s good to have a friend like Aiden who doesn’t want anything from me; it’s pure. 
Jamal and Alexandria get on stage. Jamal grabs the mic. “Hello, world. Now, you are about to be amazed by the musical sensations of J and A. We’ve come to a town near you.”
Jamal is so animated, which is what I most like about him. He’s unapologetically himself. The music starts and they sing. Jamal’s smooth tone reminds me of Tyrese or Bryson Tiller. Alexandria steals the mic and raps. She shakes her hips and gives a whole show. This girl is killing it. 
I turn to Aiden. “So this is the fun side of Alexandria you were talking about. She’s killing it.”
“Yup, she’s really dope,” he says.
The song stops, and Jamal and Alexandria walk back to the table. The server skates over, and we order two large pizzas, cheese sticks, and garlic knots. 
“Brielle, what’s something nobody knows about you?” Jamal asks. 
I hate these questions. It’s like I’ve known myself my entire life, and then I get asked this question, and my mind goes blank. I’m a stranger to myself.
“We need to get to know each other,” Jamal says. “I’ll go first. People don’t know I have a sixth toe on my left foot. Well, I had one, but they removed it when I was younger.” 
He pulls out a baby picture, and there it is, sticking out like a sore thumb. It’s kind of cool, in a way. Random but interesting at the same time.
“Fine, I’ll go. Um, it’s not as cool as yours, but I can do this.” I move my arms around my body. I’m double-jointed. Guys seem to love it, and I’ve always been told I should be a gymnast. 
Jamal smirks. “Well, you know what that means.”
I shake my head. “Negro, get your mind out of the gutter.”
He laughs.
“I accidentally swallowed a penny when I was little, and the doctors had to give me a bunch of laxatives to get it out. It was the worst,” Alexandria adds.
That’s both funny and nasty. Alexandria sips her drink and eyes Aiden, cuing him to go next. 
He does. “I was told by an older cousin that if I put grape jelly on my mud pie, it would taste like cake. So I ran and got grape jelly, put it on my mud pie, and ate it—worst idea ever.” Aiden makes a disgusted face.
Jamal asks, “What’s a mud pie made of?” 
“Mud,” Alexandria replies.
Jamal’s face twists. “You ate dirt, purposely?”
Aiden shrugs. “I was a kid. We played with dirt outside.”
“I’ve never played in the dirt,” Jamal says. “Now, I played outside in this giant treehouse my dad made me. It was dope. I actually lost my virginity there.”
“TMI,” I interrupt. “But yeah, I didn’t play in the dirt either. I was more of the Barbie dolls, dress-up type of kid.” 
“I see that,” Aiden says, sipping his drink.
What is that supposed to mean? I don’t know why that feels like a slight dig, but I’ll let it pass. 
The server returns with our food, and we stuff our faces. This has to be the best pizza I’ve ever tasted. Alexandria really did pick the perfect place. 
My stomach feels full when I look at my empty plate. I look at my watch and see time has been dwindling. This place will close soon, and for some strange reason, I want to sing. I mean, we’re the only people here. The couple left a couple of minutes ago, and I need to let loose.
I glance at Aiden, who’s on his phone, and pull on his arm. “Can you please sing with me?”
“No,” he says and takes a bite out of the garlic bread.
“Why?”
“It’s not my thing.” He sips his drink and scrolls through his phone.
I slide out of the seat. “Fine, I’ll do it alone then.”
Aiden doesn’t take his eyes off his phone.
“Brielle about to kill it!” Jamal screams.
He’s the best hype man. Now, what to sing? I’m not a singer, so they won’t get any ballads out of me. Maybe, like, a rap song? Yup, that should be fun.
Jamal walks up to the stage and grabs the mic. “Let me introduce the wonderful vocals of Brielle.” He hands the mic to me and walks back to his seat.
My heart is beating out of my chest—I’m instantly regretting this. I look back at the screen, and the music is about to start, so it’s all or nothing. The song begins, and my rap comes out as almost a whisper. Jamal stands in front of the stage, cheering me on, and my body relaxes more. 
I try to get a beat, rhythm, but I know I’m off because I see Aiden laughing in the back. But I don’t care. This feels so free. The song finishes, and we walk back to the table.
I walk off the stage. Jamal hugs me and says, “Even though you had no rhythm, that performance was fire.” 
“Off beat but everybody can’t be like me,” Alexandria says. 
There she is. I knew she couldn’t be nice the entire night. It’s in her to say a slick comment. But I don’t care because I had fun, and for a moment, I forgot about my mom’s investigation, my spotty memory, and the DNA test. 
Aiden walks over to me. “Don’t worry about my sister. You were incredible.”
I smile and we leave the restaurant.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Aiden and I are outside Kinsley and Theodore’s house when I ask how I look. The wind is crisp, and my nerves are shot. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. It’s not as if I’ve never been in a room with them before. Get it together, Brielle. 
“You good? Take a deep breath,” Aiden says.
I breathe in deep, and as I blow out the air, the door opens. An older woman with a smile on her face answers the door.
“Brielle? Aiden. I’m Gloria, the housekeeper. Come in.” She waves us in.
I walk in first, and Aiden follows me. The inside of their house is gorgeous. Everything is contemporary, from the wood floors to the formal white living room. Gloria leads us down a hall, and I follow, scanning the room. The walls have family pictures of Theodore and Kinsley. There’s a Christmas picture of them in front of a giant tree, as well as a vacation photo. They both have on swimsuits and pose in front of a waterfall. 
“This place is nice,” Aiden says.
“Everything’s perfect, like nobody lives here. It’s so neat in here,” I say. 
“It’s just called a ‘clean house.’ You know, some people clean,” Aiden jokes, shaking my shoulders.
“Whatever. I’m clean.”
He side-eyes me and laughs. I guess tonight he’s trying to be a comedian like Jamal. Gloria leads us into the dining area. We pass the huge kitchen with a digital refrigerator and modern finishes. A chef plates our meals, and the food smells delicious.
“Have a seat,” Kinsley says, walking into the room, wearing a snug black dress and red bottoms. She points to the large rectangle table that sits in its own area. It’s huge and faces large glass windows with a view of the backyard.
I take the middle seat, and Aiden sits next to me. Kinsley walks over and sits across from us. I look around. “Where’s Theodore?”
“He’s at his office, always working.” She sips from her wine glass. “It’s just going to be us tonight.” 
Well, this isn’t weird at all. I’m happy Aiden came with me. This must be why he rescheduled the meeting to view the DNA results earlier. 
The chef brings out a salad plate and sets it in front of us. I say a quick prayer and take a bite of my food. I’m starving.
Gloria heads over to Kinsley, hands her a black bag, and walks away. Kinsley looks through the bag and pulls out a bracelet. She stares at it and smiles, until her eyes start to water. She turns and wipes them. This bracelet means something to her.
“This was your mom’s. She gave it to me as a friendship gift. I want you to have it.” She hands me the silver bracelet. There are three charms on it: a star, a smiley face, and one that says BFF.
I grab the bracelet and look at Kinsley. She stares at me with a smile, but I can see the pain in her eyes.
“I can’t keep this,” I say and give it back to the woman. “This was given to you as gift, and I can see how much it means to you.” 
She shakes her head. “No. I want you to keep it. Actually, this bag is filled with the things your mother left in my dorm. I kept it as a keepsake, but now it’s yours.”
She hands me the bag, and I look through it. There are little trinkets inside, polaroid pictures, old makeup. I can’t believe she kept all this. 
“You and Karena were best friends?” Aiden asks.
“The closest,” she says, beaming.
“Cool,” he says. “What about Theodore? He went here at the same time.”
I stop searching the bag and stare at Aiden. He isn’t even trying to be discreet about this. I do want to know how Theodore and Kinsley ended up together, but I didn’t know how to ask.
Kinsley readjusts herself in her seat and sits up. She flips her hair, then looks at directly. “You both are curious about how Theodore and I got together. I would be too, but let me put your minds at ease. We didn’t start dating until two years after your mom passed,” she says, still toying with her hair.
“It happened organically. We bonded over your mom, ironically, and it just happened.” 
Aiden doesn’t respond. Instead, he takes a couple of bites out of his salad. I don’t know how to take what she said. I can see how bonding over grief can bring on strong emotions, but it’s just . . . I don’t know. It feels like a betrayal. But can I really be mad? I don’t know. It’s not my place really.
The chef brings out the main course and I ask, “What type of person was my mom? I know what my family tells me, but you saw a different side of her.”
“She was loved by everyone. Super smart. Always coming up with cool ideas that she believed could save the planet. Karena was ambitious,” she says, cutting into the chicken.
“So basically Brielle 2.0,” Aiden says while he takes a bite of his meal.
“You can say that. Karena had a way with words, and she always got what she wanted, even if—” She stares off into space.
“Kinsley, everything good?” I ask.
She glances at me and smiles. “How rude of me. I didn’t mean to space out like that. All these emotions from the past are consuming me. The things that I thought I dealt with are at the forefront.”
“Sorry for bringing it up,” I say.
She smiles. “No, don’t apologize. I’m happy to share anything I know about your mom with you. We were close, and weirdly, having you here makes me feel like she’s still here with us.” She stares at Aiden. “So, Mr. Basketball Star, you ready for the upcoming season?”
“Been ready. This year is about to be fire.” Aiden spins his fork on his plate.
This is my opportunity to do some digging. Hopefully, Aiden can keep her talking for a while. “Sorry to interrupt, but where’s your bathroom?” I ask.
“It’s the second door on the left.” Kinsley points to a hallway. “I can show you.”
“I can find it. I’m pretty good at directions.”
She sits back down, looks at Aiden, and they continue their conversation. I take off to the hall and glance back. Kinsley isn’t looking at me. Good. I walk to the front of the house and up the steps. I’m assuming upstairs has one bathroom—the other rooms must be bedrooms. 
I head to the first room I see, open the door, and slap on the light. Inside is a fully decorated baby’s room. Is Kinsley pregnant? I close the door, head down the hall to the next door, and open it. Inside is a bed, dresser, and TV. This must be one of their guest rooms. 
Maybe she’s hiding something here, the least suspicious spot. Or Theodore is hiding something. I mean, he rather stay at work than have dinner with me. He really must not have wanted a child. 
I peek behind me. The hallway is clear, then I walk to the dressers and look inside. All empty. I go to the closet. Empty. Okay, this room is a bust. But when I turn the corner, I see a tube on the floor. I pick it up. Nearly empty. A small particle of black goo stares back at me from inside the casing.
With my phone, I take a picture, and I tiptoe out the door. I turn—Kinsley. She’s glaring. I jump out of my skin and gaze back. 
“What are you doing?” she asks with a stern voice.
“I was looking for the bathroom and—”
“You are snooping around. I guess it’s my fault because I didn’t give you a proper tour, but we’re in the process of renovating. Some rooms are a mess. You understand?”
“Yes. I’m sorry for snooping. It won’t happen again,” I say.
She looks behind me and scans the room. Then she looks down at me. 
“No worries. So do you even have to go to the bathroom?” 
“I can find it. Oh, and are congratulations in order?” I say in a sweet, don’t-yell-at-me tone. 
“Actually, that was for the baby we lost,” she says and mumbles something else under her breath. Her eyes water and she turns, wiping her face. “Yeah, we’re going to make it a workout area now. Just haven’t gotten around to it,” Kinsley explains. “Oh, and I’ll walk you to the bathroom. Don’t want you to get lost again.”
She guides to me the bathroom, and I walk inside and stare at myself in the mirror. This has been a bust. Kinsley seems open, about everything. Now I feel bad for bringing up her miscarriage. 
I walk out of the bathroom. Theodore sits at the table talking to Aiden. 
“Nice seeing you, Brielle,” Theodore says. 
I give a small smile. 
Kinsley walks into the room with chocolate cake inside two clear storage containers. She says, “I’m sorry to end this night early, but I don’t feel too well. Although, I don’t think it will be our last dinner.”
What changed from literally five minutes ago? She’s probably mad about the snooping around, but that’s all good. I’m pretty tired anyway.
I get up and head to the door. Aiden follows, and we leave the house. 
He stares at me. “You good?” he asks. “You look frazzled.”
I nod. “Yeah. I’m good. Just tired.” 
All I want to do is go to bed. Everything else can be worked out later.
***“Brielle, wake up!” My eyes open to Rylee wearing joggers and a gray tank. She grips my flat iron.
When I stretch my legs out, I hit something, causing me to jump and pull my feet under myself. Aiden is passed out across the end of the bed, fully clothed. I forgot his roommate had a friend over and that he had to crash here last night.
“Sorry to interrupt your sleepover, but I signed us up for our dorm’s step show.”
Wiping my eyes, I get a clearer vision of Rylee. “What?”
“Yeah, it’s a thing they do at HBCUs for freshmen.”
My blank expression must show her I’m not interested because she mentions how good it’ll look when we pledge. I don’t have the energy to explain why that’s baseless. 
“I don’t know about that.” I yawn.
Aiden shifts in bed and kicks me in the thigh. I hit his leg, and he lets out a long, deep yawn. He sits up, wipes his face.
“What’s with all the noise so early in the morning?” He asks, still wiping his eyes.
“I was telling Brielle how fun it would be to compete in the step show. You should sign up too. Where do you live again?”
“I live on the fifth floor.” He stretches his arms. Rylee’s face turns mischievous—the one she gets when she’s coming up with a plan. 
“All three of us can do it together. It’ll be a blast, and we get bragging rights.”
I look at half-asleep Aiden and back at Rylee. This must be her way of reaching out. I’ve been pretty busy lately.
“Sure,” I say.
Rylee jumps up and hugs me. She looks at Aiden. “I’ll pass,” he replies. 
“Your loss.” She turns to me. “Hurry up and get dressed. Practice starts in an hour.”
“What?”
“Yeah, that’s why I woke you up. Just slip on some loose-fitting clothes, learn the steps.”
“But, what about class?”
“Girl, you missed your class for today. Look at the clock!” 
I reach down for my phone. It’s one p.m.! I slept all day?
“Why didn’t you wake me?” I ask.
“I’m not your mother. And I didn’t know you were still sleeping until I came back from class. Then it was too late.”
I doubt she didn’t notice me sleeping when she left; she’s always meddling in my things. I get up and take the flat iron from her.
“I was just borrowing it.” She combs her fingers through her hair.
“Yeah, and you just forgot to ask me if you could use it.”
She smiles. “You know you love me, girl. So hurry up and get ready. I’ll be back.” And she leaves Aiden and me in the room alone.
I fall back onto the bed. “What did I just sign up for?”
“Your roommate is kind of—” 
“Selfish? Bossy? A lowkey thief?” I reply in a sassy tone.
“I was going to say ‘fine,’ but, I mean, she can be those things too,” he says.
I throw a pillow at Aiden’s face, but he catches it and throws it back. I catch it, but the impact knocks me down. “Dang. Really?”
“You started it. But let me get up because”—he jumps off the bed and imitates some moves—“you have some stepping to do.” 
“I’m kind of uncoordinated.” 
“Then I might join to see this disaster unfold,” he says, laughing. He demonstrates poor step moves. “This is going to be you.”
“Not funny.” Then my stomach growls. “I’m hungry.” 
Aiden checks his phone. “I hear. You sound like a bear in heat.”
“You got jokes,” I say.
“Last night was a lot,” he says.
“Yeah, I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Fine. We won’t talk about it.” He lifts his arms in a surrendering motion.
Rylee storms back into the room and I jump. “You aren’t ready? We have thirty minutes left. What have you two been doing?” 
I tell her we’ve been talking while Aiden says we’ve been watching a movie. Either way, she doesn’t believe us. 
“We were watching a movie and talking about how bad it was,” I explain.
“What movie?” she asks.
Rylee can be so annoying sometimes. Just accept that we were watching the movie and move on. Everything doesn’t have to be twenty-one questions. 
“It was Twisted Lies,” I say.
She looks at me and then at Aiden, who nods his head. She isn’t buying it. I can tell by the way she’s tapping her foot. “Well, hurry up. I don’t want to be late.” And just like that she flounces out of the room again.
“She is bossy,” Aiden says.
“Right?” I stretch my arms.
“Well, I’ll see you later,” he says, sliding out of bed.
I grab his arm and stop him in mid-motion. He turns and looks at me, confused.
“You’re coming with me,” I tell him.
“Nah, I’m good,” he says. The sun comes through my window and touches his face, and his brown skin glistens. 
“If I have to go to step tryouts, then you do too. You know I’m rhythmically impaired.” 
He looks at me, rolls his eyes. “Fine, I’ll go.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


There are at least thirty of us at the tryout, and the pressure is on. Rylee’s eyes glisten with excitement. She’s wearing black tights, matching Converse, and a “Peace” crop top. We gather behind our building on a freshly mowed lawn.  
A girl and a guy walk out wearing their prospective sorority and fraternity symbols on their shirts. If real Greeks are teaching us, this is no joke.
The guy is tall and slim. His hair is in braids, and he has a half-sleeve tattoo on his arm. The girl, curvy and of average height, has dark-brown skin, blue eyes, and a high, slick bun. She speaks into a microphone first.
“Welcome to tryouts. My name is Asia, and I don’t want to brag, but our hall has won the Dorm Step Show for the past two years, and we don’t want this year to be any different.”She hands the microphone to the guy. “I’m Brandon. We have a big crowd today, but we’re accepting only ten for the show. We’ll be making a series of cuts throughout the day. You’ll know if you’ve made it by midnight tonight.”
Rylee grabs my arm. “This is so exciting, right?”
I try to fake a smile. “Yeah. So exciting.”
“Who are you convincing? Rylee or yourself?” Aiden whispers in my ear. I can’t help but laugh. 
Brandon separates us into groups of five, and sophomores who live in our dorm are assigned to teach us a routine. This is the moment I’ve been dreading. Lucky us—we get Asia as our teacher. She performs a couple of step moves in eight counts, and everyone in my group practices the motions.
Rylee is a natural. She hits every step as if she does this in her sleep. Aiden too. He’s a pro. I can definitely see him pledging. I, however, keep losing the beat, and Asia lets me know. Every time.
“When one person is off, everyone is off. So since . . .” She looks at me. “What’s your name?” 
“Brielle.”
“Since Brielle is off beat, everybody needs to drop down and give me twenty.”
Aiden dives onto the floor and knocks them out in seconds. This is nothing for an athlete like him. I hear a couple of other students cuss me out under their breath as they get on the floor. Well, isn’t this just great. Now I’m going to be hated even if I make the team. 
But I do the push-ups, and my mind wanders to Kinsley and Theodore. Kinsley is my stepmom, and Theodore is my father, so did they know all along? All that time I smiled in his face, and him with some scandalous plan to get rid of my memories. 
“Earth to Brielle,” a familiar voice says.
I look up and see Rylee. Everybody, done with their pushups, stares at me. Embarrassed, I jump up. “I was just—”
“We don’t care,” a random girl says.
“I care and I don’t think we asked for your opinion,” Rylee replies. The girl rolls her eyes and continues practicing the routine.
“Thanks,” I mumble.
“Girl, it was like your body was here, but your mind was somewhere else.”
“I was daydreaming.”
“You need to stop daydreaming and start learning these motions. You are looking like a robot.”
She’s right. Today is a day to relax, enjoy being a college student, even though I can’t grasp these steps for the life of me.
***Time dwindles and I, as expected, don’t make the cut. Asia seemed like she experienced great enjoyment telling me too. But the good thing is that Rylee and Aiden made it. They finish up, and we decide to go out for ice cream and maybe hit up one of those spoken word events.
I stand outside of our dorm building and see Ebony. She carries a couple of books and walks at a quick pace. It’s kind of surreal seeing her. Maybe she still remembers us. I wonder if it’s against the rules to speak to her. They never said anything about it. Maybe she gets headaches like me. Maybe I can figure out how this whole “mind wiping” thing works.
I rush over to her and tap her on the shoulder. She turns. “Do I know you?” 
Maybe I didn’t think this out. “Yeah, I think we have a class together.”
She stares at me blankly. “I don’t recognize you. Never seen you. Is there something I can help you with?”
“Actually, I just watched this movie about secret societies on Ivy League campuses—” 
“Brielle, can I talk to you?” 
I turn and see Kinsley wearing a pink pantsuit and a serious face. Where did she come from? Ebony continues walking. I wave at Kinsley.
“I know the W.X is new to you, and you don’t know the rules,” she says with an attitude. Then she grabs my hand tight and brings her face close to mine. “Let me inform you. When someone’s mind is wiped, we don’t interact with them. Ebony didn’t make the cut. She has moved on and so should you.”
What the hell? She has two seconds to remove her arm from mine. She’s an entirely different person. Like seriously, why is she so mad? I guess she isn’t as nice as she wants to appear. I look down at her hand and back at her. She looks at me and quickly lets go of my arm.
“I’m sorry.” Kinsley smiles. “I didn’t get my daily coffee this morning. I sometimes get a little moody.”
I stare at her. I’m at a loss for words because her attitude has completely switched back to normal. Yeah, there is something off about her. 
“Well, I have to go,” She says, almost jogging away.
“Brielle, you ready?” 
Aiden and Rylee walk over. 
“What was that about?” Aiden asks while staring at the back of Kinsley, who continues walking away.
“I’ll tell you later,” I say. “But anyway, it’s about time. Y’all was taking forever.”
“If you would have taken it more seriously, maybe you would have been there with us,” Rylee says, wrapping her arm around my shoulders. “Oh well. Let’s get that ice cream.”
***Rylee leaves us after getting ice cream to meet some guy in her class. Aiden and I sit on my bed watching a movie. Our watches vibrate.
Follow the instructions on the map. The timer has started.
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CHAPTER TWENTY


I walk up to what looks like an abandoned mall and empty parking lot. Where’s everybody? Is this an individual challenge? Aiden’s map took him someplace else.  
Suddenly, I hear rap music. I turn and see Jamal pulling up in his Porsche with the drop-top down. This guy! He hops out and heads to me.
“You think my car is safe here?” he asks.
“Probably should drop the drop-top.” 
He smiles. “Good looking out.” 
It’s going to be just us. This should be interesting.
“Now, I like shopping and all, but this place? Nah, fam.” 
“I think we’re supposed to go inside,” I say. The map on the watch points to the building.
Jamal pulls out a letter. “Well, this says we need to push an app on the watch labeled GC.”
I didn’t receive a letter. I look at my watch and click on the app. A message pops up! 
Welcome to the last test. We have challenged you, in all ways, but this task will test not only your willpower but also your honesty. Follow the caches on the watch to find your final location.
“So we’re geocaching ?” Jamal asks.
“What’s that?”
“Basically a digital scavenger hunt. It’s pretty fun.”
Never heard of it, but what I do know is the W.X doesn’t know what fun is.
“Follow me,” Jamal says.
We walk up to the mall doors, and they automatically unlock. Jamal walks in, and I follow behind. The inside of the mall is as bad as the outside. The stores are closed, and there is a dated stench. 
“What if a zombie popped out? What would you do?” Jamal asks.
So random. “What?”
“Come on. Let’s have a little fun.” 
“Fine. Hypothetically, I would stab the zombie in the head. You?”
He smirks. “Well, it depends on the type of zombie. Like, is it an OG zombie? The slow ones? Or a double OG zombie, aka the smartest and fastest ones? Because if it’s the OG zombie, I’ll stab it. Double OG? Well, every man for themselves.”
“Wow.”
“Someone has to the story,” he says.
“Anyway! Are we almost there?”
We walk past several stores and into the food court. Please don’t tell me we’re eating. He walks to an ice cream station. Maybe the last test is a celebration? A robot emerges from behind the counter and places two green peppers on a plate next to glasses of milk. 
“No way I’m eating this,” Jamal groans.
“Same.”
Our watches vibrate.
Say hello to the world’s hottest pepper. It’s tradition for recruits to eat the Ring of Fire. Your task is to eat it without drinking the milk. How much are you willing to endure to be an elite? If you forfeit, you know what happens.”
“This is insane,” I breathe.
Jamal picks up a pepper. “I mean, how hot can this be?” He plops the entire thing in his mouth, chews, and swallows. “This was too easy.” 
I can’t believe he did that. 
But as soon as he says it, Jamal’s face starts sweating. “HOT!” He screams and grabs for the milk.
“NO,” I yell. “You can’t drink it. You have to endure it!”
I grab the remaining pepper and force it into my mouth. Jamal’s eyes water, but he lets go of the milk. He bends over and throws up. A pinching feeling hits my stomach, followed by burning, stabbing pain. 
It’s coming back up. I bend over and throw up too. This is the worst pain I’ve ever experienced. 
Our watches vibrate.
Congratulations. You’ve passed part one of a two-part test. The next task is to share a deep, dark secret. As a member of the W.X, we have to trust one another. Share a secret; you will have completed your initiation if you choose to. If you are wondering how we can know if your secrets are true, know the watches you’re wearing double as polygraphs. 
You can also drink the milk.
Jamal and I rush over to the milk and gulp it down—it’s warm. My stomach rumbles, and in seconds, I’m bent over, vomiting again. After a few minutes, I walk over to a table and chairs. Jamal follows.
“I guess I’ll go first,” I say. “When I was younger, I accidentally took a bracelet from a store and never returned it.” My face grows red. “I was too embarrassed and didn’t want people to think I intentionally stole it.”
“Well, aren’t you a wild child.” Jamal’s tone is sarcastic.
“What about you? It must have been so hard growing up in that giant mansion.”
He smirks. And then clears his throat. “I’m a self-proclaimed tech genius. I can hack just about anything.” He turns serious. “So on the last day of the school year, I decided to hack into my English teacher’s computer and change everybody’s grades. He never found out, and we all had As.”
“I don’t buy it. He had to notice,” I say.
Jamal huffs. “Fine. He found out, and it was whole thing. I was going to get expelled, but my parents handled it.”
“How?”
Jamal shifts his feet around. “Well, let’s just say a certain student took the blame. Some money was involved.”
“You let someone get blamed for something you did?”
He claps his hands in slow motion. “Let’s not act like you are Miss Innocent. At least I’m being honest. You want me to believe that you accidentally stole it and didn’t return it? You wanted that bracelet and took it. This ‘embarrassed’ thing is your way of making yourself feel better.”
“Fine. I did steal it, and I still wear it to this day. Are you happy now?” I yell.
Our watches vibrate.
Congratulations! You’ve passed both tests. Welcome to the W.X Society. The ceremony will commence tonight.
Jamal walks to me with his arms stretched wide open. “Let’s call it a truce. We made it, and that’s all that matters.”
“Fine,” I say and reach out to hug him.
We did it. 
I’m about to be a part of the W.X.
I’m getting closer to all the answers I need.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The sky is black. The chanting of the W.X members fills the cold air. It feels as if I’ve walked into a séance, waiting in the darkest part of the forest. Life-size statues of former alumni stand tall around us, each carved in complete detail. I wonder how long they were out here creating this.  
A faint humming like a ghost in a horror movie sends chills up my spine. The more we walk, the louder it grows. 
We, the new initiates, wear black hooded robes. Golden robes clothe other members, their hoods cloaking their faces, giving a haunting look. Tree branches tower over us, casting dark shadows, which lead to a path. An altar waits at the end of the candle-lit trail.
With each step, I peer at the shadowed faces, and my terror doubles. The thought of unseen eyes watching me is wild. What if there are no faces under those hoods? There has to be . . . This isn’t a witchy thing.
Alexandria, who volunteered to lead us in, walks in ultra-slow motion. We’re barely moving. The W.X members form a giant circle around us with two more people in front of us. They stand in front of a diamond-shaped glass table with a bowl on top. 
We reach the center. The shortest golden-robed member motions for us to stand side-by-side, facing them. My palms feel clammy. The tallest person raises their arms and then lowers them, signaling everyone to sit. I try to fight the urge to look around. 
“Let the ceremony begin,” they say, removing their hood. It’s Professor Grey. Is everybody part of this society? “You may all remove your hoods now.”
In unison, we remove our hoods, and to my surprise, Kinsley is standing next to Julius. She looks at me with intensity, looking for a weakness. 
“The W.X Society is founded on the principles of being a beacon of light and practitioner of excellence. Only the best get invited, and only the elite make it to the end.”
My mind drifts to Ebony, who almost made it, who doesn’t remember us. A large fraction of her memory erased . . . Anger rises in me. How can Kinsley live with herself?
A man wearing a white robe with golden symbols rolls out a metal box at least six feet tall and as wide as a mini portable closet. The box has the members’ name written on it. He rolls it behind us and walks away.
“Before you can become official members, you will take a walk back in history in order to fully understand the W.X Society. You can’t join something without knowing where it came from and what it stands for,” Julius says.
Kinsley walks over and reaches for my hand. Reluctantly, I take it and she guides me to the front of the box. She then hands me a pair of VR glasses and leaves me. 
“Once you walk inside, you take an oath of full commitment to the W.X Society. This is your final chance to change your mind.”
I reach for the door and walk inside a completely green room. Someone is inside with me. They’re standing and donning a red robe. A golden mask covers their face.
“What’s going on? I thought this was an individual experience,” I say.
“Follow me,” the stranger says in a deep voice.
A voice changer masks their true tone because no human sounds like that, like horror movie murderers who stalk and attack young teen protagonists. 
They point to a tiny opening at the back of the tent. I know the right thing to do is ignore them, continue with the proper ceremony, but I want to know who this person is. Why me?
I walk closer to them, and they wrap a blindfold around my eyes and grab my hand. I hear the sound of water dripping while the mystery person leads me. The ground feels like concrete, and wherever we are smells like a sewer.
“Watch your step,” they say, leading me up a flight of stairs.
A hand on my back guides me, making sure I don’t fall. I continue until my face hits a door, or a wall. Ouch!   
A cold breeze drifts by. We’re out of the previous location because the sewer smell is gone, and now it’s a vanilla, minty scent that hits my nose. I’m so confused.
I feel hands on the back of my head, and the blindfold is removed. My eyes slowly adjust to the light, and then I’m staring at a giant glass container. Inside of it is a metal toilet, dresser, and desk that has books and paper scattered on it. A woman with long braids and headphones on sits at the table with her back to us.
I walk around the enclosure to face the woman. 
And my mouth drops. 
It can’t be. 
Heavy tears stream down my face. “Mom?”
The woman looks up at me. Her eyes widen. She yanks off her headphones and walks close to the glass, pressing her hands on the surface and staring at me. Her eyes well up; she smiles at me through the glass. I stare at her, noticing her flawless skin. It’s as if she hasn’t aged a day. 
This can’t be happening right now. How is this happening? My heart beats fast, and my armpits sweat. I turn and see the robed person staring at me.
“Let her out!”
The stranger continues staring. I can’t tell their facial expression, but they’re body posture is stiff. My mom taps on the glass to get my attention and points to a keypad on the other side of the wall. I jog over to it.
I turn on the speaker and stare at her. 
“Hey,” I muster up.
“My beautiful daughter. It’s really you. Words can’t explain how happy I am to see you right now,” my mom says.
She is alive! This entire time, she was here all along. This doesn’t make any sense. I slowly sit down and face the glass. I stare at her, and my head starts to hurt. Memories assault me. I see myself abducted from that party. I bend down in pain.
“Are you okay?” my mom asks. 
I lift my head, and a throbbing pain jolts through it while I see myself on a hospital bed, my mouth wide open. I feel the pain as if were happening all over again. A masked person smiles at me while they pull my tooth.
“AH!” I yell, falling to a fetal position and holding onto my legs. 
A blocked memory—or worse—replays in my head at triple speed. A queasy feeling settles in my stomach. I need to throw up, but nothing comes up. 
I look up and see Karena staring down at me. I sit up, and suddenly the pain fades away. 
“Are you okay?” Mom asks.
She turns to face the person in the robe. “What did they do to her?” 
The person in the robe walks over and stands next to me. They stare at my mom, who’s pissed. “She must have had parts of her memory wiped, and now she’s getting them back. You know what that feels like.”
My mom walks back and forth. “This is what I didn’t want to happen. I thought that she would be safe with my sister. I just—”
“You’re supposed to be dead,” I say. “But this whole time, you’ve been here.”
“That night wasn’t supposed to happen,” my mom says, rubbing the top of her head.
“What night?” I ask. “Who did this to you?”
I place my hand on the glass. “Kinsley gave me her friendship bracelet, the one you had given her. She can help you get out of here, and you can be with me and our family again.”
My mom’s face twists. “Kinsley! You need to stay away from her.”
“Why? Did she do this to you?”
My mom puts her hands on the wall as if we were touching. “There are a lot of things I need to tell you.”
“Why are you locked up like this?” The tears start back up, falling down my face.
She removes her hands from the wall and clasps them together. “Let’s say I trusted the wrong people.”
A hand touches my shoulder. “It’s time to go,” the robed person says. “Time’s up!”
“No. I’m not leaving her here.” I stand still.
“You have to go, but trust me. This isn’t the last time you will see me. Trust me,” Mom says.
“Bye!” I wave at her.
She looks at me, waves back, and then quickly turns, sitting back at her desk. My vision goes dark when the blindfold returns, but this time my body is picked up from the ground. Who is this person, and how are they so strong?
My blindfold gets removed, and I’m back in the green tent. The robed person is gone, but I can hear singing outside. It’s time to walk back out. My legs are jelly when I head to the exit. Everything I thought I knew was a lie. My mom is alive, locked up like a common criminal. Who was that person in the robe?
I walk out the door to the sound of Anastacia Lauren, the Grammy Award-winning soul singer, singing her powerful new anthem. I turn and see more metal boxes identical to the one I walked out of. The rest of my initiation class exits them at the same time as me.
The venue has transformed. It’s as if we walked out of the VR world and into a new location. What was once dark and gloomy is now bright, colorful, and beautiful. It’s like we were caterpillars going through hibernation, and now we have blossomed. The newest members’ dark robes are white now, and everybody’s face is visible. I recognize celebrities among former members, familiar from all my studying. String lights are placed throughout the trees, creating a fairy-tale vibe, and bright flowers cover the stage. I can’t lie. This is gorgeous. 
“Welcome back. Come down to get officially pinned,” Kinsley says.
I smile so she can’t see the disgust I feel for her. She has to be the one that did that to my mom, and then she turned around and married her boyfriend. I can barely look at her. Theodore isn’t left out of this. What if he was another person that my mom trusted and was let down by? They both could have been plotting against her. 
Looking around, I see Aiden to my right. He winks at me. To my left is Jamal, who has a permanent smile on his face like he got plastic surgery and froze his face. They have no idea what we are about to join—a society that locks up its members and imprisons them in glass boxes when they disobey orders.
Did they erase my memories? Why did they do that to me? I feel so violated. The person was determined to find my mom’s journal. At least everything makes sense now, especially why my mouth was swollen.
The new members and I stop at the left of the stage and stand in a line like we’re in elementary school. I’m in the front, and I can see the envy in Alexandria’s eyes. She loves to be the leader. I’m down to lead, but right now, I need to focus on watching everyone. In my eyes, they’re all guilty until proven innocent.
“Brielle, come to the stage,” Julius says.
Well, here goes nothing. But when I walk up the stairs to the stage, flashes of my high school graduation race across my mind. I see my mom’s and dad’s smiling faces, a simpler life. Now as I look out, I see influential people from all fields: entertainment, politics, and much more. All these people can’t be evil. 
I make it to the center of the stage and see a hologram of a forty-year-old Xavier Williamson with a bright smile—they are taking this to a another level. Standing next to the hologram are Julius and Kinsley.
Julius motions me closer, and I stand in front of him, our eyes meeting. He smiles and removes my robe. A person in a black takes it from him. Kinsley hands Julius a black blazer with the W.X symbol on the lapel. Julius gestures for me to turn around, and when I do, he puts the blazer on me. The audience stands in unison and claps. 
“Aiden, come up,” Julius says, and the Xavier hologram points me to the far end of the stage. 
Nameplates are on the floor. I stand beside mine. Aiden walks on the stage first, followed by Alexandria and then Jamal. I can’t help but rock back and forth while we stand beside our names. The night wind blows against me, causing goose bumps to form on my arms.
Julius walks over and stands in front of us. “Repeat after me,” he says. “I promise to uphold the morals and prestige of the W.X Society for the rest of my life.”
The morals. What a joke. 
I repeat the words. “I promise to take the knowledge of this society and members secret to the grave.” 
Julius makes his way to me, and the hologram follows and stands beside him. He fastens the order’s pin on my lapel. 
“Welcome to the W.X Society,” Xavier Williamson says, bowing. 
Julius moves on to Aiden, then the rest of my initiation class. I stare out at the smiling crowd. They can’t be all evil. I do think that some part of the W.X is good. Even though my thoughts are everywhere, I need to enjoy this moment. We were put through hell to make it here, and we survived. That’s a big accomplishment, one of the biggest I’ve ever achieved. 
The loud pop of a firework breaks me out of my thoughts. I look up and a multitude of different colors burst in the air like it’s the Fourth of July, and celebrational music plays in the background. It’s beautiful. I look down and see Alexandria tearing up and Jamal grabbing her hand. 
Kinsley is off the stage, and I’m happy I didn’t have to say anything to her. I don’t know how to match her fakeness. Maybe Rylee can give me acting lessons because I’ll need them.
“This concludes our ceremony. Welcome to the W.X Society. The gala awaits you,” Julius says, posing for a couple of pictures with Xavier Williamson. 
Aiden strolls over, lifts me up, and spins me around. “We did it.”
I’ll tell Aiden everything that happened later. I need to be present in this moment. “I know, right? It’s been a crazy ride.”
Jamal meets us. “So about this pregame situation . . .”
“Recruits, head to the initiation room. There you will find a special surprise, and everyone will meet again at the gala,” Julius interrupts.
Alexandria joins      us. “No      pregame. Tonight      will be a classy celebration.”
“So we’re popping some champagne,” Jamal jokes. Alexandria laughs and hits him on the shoulder.
But my mind is still on my mom. I can’t believe it was her. In the flesh. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


We walk into the initiation room where two elegant gowns and two suits hang on a rack.  The formfitting silk gown has pearls across the halter neckline, and the black mesh gown has a crystal-studded shoulder. These dresses are breathtaking. I can’t believe we’re going to wear them. 
Alexandria runs past me, bumping my arm on her way to the dresses. She picks up the halter dress before seeing our names and a letter labeled on each. The halter dress has my name, and I’m lowkey excited because it’s fire.
Alexandria hands me the letter, so I read it out loud. “I hope you like this dress, Brielle. It was designed for you. Enjoy. And don’t forget your shoes.” I walk over to the gowns and see a shoebox with my name. I grab it, open it, and see a pair of red-soled heels in my size. When they say they’re going all out, they mean it.
“This shit is lit,” Jamal says. “Do you know how expensive these suits are? Let’s just say they can pay for a couple of kids’ college tuition.”
I’ve been to elegant events, but I’ve never worn a dress like this before. I’m a princess going to a ball.
Nevaeh walks in wearing jeans and a crop top. 
“Woah, I see you,” Jamal says. “I didn’t think you owned casual clothes.”
She laughs. “I’m officially your peer.”
It’s odd seeing her in regular clothes, but I mean, I guess. She could have something to do with my mom being locked up too. Everybody is guilty until proven innocent.
I look around and see men and women with makeup and hair equipment in their hands. She points them to the back of the room where they start setting up.
“Only the best for our new members. Enjoy the refreshments and the glam team. They’re the best in the business, and you should all be grateful that they’re here,” Nevaeh says in an upbeat tone. With that said, she leaves the room. 
I didn’t notice the refreshments in the corner until now, and my stomach rumbles. Aiden calls me over there. There’s a charcuterie board with different cheeses, fruit, and meat, as well as a chocolate fountain with strawberries, pretzels, marshmallows, and more. There’s also a glass dispenser filled with lemonade. 
“They’re going all out,” Jamal says.
“Well, duh. Would you expect less?” Alexandria asks while she eats a piece of cheese from the charcuterie board.
“Save some for the rest of us,” Jamal says, walking over to Alexandria.
But I can’t fake excitement. I can’t. I can only think about my mom.
Aiden walks over to me and wraps his arms around my shoulders. “What’s up? You look like someone ran over your cat or took something from you,” he says.
“My mom is alive,” I say. His eyes bulge, and he leads me outside, away from the initiation room.
“What?” he asks when we’re alone.
“This isn’t a funny joke. I’m serious. During the ceremony, someone else was in there, and they took me to see her.” Tears roll down my face. 
He wipes them off with a napkin and fixes my hair, giving me a tight hug. My body relaxes, but the tears continue to flow. 
“What’s going on out here?” Alexandria says, poking her head out the door. Aiden turns to face his sister. 
“Minding,” he replies. 
She rolls her eyes and comes out to the hall.
I remove myself from the hug and wipe my eyes. 
“What? You don’t own the hallway.” She glares at us.
Aiden bends down and whispers in my ear, “This is a lot to unpack, and now isn’t the right time.” He puts his hands on my shoulders. “After tonight, I want to know everything, but right now, we are going to reap the benefits of the W.X Society. They put us through hell. It’s time to celebrate! You need to have some fun in your life anyway. You’re always so serious, have the world on your shoulders. Relax and let loose.” 
He stares deeply into my eyes. 
“Don’t tell me you two are dating now?” Alexandria asks, annoyed.
“Fine,” I say.
He grabs my hands. 
“Get a room.” Alexandria walks toward the inside. 
“Your sister does the most,” I murmur.
“She’ll grow on you,” he says, kissing Alexandria on the forehead as she walks past us.
There’s no way I can take my mind off my mom. I guess I’ll be doing some acting tonight. 
***I give myself a final glance in the mirror, mesmerized by what I see. Camilla the makeup artist gave me a flawless look that makes my melanin skin glow: lashes, red lips, and smokey-brown eyeshadow. I wish Caleb were here to see this. Caleb.
Alexandria and I wait outside for the limo. You would think the guys would be ready, but they’re a couple of prima donnas, still primping. Like, come on. We got our hair and makeup done and had to get into these dresses and heels. 
The night air is working overtime, giving me all the goose bumps. If they don’t hurry up, I’m going to need to huddle with Alexandria and share some body heat. She has to be as cold as me. 
“You clean up nicely,” Aiden says when he walks out in a well-tailored black tux. Damn. He looks good, a whole snack. I shake my head. Don’t think of him in that way. We’re friends and that’s it. He walks over and spins me around. 
“Maybe you should wear a tux every day,” I tell him.
“What can I say,” he says, strutting like a model. 
Shortly after, Jamal walks out in a burgundy velvet tux, silver chain, and designer shoes. It wouldn’t be Jamal if he didn’t go all out. “Dang, Brielle, look at you. You’re wearing that dress.” 
“Thank you,” I do a spin. “That velvet tux screams you.”
He does a side step, and puffs out his chest, and gives a slow spin. He turns to Alexandria. His mouth drops. “Damn, girl. You a whole meal!” 
“Bro, chill,” Aiden warns. 
“Don’t be a hater all your life.” Alexandria grins. “He knows a boss when he sees one.”
We do look good as a unit. It’s wild to think we were strangers, and now I’ve spent, like, so much time with them, and I consider each one a friend. Well, Alexandria is up for debate. We’re at associate level.
The white stretch Hummer pulls up to the curb. The driver gets out and opens the door.
“Can you take a picture for us?” Alexandria asks. Jamal hands him his phone, and we pose, the guys standing behind Alexandria and me. The driver takes a couple of pictures, then we get into the limo. Jamal takes the liberty of being the DJ for the ride. He turns on a playlist he calls “Lit-uation,” and I make requests and he complies, playing a rap-twerk song for us. 
Alexandria opens the sunroof and sticks her head out. “This air feels so good,” she says. Then she starts twerking.
Jamal stands up. “I guess the party has started.” 
Alexandria slides back in and starts dancing on Jamal. Aiden, on his phone, sits in the corner. I reach out my hand. He looks at it.
“What was that you told me earlier? Time to celebrate,” I say.
“Well, you know damn well I can’t stand up in here but I gotcha.” He moves his shoulders to the beat. 
Jamal has his camera out recording, and everyone keeps dancing and laughing. Alexandria grabs the camera and lip-synchs the song. I run over and join her while Jamal and Aiden dance in the back. 
Jamal looks inside the refrigerator and pulls out a bottle of champagne. Everyone grabs a glass. 
“Cheers to passing every single test needed to become W.X Society members,” Jamal says. He pops the bottle, and I jump at the loud sound. Then he pours us drinks, and we take a sip. Well, Alexandria took more of a gulp—her drink is almost gone. I look at Aiden’s, and his is gone too. Jamal is sipping like me.
I stand up. “Here’s to no more having to be watched and to freedom from watches and intimidation.”
“Damn right,” Jamal says.
“I was fine with being watched. It’s practice for when I become famous,” Alexandria says before she takes another gulp of her drink.
“Yeah, I’m ready for things to go back to semi-normal, especially since basketball season is coming up,” Aiden says.
And like that, we arrive at the gala. A gray-haired man in a white suit walks us inside a huge ballroom. Two DJs face each other from opposite sides of the room, and a couple of people dance on the dance floor. Most of the faces, I don’t recognize, except for a few I’ve seen around campus. 
Aiden reaches out his hand. “Can I have this dance?”
I grab it. “Sure.” 
Walking out on the floor, I scan the room and see Kinsley on the upper level. She has a glass filled with red liquid. Only certain people must be allowed to go up there because a tall, muscular man with a tablet in his hand blocks the stairs leading up to the area. Julius Grey walks over to Kinsley, and they engage in conversation. Kinsley doesn’t look happy about it. I wonder what they’re talking about. A younger girl with dark hair and deep-brown eyes walks over and whispers something in Kinsley’s ear. They leave the area together.
“Earth to Brielle,” Aiden says.
“Sorry, I was distracted.” I shake my head to bring myself back to reality.
“I can see that,” Aiden replies, wrapping his arm around my waist. The music has changed from upbeat to slow. “So, what was all that about?” he asks while our bodies adjust to the tempo.
“I was wondering why the steps are guarded.” 
Aiden glances in that direction. “Probably because of the A-list rich folks up there. You know those types of people won’t socialize with us commoners,” he jokes.
“So much hierarchy and secrets,” I say. 
“Enough about secrets. This is a night of fun,” he says, spinning me around and dipping me. I move my hips a little, and I’m surprised I’m actually on beat. There isn’t any pressure dancing with Aiden. I feel like I can just do whatever and he won’t judge.
I look at Aiden and smile. “I see you with the moves. You’re actually making me look good, and trust me, I have two left feet.”
He spins me around. “You’re looking at the junior ballroom dancing champion, won at the tender age of thirteen.” Aiden grins. 
I can tell he has skills. But then again, everything Aiden does is, like, perfect. I swear he’s good at everything.
The music switches from fast to slow, and he pulls me closer. When it does, I say, “Really? Spill. I need all the details.”
He wraps his arms around my waist, and our bodies rock back and forth. His heart beats faster as I lay my head on his chest. Is Aiden nervous? Do I make him nervous?
“Yes. My parents always put my sister and me in different activities. They wanted us to be well-rounded.” Aiden says, and we sway.
“It’s official. You’re my new dance couch.”
We share a laugh, then a hand taps Aiden’s shoulder. I turn and see Julius Grey standing behind us with his hand stretched out for mine.
“Can I steal your partner?” Julius asks.
Aiden lets go of my hand, and I follow Julius, leaving the dance floor together and walking to an empty table near the back. He stands tall and regal. What does he want?
“Well, look at you. I wanted to say congratulations and let you know I was your sponsor. I suggested you for the society. You’re just as brilliant as Karena.”
He knows Karena is my mom. How? Who is privy to this information, and what’s really going on? Is the W.X trying to lock me up with her? I look around, noticing that we’re quite a distance away from people. A pinch of fear flows though my body. 
He notices my shift in position. “I was a friend of your mother’s. I didn’t know she was pregnant at the time though. Your mother was good at keeping secrets. When she took time off for a couple of months, I thought it was because of school stress or her relationship with Theodore.”
“How did Theodore stress her out?” I ask.
“That’s in the past, and Theodore is a therapist now. But he used to have quite a jealous streak and a bit of temper,” Julius Grey says.
“What are you saying?”
“Nothing. I just wanted to welcome you, personally. I feel like that’s what your mother would have wanted.” 
I bet it is. Afterall, you people do have her locked up in a glass box. The nerve of these people. He has to know she is alive. 
“What exactly happened to my mom?” I press.
He pauses and rubs his chin before he responds. “Your mother was a genius. She created things you couldn’t imagine, but she was also paranoid. I think that got the best of her.” He puts his hand in his pocket and takes a deep breath. I stare at his face, and he seems genuinely sad, but he could be acting. 
“It’s sad what happened to her. To die so young and leave a child behind is devastating. But I want to let you know that you can trust me,” Julius Grey says.
I bet she was paranoid for good reason. Look where she is now. Ugh. My mom said she trusted the wrong people. I’m not going to let history repeat itself.
Screams snap me back to reality. I turn to the dance floor and see Elijah, but he isn’t his normal self. His eyes are red exactly like the guy from the kickback earlier in the year. What’s he doing here? What happened? I turn and Julius Grey gone.
I brush through the crowd, whose eyes are mixed with fear and confusion. I walk up to Elijah, and we lock eyes. He reaches his arm out to me, opens his mouth, and I lean in closer. He struggles to speak, say anything, because he coughs violently instead, spitting up black goo. DAMN. They got Elijah. I knew his snooping around and asking questions would get him in trouble. I feel awful. There must be something that I can do. 
“Move,” the woman I saw with Kinsley earlier says. 
I step away when she sticks a needle in his arm. Elijah lets out a moan of pain. Tears rush down his face. Then he’s carried away. I try to follow, but two men in suits stop me.
A soft hand touches my shoulder. I look up and see a concerned Kinsley.
“Are you okay? Did he harm you?” she asks, worry in her voice.
I remove her hand from my shoulder more aggressively than I wanted. She looks at me, confused.
“I’m good. He’s my friend, and I want to know where you’re taking him,” I demand.
“He is going to be fine.” She walks away from me. 
A woman with a short haircut appears beside her and whispers in her ear. Kinsley’s face switches from calm to flustered. The woman hands her a mic, and Kinsley smiles bright, showing teeth.
“Everything’s fine. No need to worry.” She looks over at the DJ and winks. The DJ nods, and a hype-dance song plays on the speakers. “I thought this was celebration! Let’s get back on the dance floor and celebrate.”
Enjoy the rest of the night? Is she crazy? I look around, and everybody goes back to what they were doing before. What the hell? How can they act like they didn’t see Elijah spitting up black goo? This is the second time this has happened. 
A janitor starts cleaning up the remains of the black stuff, so I head to the exit door. 
The night is ruined. I can’t get that sight—poor Elijah in pain—out of my head. It’s one thing when it happens to someone I don’t know, but I know      Elijah . . . I need some air.
I turn and bump into Aiden talking to his sister. “Did you all see that?” I ask.
“Yeah, that was really messed up,” Alexandria says. “Good thing he’s getting help     .” 
“Is he getting help? Or are they the ones that did this?” I ask, feeling the tears welling up.
Alexandria shakes her head. “You sound foolish. The W.X is here to help people, not destroy them.” And she walks away.
I wipe my eyes. Aiden stares at me, concerned. “I know him, and he never liked Kinsley. I think she has something to do with this—”
“I’m sorry about your friend, but are you okay?” he asks. “Maybe coming here was too much for you.”
“I need to get out here.” I walk away from him. 
“Where are you going?” he asks while following me.
I look back. “Out of this place. I want to go home.”  
He catches up with me. “Let me at least come with you. It’s late and we don’t need you getting kidnapped again.” His expression is serious.
Aiden is the best friend I never knew I needed. He’s so kind a thoughtful, a ride or die. He stands up for people he cares about.
“Thanks,” I say. 
We leave and catch a cab back to campus. The ride is silent while I think about Elijah and how to explain this to Caleb. He’ll be devastated. The cab stops in front of my dorm, and Aiden gets out with me.
“You don’t have to walk me inside. I’m good,” I say. “Both of our nights don’t need to be ruined.”
He gives me a tight hug. “I don’t care about a stupid gala. I want to make sure you’re good . . . ?” 
I lean into the hug. “I’m all right. I swear to you. All I have to do now is remove my dress and makeup, and I’ll be good to go to sleep.” 
He lets go of me and kisses my forehead. “Okay. Be safe.” He hops back into the cab, which has been waiting at the corner. 
As I walk up the stairs to my dorm, I see a shadow lurking in the bushes. I glance back—the cab is gone. Shoot! If take off running, I might make it. I bolt up the stairs, tripping on my dress and hitting my knee on the steps. Ouch.
Stupid long dress. I reach down, grab the hem, ready to sprint again. 
“Are you okay?” 
An arm reaches out, and I look up and see Caleb with bloodshot eyes. He helps me up, and we sit on the steps. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I needed to talk, and then I saw you with Aiden. I didn’t want to interrupt,” Caleb says in a sad tone. 
“There’s nothing going on with me and Aiden. We’re just friends. Trust me,” I explain.
“My bad. You two we’re all dressed up and . . .” He holds his hands in his pockets. 
Something is off about him. His cocky, suave demeanor is gone, now replaced with a frail version of himself. Does he know about Elijah? What did they get into?
“Can we go to your room and talk?” Caleb asks. 
I nod. We walk to my room in silence. Even the hallway is silent. People are either out partying or asleep. We make it to my door, and there’s a chalk-written sign in that says “do not disturb.” 
“Can we go to your place? My roommate is clearly busy,” I say.
Man, if Caleb didn’t show up, I would be SOL right now. This meetup is a blessing in disguise. 
“Sure,” he says, turning and walking away. I trail behind him while he drags his feet with every step. 
As we walk out of the dorm, I take the time to prepare myself. Caleb is probably going to tell me about Elijah going missing, and I have to act like I don’t know anything. He can’t know the truth because it’s dangerous, and I don’t want what happened to Elijah to happen to him. 
But he would tell me if the situation was flipped. 
“We’re here,” Caleb says, pulling me away from my thoughts. 
I walk inside and examine his place: one spacious single room. I notice his extensive hat collection, a series of “dad hats” lined on the wall. Some have quotes, some are for sports teams, and others are plain hats. There’s a large black rug by his bed. Trophies from his high school years as an athlete decorate a tall dresser. Beside it, on a shorter dresser, is a picture of Caleb as a child. He has on overalls and smiles in front of a grassy field. Next to that picture is a family portrait with a brightly decorated Christmas tree in the background. His mom and dad stand, and in front of them, Caleb and his sister sit on chairs. As I look closer, his sister begins to look familiar. There’s no way this can be her. I pick up the picture, focusing on her, and realize where I’ve seen her face before. 
That’s the girl from the party. The one that carried off Elijah and was hanging with Kinsley. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Caleb comes beside me. “This is your sister? The one that’s missing?” 
He looks at the photo. The hurt in his eyes is obvious. “Yeah, that’s Viviane.”
Viviane. Good to know. Now I have to turn his life upside down, his family’s too. To think they’ve been searching for her this whole time, and she’s been at the W.X Society, doing well. 
“Caleb, I need to tell you something, and I think it’s best for you to sit down.” He looks at me, puzzled. “I know you wanted to share something with me, but I need to say this.” 
He sits on the bed, more confused than ever. I sit next to him. “So, I don’t know how to say this, but I saw your sister. Tonight.”
I wanted to say it better, not so abruptly, but it slipped out. Caleb intensely stares at me with a mixture of hope and sadness in his eyes.
“Where is she?” he says, suddenly aggressive. He jumps up from the bed. “Take me to her. I need to see Viviane. I have to call my mom and dad. They aren’t going to believe me, but when they see me with her—”
“Um, hold on with telling your parents.” I instantly regret telling him.
“Why?” He glares at me.
“I don’t know if I’m able to take you to her. I don’t even know her. I’ve just seen her, and it’s probably going to take time to find out where exactly she is—”
He rolls his eyes. “I thought you said you saw her tonight.”
“I did but that doesn’t mean I know her or can get you in touch with her. It’s a long story.”
“She’s been here this whole time?” He walks back and forth. “What the hell? I blew up my entire life, and she’s living her best life at a party?”
“Yeah, but I mean, just because she was at the party doesn’t mean she’s been living her best life. She has to have an explanation for going ghost on y’all.” I say, twiddling my thumbs.
“Where’s my sister?” He stops, stares at me.
“Well, she was at a gala for      our initiation celebration, but then she left with—” Should I tell him about Elijah now? He just found out that his sister is alive, and to spring this on him might be too much.
“Let’s just say she left the event, and I don’t know if she came back or not. I left early.”
He sits down beside me again. “I feel like you’re leaving out a lot.” He places his arm around my shoulders. “I’m sorry to spring all these questions on you. But I need to see my sister.” Heavy tears fall down his face.
I hug him, and he holds me tight. He weeps. 
“There’s one more thing I need to tell you . . . Elijah is in trouble.”
Caleb sits up and wipes his eyes. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you earlier. I got this message from Elijah. He said he was going to follow Kinsley and see what she’s hiding in the old science building. 
“I haven’t heard from him since.”
“Remember when we saw that guy get sick at the kickback?” He nods. “Well, um . . . you see . . .” I stare at Caleb, and he looks back intensely. 
“There was something wrong with Elijah. He was spitting up that black stuff and . . . your sister was the one who gave him a shot, had him carried off.”
“My sister and Elijah were together?” he asks, baffled.
I nod. “Yes. She injected him with a shot, and then Elijah passed out like the other guy, and he was carried off.”
He jumps up and reaches his hand out to me. “We’re going to that gala.”
I fall back on his bed. “I think we need to sleep on this and come up with a plan. I’m tired, I’m in this dress, and my feet are killing me.”
He pulls me up. “Elijah is like a brother to me, and my sister has something to do with it. They were in love. Something’s wrong and you’re going to take me to my sister. If the situation was switched, and it was your family or friend, wouldn’t you want to know?”
Of course, I would but there’s no way that the W.X Society can know of his involvement. It would endanger us both. I take out my phone and text Aiden. I tell him to meet me outside the gala. 
“Okay, so I have an idea. Aiden and I can talk to your sister and see what she knows. I’ll go back to the gala, but you have to let us handle it. You know too much already, and you don’t want to know what they do to people who know too much.”
“I’m going with you. I’ll drive and park a block away. Nobody will know I’m there.”
He’s determined. 
Just when I thought this night couldn’t get any crazier.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


I’m waiting for Aiden to meet me outside of the gala. My hands are clammy, my feet hurt, and my makeup is a mess. I want this night to be over, and it’s all my fault it isn’t. I should have never told Caleb that I know where his sister is without first having a plan. Everything’s spiraling out of control.  
Caleb is a block away, waiting for my text. I really don’t know what to do.
Aiden power walks to me. “What’s going on?” 
“It’s all bad. That girl who carried off Elijah is Caleb’s missing sister, and he’s determined to talk to her and save Elijah. I convinced him to let us talk to her but, look at it through his eyes: His missing sister is alive, and his best friend is dying. Wouldn’t you do whatever you could      to save them?”
When he replies, his tone is mean. “When you said that you were going to your room to rest, you really meant you were going to tell your boyfriend everything about the W.X Society, and now—”
“And now you’ve dragged my brother into it, and if he’s involved, I’m involved,” Alexandria says, showing up out of nowhere.
“Where did you come from?” 
I look at Aiden who, annoyed, says, “She must have followed me out here, but I know you’re not upset about that.”
“So you’re mad that I was with Caleb. Is that what this is?” I demand. Aiden      looks hurt.
“Enough with the high-school-love-triangle bullshit,” Alexandria snaps. “We need to figure out what we’re going to do with—what’s ole boy’s name again?”
“His name is Caleb, and I don’t see why you need to be involved.”
Alexandria gets in my face. “As I said, you involved my brother in this, and now it’s a ‘me’ problem.” 
I gently push her shoulder. She pushes back, and I stumble backward. Aiden catches me before I fall.
“Enough you two!” he shouts, then looks at me. “Are you okay?” 
I nod and remove myself from his grip. He backs away.
“Let’s just figure this out. Without all the drama,” I say.
His gaze moves from me to Alexandria. I glare at him because he’s part of the same drama. “I see you     , Brielle. I was referring to myself too,” Aiden says.
“The only way you can fix this is by erasing Caleb’s memory,” Alexandria says.
I can’t believe she said that. That’s the absolute last thing we should do. Plus, we don’t even know how. We would need that device, but I refuse to do that to Caleb. I refuse to do that to anyone. 
“I’m not erasing his memory, especially after it happened to me.” Alexandria looks at me, confused. “They wiped my memory,” I add softer.
“How much did you drink tonight? You must be drunk because that could explain why you told Caleb about the W.X. This organization is set up to empower Black people, not capture them,” she says, crossing her arms.
“Wake up!” I shout. “The W.X Society is bigger than us. They are insanely powerful, and power corrupts.”
Alexandria looks at Aiden, who says, “She’s telling the truth. Her memories were gone, and she only just got them back.”
“There has to be an explanation, a reason you lost your memories. I refuse to believe that the W.X would do that to you.” She stares at me suspiciously. 
I don’t have time for Alexandria. She can believe whatever she wants. I need to get to Viviane.
“We need to find Viviane, Caleb’s sister, and tell her what’s happening. And hope that she’ll know what to do,” I blurt out.
I don’t see any other way to handle this situation. Viviane is the key, and when Caleb sees her, I’ll know I’ve kept my promise to him. 
“I say we steal the mirror from Nevaeh, and that will solve all this. I’ll erase Caleb’s memory, and we can act like this never happened,” Alexandria says. “It’s for the greater good.”
My phone vibrates, and Caleb’s name glows. “We don’t have a lot of time. He’s getting impatient.” I show my phone to the two of them. 
“Fine, let’s get this over with,” Aiden says. “Without wiping anybody’s memory.”
He looks at Alexandria, who rolls her eyes. “Fine, but if we get caught, I’m blaming everything on you, Brielle.” Alexandria smiles in my direction. 
“We won’t get caught,” I say, staring at the entrance.
We walk toward the entrance, but Alexandria stops us. “Wait. You can’t go in there looking like the Bride of Frankenstein.”  
She pulls out a cloth from her purse and wipes my face. Then she pulls out powder and pats it all over my face. She takes a long look at me. “Better. Much better. We’re trying to blend in, not stand out.”
She hands me a brush, and I comply, brushing my hair down. I look at Aiden. “How do I look?” 
Aiden avoids my eye contact. His head hangs low, aimed at his phone. I know he heard me. 
Alexandria taps my shoulder. “You look fine. Stop fishing for compliments.” She grabs her brother by the arm, and I trail behind them. Aiden’s still pissed at me, but I can’t worry about that now.
We walk back into the gala, and I immediately spot Viviane alone in the VIP area. 
I motion to the upper level. “We just have to find a way to get past that guard.”
“Why don’t you flirt with them? We know you’re good at that. And I’ll go up and get the sister,” Alexandria says.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I look her up and down.
She purses her lips. “Oh, you know what I meant.” Then she struts up to me. 
Aiden stands between us. “We aren’t about to do this again,” he says, annoyed. “We need to cause a distraction. Alexandria, you pretend you’re choking, and Brielle can sneak in there. I’ll come, make a scene, and keep the guard distracted.”
That doesn’t sound like a bad idea, although he probably wants me to go up there so he doesn’t have to be alone with me. 
“So are you down?” he asks.
Alexandria rolls her eyes. “Fine.” 
He looks at me. 
“I’m down.”
“Let’s go,” Aiden says. 
And we put the plan into action. Alexandria walks by the guard, bends over, and starts choking. Aiden runs up. “Help her! That’s my sister!” 
The guard looks over at her thrashing around. “What are you waiting for?” Aiden screams. Tears pour down her face; she grasps her neck. She is a good actress. The guard hurries over to her, so I run up the stairs. 
The VIP area is roped off, and behind the ropes are cozy booths fully stocked with the finest alcohol. Viviane stands, a bit removed, looking down at the crowd. 
As I walk over, the image of her with her family comes to mind. Her face in that photo is technically the same, except in the picture, it was filled with joy—not this face. The person standing here is an empty vessel. Her face is slimmer, and her eyes are emotionless. 
She moves her hair from her face. “You’re not supposed to be up here,” she says, still scanning the crowd below.
“I know, but it’s about your brother. Caleb,” I say firmly.
Her eyes widen at the sound of his name. She bites her lower lip and taps her hip with a hand. “I don’t have a brother named Caleb, and if you don’t want me reporting you, it’s best for you to leave.”
She continues gazing out onto the dance floor. 
Why is she lying?
I move closer to her. “He knows about the W.X Society, your involvement, and he threatened to go to authorities. So we need your help.” I stare at her.
She stares with cold eyes, then motions to her purse, revealing what’s inside. A gun. My heart jumps. She wouldn’t shoot me here with all these people, would she? Maybe this plan was a horrible idea. Viviane grabs me by the shoulder and leads me down the steps.
“Where is he?” she says quietly, tapping that purse.
My body tenses when I stare down at her bag. With every step, I feel tension in my stomach. We make it to the bottom steps and head toward the door, passing Aiden and Alexandria. 
Aiden looks up when we pass, and they follow at a distance. We leave the gala and continue walking until we reach an abandoned alleyway. It’s dark but dimly lit by a streetlight. Viviane looks around and then turns to face us. She reaches in her purse.
I throw my hands up. “Please don’t shoot us.”
Aiden’s and Alexandria’s eyes widen, and they take a couple of steps back. I can’t believe I got everybody involved in this because I couldn’t keep my mouth closed.
She frowns. “Trust me. If I wanted you dead, you would be. You all are barely in the society and are already breaking the rules.”
“Don’t lump us together. It’s Brielle who couldn’t keep her mouth shut,” Alexandria says. “But I don’t care who you are. I don’t take kindly to threats.”
Viviane cuts her eyes at Alexandria. “You’re new here and don’t know how things work. I’m a third-year in the W.X Society. Your lack of respect would usually be met with punishment, but since you’re a friend to my brother, I’ll look past it.” She squeezes Alexandria’s shoulder, and it must be to the point of pain because Alexandria’s face flushes. “This time,” Viviane clarifies.
Alexandria moves closer to Aiden and wraps her arms between his. He stands tall and firm while he looks at Viviane. He doesn’t have the look of fear in his eyes. 
“Where’s Caleb?” Viviane asks.
“A     round the corner in an empty parking lot, waiting for my text,” I say in a higher pitch than I like.
She shakes her head. “I can’t believe you involved him in this. You know”—she walks away, then walks back to us—“I know how to fix this.” She pulls out the memory-erasing mirror and stares at it. 
“You’re not going to erase his memories, are you?” I ask.
She looks at me and places the mirror back in her purse. “It’s the only option, and you should be thankful that I’m not wiping yours.”
I can’t believe she would take her brother’s memories like this. What type of sister is she? He’s so excited to see her, but I don’t think she shares those same feelings. I don’t want Caleb to get hurt.
Viviane snaps her fingers in my . “Take me to my brother. Let’s get this over with.” 
She walks to the sidewalk and gestures for the rest of us to follow her. “Let’s go,” she demands, clapping her hands at us as if we were her pets.
I jog over and take the lead. Aiden and Alexandria drag their feet behind us. Viviane doesn’t say a word while we walk. Instead, she rubs her necklace, constantly. We make it to the car, and before I can text Caleb, we’re here. He jumps out, stops in his tracks when he sees his sister. His eyes tear up, and his left leg starts twitching. 
Viviane moseys over to him, and they share a long, tight hug. 
Finally, some human emotion from Viviane. She’s less scary than before, but family does that to you, I guess. They’re the ones that truly know you. I follow them but stop when someone pulls me back. I turn and see Aiden shaking his head.
“Let’s give them privacy,” he says.
“I don’t want her to erase his memories,” I answer, staring at Viviane and Caleb talking. “Nobody should experience that.”
“That’s true, but unless you’ve become bulletproof, I don’t think you have a choice,” he says.
“Do you think she would really shoot us?”
Aiden shrugs. “I don’t want to find out.”
I stare at Caleb smiling. This is the worst. I wish there were something I could have done. He didn’t ask to be a part of any of this, doesn’t even know what’s coming. Maybe I can help him get his memories back. I got mine back.
Aiden walks over to the curb where Alexandria sits. I follow and take a seat.
I turn to Aiden. “This night took a turn.” 
He sits in silence. Alexandria, on the opposite side of her brother, buries herself in her phone.
“So back to the silent treatment?” I ask.
He faces me. “I’m disappointed in you. This could have been avoided if you had kept your mouth closed about his sister. You jeopardized all of us.”
I can hear the hurt in his voice. I really messed up tonight. Something about disappointing Aiden cuts deep. He’s always been there for me. All I had to do was comfort Caleb, but no, I had to tell him about his sister.
“I’m sorry. It happened so fast, but I do believe we can trust him,” I explain. “You just have to get to know him.
Aiden looks behind us, back at Caleb and Viviane. They must have gone inside his car because they are nowhere to be seen. 
“I hope we can trust him, Brielle,” Aiden says. “But I’m good on friends.”

Viviane heads to us alone. “Where’s Caleb?” I ask.
“He’s sleeping in his car. The memories are gone. I’ll see you two soon,” she says and walks away.
I run to the car and see Caleb passed out in the back seat. Is that what I looked like when it happened to me? Like someone given a sleep drug?
“I’ll drive,” Aiden says.
“Shotgun,” Alexandria says, already hopping into the passenger seat. I slide in next to Caleb and stare out the window. The sky is dark, and the downtown lights drown out the stars. Alexandria hooks up her phone to the aux and blasts a Beyoncé song. Aiden drives without saying a word. Caleb peacefully snores. What a night.
We make it to Caleb’s dorm. There’s no one outside, thank goodness. No need to have rumors spreading about Caleb getting so drunk that we had to carry him to his room. 
Caleb’s a solid dude, and even with Alexandria and Aiden’s help, he still feels like a bag of bricks. Aiden has him under the arms, and Alexandria and I have one leg each.
“Let’s do one step at a time,” Aiden says, turning, and he struggles up each step while going backward.
Alexandria is slacking because Caleb’s body tilts sideways, and I’m getting most of his weight. I move forward, miss a step, and hit my knee. Caleb’s leg knocks the stairs, and Aiden stumbles back, catching himself before he falls.
“Sorry. If Alexandria pulled her weight, I might not have tripped.”
“Oh, I forget this is your boyfriend. Let’s be extra careful,” she replies, grabbing Caleb’s leg tighter. 
I straighten up and continue. There’s no way I’m taking her bait again. All I want to do is lie in my bed, forget all this ever happened.
The door to Caleb’s building opens, and a drunk guy stumbles out, smiling. 
“I see someone had a lit night,” he says, wobbling past us. 
We drag Caleb down the hall to his room. Alexandria rattles the doorknob. “It’s locked.” She looks at me. 
“Um, the key is probably in his pocket?”
Alexandria reaches into Caleb’s pocket, but nothing’s in there. So she goes into the other and pulls out his keys. She opens the door, and we get him onto his bed. Alexandria walks over to Aiden’s dresser and picks up a picture. “So this is Viviane. Must be pre-W.X Society. She looks so different.”
“I don’t know about different, maybe more mature,” I say. “I wonder if she was evil back then.”
“Whatever. Aiden, you ready?” She walks to the door.
“Aiden,” I say, grabbing onto his shoulder. “I’m sorry for ruining your night and getting you involved. I didn’t know who else to call.”
“You think I’m mad at you because you called me? That’s not the case, Brielle. I’ll always be there for you. It’s just—you know what? Never mind. It doesn’t matter anymore.”
He looks at me with pain in his eyes and then turns away. They walk out the door.
Everything is so messed up. Tears trickle down my face. I give one last look at Caleb still sleeping soundly, and I walk toward the door. 
My phone buzzes. It’s a message from Theodore. 
We need to talk.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


My body feels like a ball of slime. My mind keeps replaying last night’s events. I need to check on Caleb and see if he’s good. And as if that isn’t enough, I have my own personal problems: Theodore and that text. It must be about the test results.    
What else could it be about?
We’re supposed to meet at his office in an hour. I don’t know if I’m prepared for the results, or for Kinsley to be my new stepmom. Nope!
My phone vibrates from Caleb’s message.
Meet      me at the library in thirty minutes. 
That was twenty minutes ago, so I missed the first alert. He must feel fine. Of course, he’s fine. I didn’t feel fine after my mind was wiped because someone pulled my tooth out and drilled on my leg. 
This time I’m keeping my mouth closed. There will be no more slipups from me. But what if the memory erasure wore off like mine did? If it does, he’ll be pissed. Let me hurry up and meet him because the last thing I need is a pissed-off Caleb. I toss on a sky-blue tie-dye jogger set and rush to the door. Before I can open it, Rylee walks through.  
“Where are you going? I thought we could hang out.”
“I’m sorry. I gotta reschedule. Super busy.”
She puts her hands on her hips. “Doing what?” 
I don’t have time for this today. I’m already late for this meetup with Caleb, and then there’s my meeting with Theodore, which could completely upend my life. Hanging out is the last thing on my mind.
“It doesn’t matter. Let’s reschedule for tomorrow.” She slams the door in my face. The hell?
Add Rylee to the list of people who are pissed at me. I know I’ve been busy, but slamming the door is doing the most. It’s taking everything in me not to go back into that room and tell her off, but I don’t have time. Going to put a pin in it for now but trust me. We’re going to have a conversation later. I mean, what she did is just rude.
As I hop into the elevator, my phone vibrates, showing a message from Rylee. I hit “ignore.” Whatever she wants can wait for now. The elevator makes it to the first floor, and I hustle outside to the scooters.
The sun blazes down on my forehead. Sweat drips off my face while I glide through campus and toward the library. Definitely should have gone for a romper instead of these joggers. I can feel the sweat sliding down my body.  
I make it to the library and pass by Mama Dora talking to a student. She looks up and smiles, and I give her a wave. Mama Dora seems like someone I can trust—my mom did. I wonder what she would think about all this. Nope. I am not telling her. I need to keep my mind on the task at hand. Where is Caleb?
My phone buzzes. 
Caleb: At the coffee shop. Turn to the right.
There he is, sitting at table, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt. He looks the same, but I did too. I slide into a seat across from him and check the time on my phone. I only have ten minutes for this conversation before I have to run off and meet Theodore. Caleb has a cup of coffee in his hand and a breakfast biscuit in the other. He stops sipping and stares.
“Hey, what’s up?”
“Really, Brielle? That’s what we’re going to do?”
I can’t tell if he’s joking or if he’s serious. This could be a setup, the W.X Society testing me. Nope, not slipping up anymore. My lips are sealed.
“What are you talking about?”
“Viviane didn’t wipe my memory. She knocked me out with a shot. I know everything.”
This could still be a trap. Viviane was adamant about wiping his memory, and if she didn’t, why would her brother tell me? I’d think she wouldn’t want us to know. 
“Viviane? Who’s that?” I casually play with my hair, trying my best to look confused.
“Stop playing dumb, or I’ll out you to the W.X Society.”
This isn’t a test. He’s telling the truth.
“What do you want?”
He leans closer. “I want you to be my friend, not go behind my back, not have my sister wipe my memory. I thought we were better than that.”
Is that what she told him? I was the one who told her not to wipe his memory. She’s such a liar. 
“Viviane was the one who wanted your memories erased. Not me. She said there was no other choice. Besides, I didn’t want her to shoot me,” I say.
He looks at me, confused. “My sister wouldn’t do that. I can’t believe you said that.” He shifts in his seat. “I really don’t know you. But anyway, I need your help.”
Anger boils over inside me. “First of all, I was being your friend by getting your sister and asking for help. You should be thanking me right now.” My eyes water. “I risked everything for you last night, and your sister isn’t as innocent as you remember.”
Caleb laughs. “Thanking you? You lied to me, Brielle. You were going to let my sister wipe my memory. Even though she didn’t, you could have at least warned me.” He crosses his arms and stares down at the ground. “I thought we were closer than that.”
This is crazy. I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. Aiden is mad at me for telling Caleb, and Caleb is mad at me because he doesn’t feel like I had his back. Like, what the hell? Uncontrollable tears come. I turn and wipe my eyes. Then I dig in my purse and pull out a pair of glasses.
His face softens. “Brielle, I don’t want you to cry,” he says, reaching for my hand. I move mine away from his. He stares, hurt. “Can you help me or not?” His tone is serious. 
I sit up. “What do you need help with?”
“My sister is undercover so she can take down a side organization inside the W.X Society—the Astral Isle. She’s one of the leaders. Your mother was a leader too.”
I lean in closer. “My mother? How does she know about my mother?”
“She knows everything. Viviane works closely with Kinsley and has been collecting information to take the Astral Isle down from the inside. Your mother started it with her research, but they found out.”
“This is a lot,” I say, removing my glasses. 
“Viviane was the one who took you to meet your mother. So like I said earlier, my sister would never shoot you.”
“She told you this last night?” I ask.
He nods. “Mostly, but a lot came from the duplicates of her research she left in my car. I have it here.” He points to an envelope in his bag. “There are some things you might want to see.”
I glance at my phone and see it’s time for the meeting. “I have to go, but when I get back, let’s talk about this.”
I get up and Caleb grabs my arm. “Where are you going?”
“I have to meet Theodore, but I’m free after. I’ll text you and we can meet back here.”
My body feels like it’s on fire when I walk out of the library. Everything Caleb said is exactly I wanted to hear. I don’t know why, but I can’t stomach it right now. It’s information overload.  He probably hates me now, but that has to wait. Right now, the only thing that matters is meeting Theodore.
***When I walk up to Theodore’s office, I take a deep breath and feel the air fill my lungs. Tension releases, and I feel a burst of positive energy. Everything is going to be fine. Theodore’s assistant rolls her eyes when I walk by. Still rude as ever. Like Michelle Obama says, “When they go low, we go high.” I smile at her and open the door. 
Theodore gives a slight smile while sitting at his desk. I enter the room and he stands. “You’re looking more and more like your mother,” he says, waiting for me to sit.
I take a seat. “Excuse me?” He ignores my question, so I continue. “I didn’t see you at the ceremony.”
He clears his throat. “I was busy dealing with an emergency client, but I regret not being able to have our conversation then. Can my assistant get you anything? Water? Tea? Coffee?”
“No, I’m good.”
“Okay.” He shuffles some papers on his desk and moves them aside. Then he stares at me. “It’s quite uncanny how you have your mother’s eyes. At first, I didn’t see it, but now, looking at you . . . I feel stupid for not seeing it before.”
Is he going to tell me the results or not? “So what did you want to talk about?”
“Straight to the point, I see. Just like your mother. She never was      one to sugarcoat things. Well, I have the test results here in this envelope. I wanted to wait to open it together.”
He keeps saying things about Karena like I’m supposed to have an emotional reaction or something. It would be one thing if I knew my mom, but I don’t. And saying I look like and act like her are just words. I need more. I need him to help me save her.
A plain white envelope sits on his desk. The results must be in there. Theodore picks it up and hands it to me. “I thought you might want to open it.”
“Me? My hands are shaking right now.”
“You can do this.”
“Are you sure?”
He nods. I reach for the envelope, but it slips out of my hands. He picks it up and hands it back. “I know you’re nervous. The feeling      is mutual. So let’s do it together.”
He hands me the envelope and rips it open. He pulls out a piece of paper. I close my eyes. 
“You ready?” he asks.
I open eyes and I nod. Who could be ready for a situation like this?
He reads, “One hundred percent DNA match.”
Tears run down my face. He’s my father. Theodore is my birth father. I came to Williamson to find answers about my mom and ended up meeting her and finding my father. This is a lot. I wish I could call my auntie right now. I start to stand, but my legs are like jelly and I wobble. Theodore jumps up to catch me before I fall.
“You, okay?” he asks, placing his hands on my back.
“Yes, it’s just a little overwhelming.” I regain my composure and stand tall.
Theodore softens. He goes for a hug but I hesitate. He backs away, wearing a stern look. He might look serious, but I can see his eyes watering when he looks at me. I walk closer to him, my heart beating a mile a minute, and hug him. 
He hugs me back tightly. “I’m sorry for not believing you. I always wanted a daughter. Kinsley and I . . . well, we don’t need to get into any of that,” he says. 
He pulls back and wipes my tears away with a handkerchief from his pocket. “Karena and I created a smart, beautiful child.” He’s crying now too. 
The noise of a door slamming snaps us back into reality. Kinsley stands there in a tight leather dress, high heels, and a red lip. Where is she about to go? Her eyes dart in my direction. If looks could kill, I would be dead.
“What exactly is going on in here?” she asks, her hands on her hips. “Brielle, this is highly inappropriate.”
Theodore walks over to Kinsley and moves in for a kiss. She pushes him away. She is pissed. 
“Why is she here?” She looks at Theodore, and he doesn’t answer. So she looks at me suspiciously. “Why are your hugging my husband? Are you trying to come on to my husband?”
I know she isn’t accusing me of trying to get with my dad. That’s disgusting. She walks closer to me and gets in my face, staring at me as if she wants to fight. The sweet act is over, and the real Kinsley is in the flesh.
She brushes fur off my shoulder, so I push her away.
“Don’t touch me,” I warn. She doesn’t flinch. I close the gap between us. “That’s the last time you will ever put your hands on me.”
“Try me, bitch,” she says under her breath.
“Hey, calm down,” Theodore says with a confused look on his face. He moves Kinsley away from me, then walks back and grabs my hands. Kinsley has started shaking.
“I know this looks suspicious, but trust me, that’s not what’s going on here. Brielle is—” 
I jump in. “I’m his daughter.”
“Excuse me?” Her eyes dart from me to Theodore. 
She stares at him as if she can see right through him. Theodore stands tall, places one hand in his pocket, and clears his throat.
“Brielle is my daughter,” he says, showing her the DNA test. 
Kinsley snatches the paper away from him and stares closely at the results. Her eyes turn red, then tears form and fall.
“This can’t be happening. I thought this was over. I thought we handled”—Kinsley wipes her tears away. 
Theodore goes to his wife and holds her hand. “She’s my daughter, Kinsley. Karena was pregnant in college. That must have been why she left for those months, why she was different when she came back,” he says. “She kept her pregnancy a secret from me.”
Kinsley’s face is frozen; she hasn’t blinked. Instead, she stares at the paper as if she could will the words to change. 
“That’s impossible. I don’t believe it,” she says. Kinsley is either a good actress or in denial. The thought of me being Theodore’s daughter had to have crossed her mind. She points at me. “YOU. I tried to be there for you—I was nice! And how do you repay me? You try to take Theodore away just like”—she lunges at me.
Theodore stands between us. “Enough! I know your emotions are intense, but I will never let you harm my daughter. Are you okay? The Kinsley I married would never behave in this manner.”
Kinsley, with daggers in her eyes, looks at me and then at Theodore. She pulls out a mirror from her purse, then makeup, and fixes her smeared makeup. She turns and heads out the door. 
There’s concern and shock in Theodore’s face. “I’m terribly sorry for my wife’s outburst. She has misplaced anger, and I hope you can forgive her in time.” 
Kinsley needs help, but she confirmed that she was the one who betrayed my mom. I will take her down.
“Seems like she meant everything she said,” I respond.
He rubs my shoulder. “I won’t make any excuses for the unacceptable behavior Kinsley displayed, but I will tell you it was out of character. 
“But . . . I want to know everything about you. How about dinner? Let your father make up for lost time.”
“I’d love to go to dinner. I have a lot of questions.”
His phone vibrates. “Sorry, I have to get this.” He walks away when he answers. “I’m busy tonight. Can we reschedule? I know this it’s important but . . . fine.”
He hangs up and walks back to me, his face sad. “This is not how I wanted to start our relationship, but something came up, something I’ve been working on for months and can’t miss. Can we reschedule?”
“Yeah, it’s fine,” I say.
I need to talk to Caleb anyway—he’s been blowing up my phone. Like dude, give me some space. 
“I promise I’ll take you some place nice to make up for all this.”
He embraces me and walks me out the door. His assistant swivels back to her computer and starts typing. She isn’t fooling anybody. I know she had her ear against the wall. 
I wink at her when I walk by. She smiles at me, showing all her teeth. Now, she wants to be friendly. She’s so fake, but who cares at this point?
We walk outside. 
“You need a ride to your dorm?”
I shake my head. “Could you actually take me to the library?”
“Karena was always at the library. It was like her second home. You never met her, but you still have her interests.”
But I have met her. I wonder what Mama Dora would think about all this. Maybe she and I can talk about Theodore being my dad. 
A man pulls up in a black Tesla. He hands Theodore the keys and opens the door for me. 
Theodore offers, “You can pick whatever radio station you like.”
The pressure of picking the station . . . When I begin swiping through my options, he takes off. 
I pick a top hits station, and a R&B song plays through the speakers. I rest my head back on the seat and relax.
Theodore glances over at me. “I know Karena would be proud of you. I don’t know why she kept you a secret. Those days seem like forever ago, but I still know she always had a reason for everything.”
“Yeah, I wish I knew more about her college years. I only know what my family shared with me,” I say.
He stops and shows his ID at a gate. 
“Your aunt never liked Kinsley’s and my relationship. I’m not surprised she never shared that I had a daughter. Anyway, I need to tell you things about your mom and the W.X Society, but we can discuss those details at a later time. Just wait till you get a tour of the mansion and join your order.”
“Order?” I ask, confused.
My mom didn’t tell me anything about that when we met, but then again, time wasn’t on our side either.
“Don’t tell your fellow members about it yet, but there are four orders within the W.X Society, designed for each of your talents and skills. But the most prestigious order—for the top-tier candidates—is Astral Isle. Your mother and I were members. I can’t go into any more details just yet. You’ll have to wait until orientation. But as a legacy, you’re destined to be accepted into Astral Isle.”
Astral Isle. That’s what Viviane and Karena hope to take down. Okay, some pieces are making more sense now. Since Caleb found this out, maybe he can help fill it out more; it seems like Viviane told him a lot. 
Theodore pulls up by the library. He turns and smiles at me. I don’t know if I’m supposed to go in for a hug or not, so I open my door and exit. He gets out and walks to my side. 
I reach for a hug, but he goes in for a handshake instead. Okay, this is awkward. I honestly don’t know how to feel. I’m going through the motions. And I’m mad he’s with Kinsley. Is that bad? It’s a lot. And I have a lot of questions.
“I’m sorry, but while we’re on campus . . .” He shrugs. “Nobody knows you’re my daughter yet, and I don’t want to give people the wrong idea.”
That’s true. The last thing I need is people thinking I’m having a relationship with a staff member. 
I shake his hand back. “I guess.      I’ll see you later then.”
For a long moment, he holds my hand tight. “Yes, be safe,” he says before getting back in his car and driving off.
“Sleeping your way through the W.X Society. Didn’t think you would stoop that low,” Alexandria says and walks over with Aiden behind her.
The thought of sleeping with Theodore makes me want to puke. “I’m not sleeping with him.      That’s disgusting,” I say.
“I saw how he looked at you, how he rubbed your hand.” She imitates the motion with Aiden’s hands. 
“If you must know, he’s my father. We took a test earlier, and the results just came in.      He didn’t want to hug me because it would give people the wrong idea.”
She laughs. “The lies, the lies. Say you’re sleeping with him and move on.”
I pull out the results and show her. She looks at the paper and back at me. Meanness plastered on her face. “Well, we see how you got in,” she says.
“We didn’t find out until after I was accepted. So you can stop with the nepotism crap.” 
Aiden looks at me. “You didn’t tell me the results came in.” 
I’m surprised he’s even talking to me. 
“I only found out now, but I thought you didn’t want to hear from me anyway, especially after everything that happened last night.”
He frowns. “I didn’t mean—”
“Well, there you are,” Caleb says, walking up. He looks at Aiden and Alexandria as if it’s his first time seeing them and then back at me. “Are you going to introduce me?” 
Caleb is taking this to the next level. He doesn’t trust them about his memory, and I’m not going to be the one to tell them, especially Alexandria.      I don’t trust her, always looking for an angle to make herself look better.
I point at one and then the other. “That’s Alexandria and her twin brother, Aiden.” 
Aiden nods and Alexandria gives him a half-smile. She wants to say something slick about him being my boyfriend, but that would open up several things we can’t talk about.
“We have physics class, right?” Caleb asks Alexandria. 
Her smile stays the same size. “Yeah, I think we do.”
“That’s actually why we’re hanging right now. She’s tutoring me in physics,” he says, gesturing to me.
Alexandria walks up to me, placing her arm around my shoulders and squeezing. “Isn’t Brielle so accommodating?” She turns to me, saying, “Can I talk to you privately?”
I glance at Caleb and Aiden, two of my closest guy friends. Well, I don’t know about that anymore.
“Fine. I’ll be back.” And she and I walk a slight way off.
I can only imagine what Alexandria wants to talk to me about. Probably something messy. “What is it now?”
She puts her hands on her hips. “I know this might come off as a novel idea to you, but we can’t have your big mouth bringing back his memories.”
There she goes. He said we were studying for class, yet she has no faith in me. 
“I’m not going to say anything. Trust me, it doesn’t feel good to have people remember things about you that you don’t.”
She grabs my shoulder and pulls me closer. “You better because your big mouth affects more people than just you. Also, stop playing with my brother’s feelings. Either you like him or you don’t”
“What are you talking about? I haven’t messed with his feelings,” I say.
She hits my shoulder. “This ‘young, naive thing’ is getting old. Just keep your mouth shut, okay?” 
I can cut the tension with a knife. I would never attentionally hurt Aiden. I hope he knows that.
“Is that a threat?” I step closer to her.
She plops a piece of gum in her mouth and pops it. “It’s a promise, sweetie.”
Alexandria can be scary when she’s upset, but I would never let her know that. We walk back to the guys, who are engaged in a conversation that stops once we arrive. 
Alexandria pulls on Aiden’s arm. “You ready to go?”
“Yeah.” He dabs up Caleb and stops on his way past me. “Hit my line later. We need to catch up.”
My heart leaps. “Okay.”
Maybe there’s still hope for our friendship. I really need his advice right now. He always knows how to make me feel like everything is going to be okay.
I wait until they leave to face Caleb. “So! I guess we’re keeping you having your intact memories a secret?”
“Yes. Viviane said I couldn’t tell you, but the situation calls for it.”
“What situation?”
He looks around, then pulls me inside the library. “We need to be in a private place. There are eyes everywhere. Trust me, the reach of that society is deeper than I ever imagined.”
“I know a place. Follow me.”
I take him to the library’s lower floor, my mom’s secret spot. As I open the door, he stops me. “Wait. Are we allowed to be here?”
“Yes. Trust me.”
He stares, so I continue. “Well then, don’t trust me, but I’m not in the habit of doing illegal things. So yes, we can be here. If you really want to know, you can ask Mama Dora.”
“Who’s that?”
“One of the librarians. She knew my mom.”
He contemplates his next move for a moment before nodding. “Fine, let’s go.”
When we make it downstairs, I turn on the lights. Caleb looks around. “How did you know about this place?”
I plop down on the couch. “This is where my mom used to hang out when she went to school here. Mama Dora told me about this place. She noticed I look like Karena, and the rest is history.”
He joins me on the couch. “That’s pretty dope. It’s like you have a piece of her here.”
“Exactly. That’s what I thought. It was all I needed—until Mama Dora specifically told me not to look into my mother’s death. Then I became curious, and when I’m curious, I make sure to find out every detail.”
“So Mama Dora knows about the W.X Society?”
“I don’t think she knows the specifics, but Mama Dora said my mom changed when she started hanging out with powerful people. That librarian has a way with words. She could pass a poly test—the way she does and doesn’t answer questions. Her vague answers left me with tons of new questions. 
“I thought it was fate, that day I got tapped to join the W.X Society, but now I know it was all part of a plan.”
“Who knows? You might have made it on your own merits. You’re a legacy because of your mother.”
“And father,” I add.
“You know who your father is?” he asks, confused.
I nod. “Yes, that’s why I had to leave earlier. Not because I’m self-centered. Don’t act like you weren’t thinking it,” I say, looking into his eyes.
“I didn’t disagree,” Caleb replies with a smirk.
I roll my eyes. “Well, it’s Theodore. He was a part of the W.X Society with my mom, and apparently, they were members of that Astral Isle thing your sister was talking about. He said I’m destined to join that order too because of my legacy status, said I should be proud of it since it’s the most prestigious and highest order within the W.X.”
“If you call trying to play God and recreating life through artificial intelligence—you know, creating gadgets that erase memories, using mind control, et cetera—a      ‘prestigious order,’ then yeah, sign me up.”
“Wait. What?” I ask.
“The order is prestigious; it gathers the best of the best of the society. The members are experts in cutting-edge science and technology. To keep their transgressions secret, the W.X only let their select few in Astral Isle know what they are really doing. The other orders are just working on ordinary science experiments, creating new tech, and the like—things that keep them blissfully ignorant of what actually is going on. Human experiments.”
“I can’t see Theodore being a part of something like that and then bragging about it to get me to join,” I say. “He must not know the truth about what’s going on. Or . . . he could be a good actor.”
“He was never associated with the group that took experimenting too far. He was with the blissfully ignorant folks, and still is. But his wife Kinsley and your mother      were a part of it, as well as someone they call ‘Mr. P.’ That’s the name on all the documents. I asked Viviane about it, and she doesn’t know who it is, but she filled me in on everything else. She knows he’s everywhere, at all times, and runs the entire private organization.”
“You think Julius knows who it is?” I ask.
“Who knows? But you can’t ask him about it because he could be Mr. P.  Nobody knows his real identity except for Kinsley. She’s the only one that communicates with him now.”
“Well, how can we find out?” I ask.
“Your mother hid it somewhere on campus but erased the location from her memory to keep it safe,” Caleb says. “My sister has been looking for it but has had no success.”
“Okay, maybe her journal can give me some answers. I’ll go grab it, but first, I want to say I’m sorry again, and I need you to forgive me now.”
He laughs. “I don’t think that’s how apologies work. But I’m not twelve. I’ve forgiven you for my own sanity. Keeping in hurt is something I learned to work through when I went to therapy for my sister’s disappearance. I kind of wanted to see you sweat. Viviane told me you didn’t want to erase my memory. Why do you think I decided to tell you all this?”
“Because you needed my help,” I say.
“Nope, Viviane gave me truth serum. I would have been able to get the truth out of you regardless.”
“What?”
“I’m just playing.” He grins. “She did tell me to seduce you and wait until you went to sleep to roam through your room.”
I smack his shoulder. “What? I wasn’t going to do it,” he says, laughing.
“Even if you did, you couldn’t seduce me anyway,” I say.
He winks. “Oh, I couldn’t? I saw the way you looked at me when we first met. The sparkle in your eye when I told you to hit up my line. How you rub your locket when you get nervous around me. There’s something there,” he explains, smiling at me.
My face grows hot. He pays attention to everything. “There is. I mean, we’re friends.”
He moves in closer, brushes a strand of hair out of my face, inches closer, and eyes my lips. Oh my God, he’s about to kiss me. He moves in close, so close our lips would touch if either of us made a move. 
Then he whispers, “You telling me you feel nothing at all?” Oh, he is good. I shake my head no, and he says, “So you don’t want me to kiss you right now?”
“No.”
“So you do want me to kiss you?” 
I step back. “Wait. You confused me. I meant yes.”
“Yes, you want me to kiss you?” 
“No, I mean . . . hang on—”
He laughs. “You’re adorable when you get frazzled like that.”
“I’m not frazzled.” He gives me a skeptical grin so I give in. “Fine, maybe a little.”
“I know. It’s okay. We’re both adults, and I’m not afraid to tell you that I’m feeling you.”
This just took a turn. “You’re feeling me?” 
“Duh. Ever since you fell on top of me and got all nervous trying to control the conversation.”
“I don’t like dull silence.”
He moves in closer again. “I know you feel it too.”
“Fine, yes, I had a crush on you.” Crush. That word sounds so childish. “I had an infatuation with you. I mean, can you blame me? You’re fine and you’re deeper than you look.”
“Well, dang.”
“I didn’t mean it that way. To be honest, when I first met you, I thought you were a player.”
He smirks. “Who’s to say I’m not? But seriously, I’m single so I can’t be blamed for enjoying my free time with beautiful, educated college women.”
I shake my head. “I bet.”
He places his hands on top of mine and asks, “Is that a hint of jealously I hear?”
“Uh no.” I stare off past him. “You think a little too highly of yourself.”
“Brielle, I’m joking. I know you’re not jealous. I mean, look at you. You’re gorgeous and have a beautiful personality.”
“Thanks,” I say. “So what now?”
He moves in closer. “First I want to do something, something I’ve wanted to do since I saw you in that dress the other night.” My stomach flutters, and heat rises to my chest, and—Caleb’s lips meet mine. The smell of minty fresh breath fills my nose, and his warm body touches my soul. 
The taste of him . . . erases all my doubts and thoughts, replacing them with a fiery passion. In a split second, we are spread out on the couch in a passionate make-out session.
“Excuse me?” 
We pull apart from each other like two kids getting caught by their parents. I glance up and see Mama Dora frowning at me. How embarrassing. She probably thinks I’m a fast girl. 
“I didn’t show you this place so you can use it as your private rendezvous spot.” Mama Dora’s tone is serious. 
I jump up. “I’m so sorry. We were studying when—”
“Oh, I know what you were doing, and I think it’s time for you two to get going.” She points to the stairs.
“It really isn’t what it looked like.”
“You two weren’t on the couch acting like animals in heat?”
I freeze and look at Caleb, who also jumped up. “Well, what happened was I was reaching for my pen that fell behind Brielle on the couch, and when I reached for it, I slipped, and fell. Then our shirts got stuck, and that’s why we were moving around like that.”
“Boy, you must think I’m Boo Boo the Fool. I was your age once, and to save us both from more lies, I’m going to stop you now.”
I grab my stuff, and Caleb does too. This is so embarrassing. “I’m sorry,” I plead.
She shakes her head at me, and Caleb and I sprint up the steps and exit the library. Caleb burst into laughter. “I felt like my mom caught me, the way she looked at us.”
I let out a giggle. “Yeah, and what was that bogus story about the pen.” I bend over, laughing. 
“It was the first thing that came to mind.”
“It was the worst lie I’ve ever heard.”
He pulls me in closer and gives me a quick peck. “I saw you were nervous and wanted to help. But let’s get out of here. Want to get something to eat?”
“Well actually, I have to meet up with Aiden. I told him we could chat,” I say. Caleb looks away, so I turn his head back to face me. “Trust me, nothing’s going on between me and Aiden. He’s my best friend. 
“Am I sensing a little jealousy?” I tap Caleb’s shoulder. 
He laughs. “Me jealous? Nah, that is not in my DNA.”
“Mm-hm.” 
He kisses my forehead. “I believe you.”
My phone vibrates and Rylee’s face pops up. I contemplate ignoring the call but change my mind. I put her on speakerphone. Her agony is apparent right away: “HELP! HELP!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


“Rylee, are you okay? Rylee!” The line goes dead, and a text from an unknown number appears. 
If you want to see your friend alive come to 45 Fawkner Ave. Alone. If you call the police, you will be framed for her murder. You were the last person to see her, still warm.
A series of pictures appear on the screen: Rylee slamming the door in my face. Then the words, Maybe next time you will think twice about double-crossing me.
I look at Caleb who’s mouth has dropped open. “I have to go.” 
He stops me, asking, “Wait, what are you doing?” He pulls my arm.
“I have to go. You saw the message.”
“Yeah, but you’re walking into a trap.”
“It doesn’t matter! I can’t—I won’t—just stand here and let her die,” I say 
“Wait for a second. You think it’s the W.X?” 
If he asked me who I thought this could be before I came to this school, I wouldn’t have an answer. I never tried to make enemies, but now a couple of names come to mind. One: Alexandria. I wouldn’t put it past her to play some kind of cruel joke like this. And two—the most obvious culprit, and the one I’m going with: Kinsley.
“Kinsley. I think it’s Kinsley.”
“Why her?” 
“She was pissed when she found out Theodore was my dad, and she stormed out of his office. And she almost attacked me in his office.” I grab onto Caleb. “I’m scared. I don’t know what to do.”
“If it’s Kinsley, then tell Theodore what’s going on, and he can fix everything.”
“I didn’t think about that,” I say, reaching for my phone.
A flood of relief washes over me when I dial Theodore’s number. It rings a few times before he picks up. “Hello?”
“Theodore,” I say. 
“Who is this?”
“Brielle.”
“I’m sorry. You must have the wrong number,” he says.
My heart skips a beat. “That’s not funny. It’s me, Brielle. I’m your daughter, yours and Karena’s.”
“I don’t know any Karena or Brielle. Again, I’m sorry but you have the wrong number,” he says, this time sterner. 
I hear a click and realize he hung up on me. I’m going to be sick. My legs buckle, and Caleb catches me before I fall to the ground.
“Are you okay? What did he say?”
Tears run down my face. “He doesn’t remember who I am!”
Caleb’s eyes widen. “She didn’t.”
“She did. And she not only erased me but also memories of my mom.” Then I do fall to the ground. “We were forming a connection. And now it’s gone. He doesn’t remember anything, and there is nothing we can do about it.”
Caleb sits next to me. “That’s not true. Your mother created a cure for memory loss, and we are going to find it and use it on your father. But right now, we have to help Rylee, and you can’t do it by yourself.”
Everything is spiraling, and I refuse to put anybody else in danger. I have to solve this myself. Besides, I’m not scared of Kinsley. She might have gotten me last time, but this time will be different. I just need to figure out how to lose Caleb. He won’t willingly let me go by myself.
“I have an idea. I’m going to run back to my dorm and get some things to help find Rylee. I want you to text Aiden and tell him to meet you here. When I get back, we can regroup and figure out a plan,” I say.
“Why can’t I go with you? Have Aiden meet us at your dorm.” His tone is concerned.
“Kinsley might have people watching me. Like you said, the influence of the W.X Society runs deep.” I give him a hug and turn to leave. 
“I need his number,” Caleb says.
I toy with the idea of giving      him a fake number, but I know he’ll try and stop me once he figures it out. I give him the number and another hug. “I’ll see you soon,” I say.
I take off running toward my dorm and keep running until I’m sure Caleb can’t see me anymore. I look around, checking if anyone else is watching me, and then type the address into my GPS. 
The destination is a ten-minute drive off campus or an hour’s walk. I call a car service and wait, pacing.
The car pulls up, and I sit in the back, rubbing my locket. Caleb is going to be pissed when he finds out I’m not coming back, but I can’t risk him getting hurt. This is between Kinsley and me. She might have gotten the best of my mom, but her biggest mistake was putting us in the same category. My mom and I aren’t the same person. 
I reach into my purse, pull out my pepper spray, and then put it in my back pocket. I look around for lip gloss because my lips feel like sandpaper, but I feel a pocketknife instead. As I pull it out, I remember it’s Rylee’s. She gave it to me when I needed to open a box and couldn’t find scissors. I thought I gave it back to her, but I must have put it in my bag instead.
Good for me. I slip it in my right back pocket. 
“Do you need anything?” the driver asks. “I have water and      mints back there.”
“Thanks, but I’m good.”
I can’t think about anything other than what will happen when I leave this car. My phone vibrates, and it’s the same unknown number. You have ten minutes to get here, or Rylee is going to lose some body parts.
I glance at the navigation system. It looks like we can make it on time.  
My phone vibrates again, this time from Caleb’s call. All I have to do is act like I’m walking back or still getting dressed. I answer. “Hello?”
“Where are you?” he asks in a nervous tone. 
“I had to use the bathroom, if you must know, and now      I’m walking out of my dorm and your way.” 
“She’s lying.” It’s Aiden in the background. 
“I’m not lying.”
“Brielle, I’m going to ask you again,” Caleb says.      “This time I need you to be honest.” 
The driver pulls over. “We’ve arrived. Would you like me to open the door for you?” 
“Who is that?” Caleb asks. 
“No one,” I reply. 
The driver faces me. “What did you say?” he asks.
Shoot. They’re going to know. “I said no. I can get the door myself.’” I jump out of the car. 
“Who are you talking to?” Caleb demands. 
“A guy coming into the dorm asked to open the door for me. Chivalry isn’t dead.”
“Chivalry isn’t dead, but your lying’s trash,” Aiden says. 
“Where’s Caleb?” I ask when the car drives away.
“He gave me the phone because he was tired of listening to your lies. I, on the other hand, am curious to see how far you’re willing to go to keep this lie going.”
“You’re at my dorm, aren’t you?”
“Yup, we’ve been here the whole time. I knew something was up when Caleb said you wanted to go to your room to change. I mean, your friend has been kidnapped, and you only care about your clothes? The same clothes you don’t care about on the daily?”
“Hey, you don’t have to be mean.”
“You walked into that one, but anyway, please don’t tell me you’re going for Rylee on your own. Kinsley is dangerous.”
“That’s why I didn’t want you to come with me. I’ve already gotten you guys into enough of my mess.”
“Brielle, wait. Where are you? We’re on our way. Don’t go anywhere without us.”
“Fine.”
“Promise me.”
He starts a video chat and I sigh. “Is this necessary?” 
“Yes. I need to see your face to know if you’re lying. You have a tell.”
Caleb grabs the phone. “Really, Brielle?”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to get anyone else hurt.” 
Aiden pops his head back in the frame. “So back to what we were talking about. Promise you will stay where you are.”
“Fine, I promise.” I rub my locket. 
“Liar,” he says. “You doubled blinked.”
“Something was in my eye. That’s all.” 
Aiden shakes his head. “Nope. That’s your tell. You did it when I caught you outside Theodore’s office that day. At first, I thought      there was something wrong with you, but you  stopped once you told the truth. It’s a subtle thing.”
“Fine, I won’t move.” I bring the camera close, zooming in on my eyes. “How’s that?”
“Good with me.” He gives the phone back to Caleb, who looks disappointed.
“I’m sorry.” My words come out like a sigh.
“You’re always sorry.” Dang. I walked into that too. 
“It’s just that”—Caleb’s eyes widen. He points behind me. I turn, making out a tall, masked figure 
Caleb screams, “Run!” 
But it’s too late. The stranger grabs my waist, and no matter how hard I wriggle, I can’t escape. Their grip is too tight.
The next thing I know, a hand wrapped in a rag covers my mouth.




[image: image-placeholder]
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


I wake in a dark room with a flickering light. Mildew fills my nostrils. Where am I? A bedroom long abandoned? Slats of wood bolt the surrounding windows, and roaches crawl up and down dimly lit walls.  
I need to get out of here.
I’m inches away from the door, but my body is strapped down in a chair, tied with rope. I rock back and forth but can’t get the momentum to knock the chair over.
The knife! I forgot I brought a pocketknife.
There’s just one little problem. How in the world can I untie my hands? They’re tied behind me with one hand on top of the other. I’ve got the tiniest wiggle room though, and I can move my top hand upward. The tip of my finger touches the end of the knot. I strain my hand, the rope burn stinging my wrist. It’s too tight. A trickle of blood drips down my wrist. I keep wiggling, moving my wrist around until I manage to pull the end of the knot. 
The tightness on my wrist loosens as the knot gives and falls to the ground. I reach into my back pocket and pull out the knife. I cut my left hand free and then work on my legs. Without missing a beat, I rush to the door. 
It’s unlocked.
I peek my head out the door and see an empty hallway. Across from me are three white doors. One light in the middle of the hallway illuminates the black walls.
This is my chance. I need to get out of here.
My legs ache while tiptoeing out the door. I make my way down the hall and see an elevator. The “up” button lights up—the elevator starts moving.
Someone’s coming.
Okay, think. There have to be stairs somewhere. I hurry to the end of the hall and open a door. The elevator bell dings, and I take off down the steps. 
It’s only a matter of minutes until they find out that I escaped. I need to be far, far away when they do.
My chest tightens, and I start panicking. I stop to catch my breath, but only for a second. I need to keep moving. The air in this tiny staircase smells like cheap lavender perfume. 
I start running again and make it to the bottom floor. There are two doors, one to my left and one to my right. I open the one on my right, and it brings me to a hallway. I open the other door and see a mostly empty parking lot with a couple of parked cars. 
I made it.
A spine-tingling scream.
I know that voice. 
“Help! Someone, help me!” 
Rylee!
I completely forgot about her. What are they doing to her? This is all my fault. I should have never told her about the W.X Society. Even though everything in my body is telling me to go through this door and run, I know—I have to save her.
But I’m only one girl. The smart thing to do is to get help. Rylee will understand. I take one step out of the door. 
“HELP, PLEASE!”
She really needs my help. And I won’t be able to live with myself knowing I did nothing. 
The screams are coming from this floor. I go back inside and through the other door. An eerie tent sits in the center of the hall, lit by a yellow light hanging from the ceiling. Two red doors and adjacent windows face me from the end of the hall.
I peer through the window on my right into a dark room. Rylee must be in the other room. Okay, Brielle, you can do this. Good thing I have ole faithful with me. I pull out my pepper spray and hold it.
I open the door to a dimly lit medium-sized room. Rylee is strapped down to a hospital bed in the middle of the space. Her mascara drips down her face, and she wears a hospital robe and socks. 
“Rylee.”  
She jumps at my voice. “Brielle,” she says, bursting into tears. “Help me!”
I close the door behind me, careful not to make a sound, and put the pepper spray back in my pocket. “I got you.      Hold on.”
“What’s happening? Why are you here? I was walking to our room, and the next thing I know, someone grabbed me, and I ended up here.”
“I’m so sorry that I’ve gotten you involved.” She looks at me, confused, while I untie her hands and feet.
“What do you mean?” she asks, sitting up and stretching her limbs. 
The door handle turns. Someone’s coming. My eyes dart around the room. I need to hide. But where? My options include a hospital bed, a cart in the corner by the door filled with metal tools, and . . . nothing else.
“There’s two of us,” I say. “Let’s run and attack. Whoever’s coming in can’t take both of us.”
The door opens. Kinsley walks in, a surgical drill in her right hand. 
“It’s over Kinsley. The cops are on their way, so you might as well let us go right now. It’s two against one,” I say.
She cocks her head to one side. “You’re sure about that?” 
A sharp needle pierces my neck. 
What?
I grab the back of my neck. My body goes numb. I slowly fall to the ground, landing on my face, and everything around me blurs.
I can’t move my body. 
Hands grab my legs, and someone drags my body across the cold floor. I hear noise but can’t distinguish the words. Someone grabs my arm, and I’m floating. 
Everything goes black.
I wake to loud drilling. My eyes open, and Kinsley stands to my right. Rylee’s gone. But I’m strapped on the hospital bed in a sitting position, my arms behind my back and my legs tied down tight. 
“Wakey, Wakey!” Kinsley says, waving the drill around.
“Let me go!”
She taps the top of my head. “You naive, foolish child. I would tell you this won’t be painful, but where’s the fun in that?” She lets out a sinister laugh.
She’s insane.
She pulls a pair of gloves out of her pocket. “I just got a manicure. Can’t mess up my nails with your blood.” She walks over to the cart, her heels clacking against the floor with every step. It sounds like nails hammering into metal. Kinsley drags the cart to the side of the bed and pulls out a pair of white goggles. This is . . . happening?
“Safety first.”
“Why are you doing this?”
She ignores my question, her hand down my leg. “Where should I start? The kneecap or calf? It doesn’t really matter, does it?”
The door opens. “Can I go now?” Rylee enters the room. “I got Brielle to come like you asked, and I’m late for—” 
“Rylee!”
Kinsley gasps. “Oh, how rude am I? I haven’t introduced you to my niece, the talented aspiring actress Rylee.”
“You set me up? Why? I thought we were friends!”
Rylee walks to the bed. “We were never friends. A real friend would have told me that Theodore was her dad. A real friend wouldn’t replace me for whatever guy smiles at her. So which one do you want? Aiden or Caleb? Or do you want both?”
This can’t be real.
“You’re doing this because you’re mad that I didn’t tell you about Theodore?”
“No, I’m doing this because Kinsley promised to introduce me to Briant Lee, the Hollywood director, and guaranteed me my first speaking role in a feature-length film.” She waves her arm and stares off into space. “Can you imagine me on the big screen?”
“Everything was a lie?”
“It was my best performance ever. Playing the ‘devoted friend secretly working against the protagonist the whole time’—someone needs to give me an Oscar already.”
I can’t process this betrayal right now, so I focus on Kinsley instead. “How did you know about me?”
“I know everything that goes on at this campus. Not to mention, you’re the spitting image of your mother. At first, I was skeptical, but when I discovered you were Rylee’s roommate, I had her steal a small DNA sample to double-check. I compared it with my husband’s, and I knew. I was ready to get rid of you then and there, but Mr. P wanted you alive. 
“But I don’t care about that anymore,” she says, placing the drill on my knee. “Just like your mom—you ruin everything. Why did you come here?”
My body tenses. 
“Once I get rid of you, I’ll vacation with Theodore, permanently. By the time they find out what happened, I’ll be out of the country. And you’ll be dead.”
Kinsley turns the drill on and gashes my thigh, leaving a bloodied linear wound. Pain. Unbearable pain shoots through my body, hurting every fiber of my being. She doesn’t stop. She jams the drill into my leg. It’s . . . my flesh . . . all of it being ripped one millimeter at a time.
“S-SOMEONE HELP ME. PLEASE!” I wail.
Rylee grabs Kinsley’s arm, which gets her to turn off the drill. Blood drips down my leg. 
“What?” Kinsley snaps.
“Do you really have to do all this? Why can’t you just drug her?”
So she      isn’t one-hundred-percent evil. There’s at least a tiny percentage of goodness left.  
I need to get out of here now. They tied my arms and legs down, but not tight enough. Rylee must have been in charge of this because it isn’t as good of a job as the first time. I think . . . I can . . . get my hands loose.
“This is how it has to be,” Kinsley explains. “She would have never been here if I could have handled her mother the way I wanted to.”
“Please. I promise I won’t talk to Theodore again. I won’t tell anybody. I’ll even leave school. Please let me go.” I’m not even trying to stop crying. If I can reach Rylee’s cold heart, then just maybe I can get her to help me. 
Rylee looks at her aunt. “You hear that? She said she’ll keep your secret. All you have to do is erase her memory.”
“Move aside,” Kinsley sneers. “If you can’t handle this, you know where the door is.”
“Rylee, please help me. I know we bonded as roommates. It couldn’t have all been acting. Remember those nights we would stay up talking about our dreams. It won’t happen if you get charged with murder.”
“No way. You can’t prove I’m here,” she replies.
“You were the last person on my call log. Plus, a witness who was with me heard you.”
“Stop capping,” she says in a wobbling voice.
I think I’m getting to Rylee’s head. Maybe she’ll turn on Kinsley and help me. “You sure about that?” I ask.
Rylee’s face goes blank. I got her because she’s scared. I knew she was all talk. 
“Enough!” Kinsley yells. “If you’re talking about Aiden and whoever that other guy is, we took care of them.”
“What did you do to them?” I demand.
“If you thought this was some half-hitched plan, then you’re mistaken.” 
She doesn’t realize it, but my arms are free, and I’m an inch away from the pepper spray in my pocket.
“I can see why Theodore chose my mother over you, a pathetic grown woman intimidated by a college student. Everything on you is fake, and you clearly don’t have a brain of your own. Pathetic. You only got him with manipulation.”
Kinsley’s huffs and her eyes shoot daggers at me. She crosses her arms, her body tensing.
“You must have a death wish.” She turns on the drill and aims it at the middle of my belly button. 
I need a new plan—ASAP.
Instantly, I shake my entire body as if I’ve been electrocuted. 
“What’s happening?” Rylee screams. She runs beside Kinsley, close enough for me to spray them both at the same time. Kinsley turns her body and pulls out a needle from the cart.
“This should get her to stop,” I say.
Kinsley holds the needle close to my neck, but in a swift motion, I pull my arms free and knock it out of Kinsley’s hands, spraying both their eyes. 
Rylee stumbles to her knees. “MY EYES!”
Kinsley shrieks, rubbing her entire face. “Now it’s over for you!” 
I give her an extra spray and then bend over, release my legs from the straps, and head out the door. 
I need to find Caleb and Aiden.
I limp down the steps and head to the second floor, which seems identical to the first. I look through two windows and see both rooms are empty. The third floor is identical too. 
I’m never going to find them in time. But I have to, so I keep going no matter how hopeless I feel.
No luck with the door to my right—completely dark. That leaves the left door. I look through the window beside it and see Caleb and Aiden tied to chairs with scarves covering their mouths. Their eyes seem drained, and bruises and cuts line their arms and faces. They must have put up a good fight. Still, I’m bursting, happy to finally find them. 
I open the door, and their heads turn in my direction. They start rocking back and forth in their chairs. Muffled words hardly sound through their scarves. But I know they’re asking for help.
The damp room has no furniture other than the chairs Caleb and Aiden sit on. The cold floor is concrete, and the white walls are peeling. Where did Kinsley find a place like this?
Caleb is closest. I remove the scarf, untie his arms, and then move on to Aiden. I free his arms, and he does the rest.
“I thought you were dead,” Caleb says.
“Same,” Aiden replies.
“When I found out they took you guys too, I was so scared.” 
So many emotions, so many thoughts in my head right now. Anger over Rylee betraying me. That one hurts the most because I trusted her so much—I risked my life to save that trifling girl. Putting Caleb and Aiden in danger . . . It’s a lot.
Caleb picks me up, hugs me tight. He smells lovely compared to the room’s funk.
“Ouch!” I say.
He lets me down. “You’re bleeding.” 
Aiden walks over. “I’m going to kill them.” 
I look down and see blood dripping down my leg, through my pants, and crawling toward us on the floor. My stomach gets queasy. A sharp pain travels up my leg, causing me to stumble forward. Aiden grabs me by the waist before I hit the ground and carries me to the chair Aiden was strapped to.  
“What did they do to you?” Caleb asks while rolling up my pant leg. 
The gaping hole where Kinsley drilled spurts out blood. Caleb looks as if he’s going to throw up. Aiden’s eyes widen with a look of horror. Like a flashlight turned on in their head to let them know the true danger we are actually in.
“It’s bad, isn’t it?” My leg could be infected, or worse. Who knows?
“You’re going to be fine,” Caleb says. 
I look at Aiden, whose eyes haven’t left my leg. “There’s an actual hole in her leg. She needs to get to a hospital. Look at it. It’s swelling up and turning dark purple.”
Leave it up to Aiden to be brutally honest. Caleb hits his shoulder, which causes Aiden to throw his hands up. “What? No need to sugarcoat this. She needs a doctor, sooner rather than later. That’s all I’m saying.”
“She needs something to stop the bleeding,” Caleb replies, taking off his shirt and wrapping it around my leg. “This might hurt a little.” He pulls the shirt and ties it into a knot. “This should stop the bleeding, but I do agree with Aiden. We need to get you out of here.”
“I called the cops before we were snatched,” Aiden says, looking out the window. He turns back to us. “They should be here soon.”
“I think we’re probably on our own,” I say. “Who knows how long it’ll take for them to get here.”
Aiden’s face falls. 
“I thought that, so I texted my sister and told her everything. If there’s one thing I know, it’s that you should always have a plan B, speaking from experience,” Caleb replies. “We can trust her.”
Viviane     . The one who lied to us about erasing her brother’s memory. The one who left and let her family believe she was kidnapped, or dead. She’s who we should put our trust in? Yeah, I’m not about to hold my breath.
“When did you do that?” Aiden asks
“When you were on the phone with Brielle. I figured we were out of our league and needed backup.”
“We can’t just wait it out. What if they find us before then? I sprayed them with pepper spray, but Kinsley and Rylee are out for blood.”
“Rylee? Why would she be mad at you? Isn’t she the reason we’re here? To save her?” Aiden asks.
I shake my head. “Rylee is Kinsley’s niece and planned to sabotage me from the very beginning. Rylee was promised fame and fortune and used this as an opportunity to gain acting experience.”
“I know you lying,” Aiden says. “I knew something was off with her but damn.” He shakes his head and gives me a “I’m sorry your roommate is a liar” look. 
“This is wild,” Caleb replies. “But it’s not a complete shock. Rylee seemed jealous of you in a certain way, but I kept that opinion to myself.”
A sharp pain shoots through my leg again. It feels like the drill is still lodged in there. It hurts so bad. I let out a moan of pain.
Caleb wraps his arms around me and picks me up. He cradles me like I’m a baby, so I ask, “What are you doing?” 
He looks down at me. “We can’t wait for my sister. We have to go now,” Caleb replies, heading toward the door.
Aiden follows. “So what’s the plan? Walk out the front door?”
We can’t all escape, especially since I can’t walk. They will have to go without me. “You guys should go and get help. I’ll stay here and hide.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Caleb says. He holds me tighter. I love that he’s protective, but I’m deadweight at this point.
Aiden stares at us and then looks down at his feet, sighing deeply. “I’ll be the distraction. You get her out of here safely, and I’ll bring the attention to myself.”
“No, I can’t let you do that. It’s my fault you’re even here.” I try to wiggle out of Caleb’s arms, but he holds me even tighter. “Can you put me down please?”
“You can’t walk,” he says, staring into my eyes.
“Yes, I can.”
“Fine.” 
He slowly lets me down, and all of my weight lands on my hurt leg. I stumble to the floor. “I told you.” He picks me up again. “The adrenaline you had is gone.      I know this is hard for you to accept, but you have to let us help you. I think Aiden’s idea is the only way.”
When has sacrificing yourself been the only good scenario?
“We need to make a move. Like now,” Aiden urges.
I can’t believe he’s risking his life for me. Alexandria will kill me if anything happens to him. I couldn’t live with myself knowing something happened to him because of me. 
“Do I have a say in any of this?”
Aiden walks over to me and bends down, meeting me at eye level. He grabs my chin. “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry about me. Let me do this.” I reach my arms out and hug him. He hesitates but then leans into my embrace.
“Okay, we have to go,” Caleb says, annoyed. I can touch the tension in the room. 
Aiden backs away, heading toward the door. “Well, let’s go.”
He opens the door and leads us to the elevator. 
Taking an elevator seems like the absolute worst option. “We need to take the stairs,” I say.
Caleb looks me in the eye. “You’re small but we’re on the fourth floor. I don’t think I can run if someone catches us on the steps.” 
Aiden looks at us. “I’ll take the elevator, and you two take the steps. I’ll make some noise, buy you time.”
Make noise? That sounds dumb. He needs to come with us. “Or all of us can take the steps. When I took them earlier, nobody knew and the door at the end leads outside.”
Aiden pauses and I can tell he’s thinking about it. 
Caleb props me up. “You’re going to need to hold onto my back.” As I switch positions, I stare at Aiden, who has yet to respond.
“So?” I press. Aiden looks at me and smiles.
“Fine, I’ll come with you,” he says. “But if we get caught,      I’m most definitely blaming you.”
“Deal!” 
We make it to the stairs, and Aiden pulls at the door. A blaring siren echoes around the room. It sounds like when someone trips the alarm of a home security system.
Warning. This building will go into lockdown mode in one minute.
Lockdown mode? Oh, heck nah. Kinsley is trying to trap us inside. We need to go.
“LET’S GO,” Caleb yells. 
Then Caleb takes off, sprinting down these stairs so fast my body keeps bouncing up and down. I hold on tighter. We make it to the second-floor steps. 
“Lock every exit.”
That’s Kinsley’s voice coming from the intercom system. We can’t go to the lower level. A door from the first floor slams open, so Caleb flings open the second-floor door. Now what? We’re trapped and they’re trying to flush us back into the halls. There is nowhere to go.
Aiden stares at the window at the end of the hall. He looks back at us thoughtfully. He better not say what I think he’s going to say.
He does.
“We have to jump.”
No way. I won’t jump out of a window when I can’t even walk.
“Bro, we don’t have time for this,” Caleb says.
Aiden looks at us as if we are in the wrong. “We’re on the second floor. It’s not that far of a fall. You won’t die.”
Yeah, I might not die but hmm . . . I could break my legs, neck, back, and be in a worse position than I am now. I’m good staying here. I tell him. “I’m not jumping out a window. Honestly, I can’t believe I have to say it.” 
Aiden shakes his head at me. “Fine, we can just toss you.” He reaches for my leg.
Caleb pushes him off. “Back up.”
Aiden approaches the window. “Look.” 
Caleb lowers his head down to me. “Let’s just do it so he can stop asking.” And he carries me to the window. We look down at brick pavement. 
I stare at Aiden, clapping my hands. “Any brighter ideas?”
“Don’t look at me. I don’t see you two coming up with any.”
“What about leaving me in the room while guys run and get help. You guys could have been long gone by now.” 
“That wasn’t an option,” Aiden replies.
That’s the problem. If they had left me, they would have escaped. It’s my fault they’re here—again.
“Sorry to interrupt whatever is going on here, but we need to figure out some type of plan,” Caleb says.
“It’s over.” A familiar voice. Kinsley with bright-red eyes and a gun in hand stands at the opposite end of the hall. Her wet, curled mess is tossed over her head. She must have dunked her head in water. 
She’s going to kill us. There is no escaping a bullet.
“I know you didn’t think I was going to let you leave,” she says.
Aiden lifts his hands in the air. Caleb looks at her as if he’s about to jump stupid.
“Put her down,” she demands.
Caleb shakes his head. “No.” He holds me tighter. 
Kinsley points the gun at the ceiling and pulls the trigger. The bullet ricochets. The deafening sound causes my ears to ring and Caleb to almost drop me. I can feel his heart racing. She points the gun, facing      Caleb.
“Next time it won’t be pointed in the air.” Her eyes lock on him. 
My body shakes because I know she isn’t playing.
But Caleb hasn’t broken the stare. 
“It’s okay. Just put me down on the floor.”  
“No.”
“I would listen to her if I were you, or you’ll be the next one with a bullet.” Kinsley looks him up and down. “Hmm . . . Where should I shoot?” She points the gun upward. “Your head.” She shakes her head, then lowers it. “Or maybe your leg? The options are limitless.”
From the look on her face, she means it. Kinsley looks like one of those wild ladies at the end of a Lifetime movie.
Caleb lets out a sigh and slowly puts me down. I make sure to keep my weight on my left leg and hold onto his shoulder.
“Now move away from her.” 
Caleb stands stiff. I look him in the eyes. “Do what she says.”
After a few seconds, he withdraws. 
“You’re not so brave now,” Kinsley says, pointing the gun at me. I could pee myself or have a heart attack.
“Hey,” Aiden says. His hands are still up, but he makes timid steps toward Kinsley. What is he doing? “You don’t want to do this.” It’s nothing more than a whisper. 
She points the gun at him. “Stop moving.” 
He listens. “Think about what’s going to happen if you shoot her. Your life will be over.”
She cackles. “Silly fool. My life will be fine. When they say money can’t buy you happiness, well, they’re wrong. I’m going to kill Brielle and then you two. Then I’ll get my husband, and he and I will disappear to a remote island.” 
“Killing Brielle won’t make you happy,” Caleb chimes in.
“You’re right.” She smiles.
Maybe she does have a heart.
“Killing Brielle is too easy. I’ll make her suffer first.”
Never mind. Why did Caleb have to open his mouth?
She moves the gun from Aiden back to Caleb. “Which one of you wants to die first?”
“Leave them out of this. It’s between you and me.” What am I saying right now?
She eyes me. “Oh, don’t think I forgot about you.” She aims the gun at my wounded leg and pulls the trigger. The bullet hits, and for a brief second, everything goes dark. Memories flash in my mind—my parents driving away with beautiful smiles on their faces. They never really wanted me to come here. If I die, it will break them. 
“Brielle!”
A loud voice breaks me from my vision. My eyes open. I’m lying on the ground. Kinsley aims her gun back and forth. From Caleb to Aiden.
“I dare you to move,” she says. 
Pain rushes through my body, and the realization that I’ve been shot finally dawns on me. 
She shot me!
Aiden moves toward Kinsley. 
“Don’t try it.” 
Caleb tries approaching me and she warns, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” She jumps up and down, yelling, “That felt good! Now, back to my question. Who should die first?”
The pain feels like someone ran my leg over with a car. My eyes burn from the tears rolling uncontrollably down my face, I’m at a loss for words, and my mouth is made of sandpaper. Have I lost all hope?
“WHICH ONE IS IT GOING TO BE, BRIELLE!” 
I can’t make that choice. 
“No answer? Fine. I’ll make it for you. Eeny, meeny, miny, moe. Who is the joker that got to go!” The gun lands on Caleb, and my heart sinks. “It looks like we have a winner.”
“No!” I scream. 
“Too late.”
She cocks the gun—I squeeze my eyes shut—and pulls the trigger. The gun goes off. Something crashes on the floor with a heavy thud.
My tears morph into heavy sobbing. This can’t be happening! Another gunshot rings out, and I open my eyes. Caleb is alive. A rush of relieve hits me. Even though he’s breathing, he doesn’t look good. His face is pale. He slowly lifts up his body, and his eyes widen when he points his hand.
I turn from Caleb and see Kinsley’s body on the floor, dead, playing in a puddle of her blood. Viviane holds the gun over the body, her finger on the trigger, her hand trembling. Then steps clattering against the floor. Caleb shuffles to his sister and takes the gun away from her.
“Kinsley?” someone shrieks. 
It’s Rylee holding a pocketknife. She looks at me. “This is all your fault!” She runs in my direction.
Aiden pushes her to the ground, pins Rylee down, but she kicks him in the gut, gets the upper hand and nails him to the floor. The knife grazes his neck. “This is going to hurt.” She brings the knife up, but Caleb pushes her off. 
Blood is everywhere. 
Rylee sits up, holding the area where the pocketknife punctures her stomach. Blood spurts from her mouth. Caleb falls to the ground, his eyes widening in fear. Aiden’s body shakes. Then Rylee falls back, doesn’t move.
Is she dead?
Without pause, I turn to the side and vomit. I wipe my mouth with my shirt and drag myself closer to Aiden. “You saved me.”
He holds my hand. “I told you that I got your back.”
I fall into his arms and sob. He holds on tight, rubbing my back. “It’s okay. Let it out.”
I wipe my eyes and look at him. “I don’t . . . know what to say.”
Aiden smiles. “That’s a first. Now, let me see that leg.” He stares at it and makes a face. “What?”
He moves my leg, and a sharp pain shoots through it. “Well, it looks like the bullet went straight through.”
“That’s good, right?”
“I don’t know. I’m not a doctor. But common sense says a bullet out of your leg is better than a bullet stuck inside.”
I look over at Viviane, who trembles. Tears stream down her face. Caleb has walked over and comforts her. 
“You think she’s going to be okay?” I ask.
Aiden looks at Viviane. “She’s going to be fine. Trust me. She’s crying because she almost lost her brother. But the way she landed a ‘center mass’ shot tells me it’s not her first time using it.”
That’s scary.
“Help me up?” I reach my arm out, but he moves away. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asks.
“Hopefully a hospital.”
“Viviane says the medics are on the way,” Caleb says.
“What about the cops?” Aiden asks.
“Viviane,” I say and she looks in my direction. “What are we going to tell authorities?”
She glances at Caleb and then walks away when her phone rings. 
“The cops aren’t coming,” Caleb says. He comes toward me. 
“What do you mean the cops aren’t coming?” Aiden asks.
“This is secret-order business. You two are W.X members, and they take care of their own,” he explains.
“What does that mean?” 
Caleb looks at his sister talking on the phone and back at me. “It means it’s handled.”
I don’t like the sound of that.
Caleb walks over and gives me a tight hug and a kiss. “I would stay, but my sister thinks it’s best to keep my involvement at a minimum. Keep me updated.” 
I hear footsteps, and two guys in black rush over to me with a stretcher. Julius trails behind them. He stops and whispers something in Viviane’s ear, and she walks away. The guys pushing the stretcher slowly lift me up and lay me on it. 
“Be careful,” Caleb says.
Julius approaches us. “I’m so sorry this happened to you both.” He looks at Caleb. “What are we going to do with you?” 
Viviane answers. “I take full responsibility for him. I promise you he won’t tell a soul.”
Julius glances at Kinsley’s body and then back at us. “We have enough to deal with right now. I’m holding you accountable for him, and you know what that means.”
Viviane nods her head and pulls Caleb away. He follows behind his sister, glimpsing back at us before continuing. 
“Kinsley acted on her own, so this has nothing to do with the society’s beliefs. She will be handled, and we will make sure that you two have the proper counseling to deal with this tragic incident and get the best medical care. Everything will be handled,” he says, then swiftly walks away, dialing his phone as he goes. 
Aiden looks at me. “I’ll be with you the whole way.” 
A guy with a needle holds my wrist and sticks it in my skin. “That should help with the pain.”
My vision blurs.
And everything goes away.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Two weeks have passed since the almost-murder of my friends and me, and a lot has happened since. I’m roommate-less and I can’t say I’m upset about it. A “moving company,” aka the W.X, removed all of Rylee’s stuff. The scary part is that she escaped by seducing one of the guards holding her. She’s vanished off the face of the earth.  
Knowing her, she probably dyed her hair, changed her accent, and created a new life for herself, claiming it’s another “acting role.” It’s weird that I kind of miss her wild antics, but then I think about what she did, and those feelings go away. 
The W.X handled Kinsley’s death as a suicide and held a funeral for her. Theodore was a mess, crying and uncontrollable. I haven’t been able to reach out to him. He still doesn’t remember me or my mother. 
My phone buzzes. It’s a message from Caleb, who sent me a funny cat meme. I love me some cat memes. It’s crazy. If someone told me earlier that I would have not one but two fine guys as my closest friends here, I would tell them that’s a lie. Caleb is everything a girl looks for regarding boyfriend traits: fine, caring, challenging, and honest. 
Then there’s Aiden, and the feelings I have for him kind of snuck up on me. He was always in the “friend” category, and in the beginning, he was barely that. But he grew on me. He’s funny, almost too honest. Like seriously, does he have to be so blunt all the time? There’s never a dull moment with us.
This is what girls dream of—two guys willing to risk their lives for them. It’s perfect, right? Well, it is in the movies, but in reality, it sucks because if I make a choice, I’ll lose one and change the dynamic with the other. And I don’t want that. So I’m not making a choice.
They both are going to be my friends, and that’s that. They’re perfectly fine with it. Well, they were in my dream when I told them. In reality, I avoid the subject. Not a sure fix, but it works for now, and I’m sticking with it. 
I saved the best news for last. The cast is off my leg—no more crutches. The W.X Society gave me a shot, and it helped my leg heal fast. I can finally walk again. I won’t lie: I used to think it would be pretty fun to have crutches, but it’s harder than I imagined. Plus, those things hurt my armpits. I had to get specialized cushions created and beg my auntie to stay where she was. I told her I fell down a flight of stairs, and she and my uncle almost lost it. 
“I see you’re off the crutches,” Alexandria says, walking over to me.
“Yes, finally. I hated those things,” I say.
She circles me. “It didn’t look like you did. I mean, you had two men worshiping the ground you walked on.”
“Shut up.” It’s Aiden. “Nobody was worshiping Brielle. You just forgot what friends look like because you don’t have that many.”
She holds her heart. “Ouch, that hurt.”
Jamal walks up and grabs Alexandria by the waist, wrapping his arms around her. “She doesn’t need friends when she has me. I’m all the entertainment she needs.”
Alexandria pushes him off. “I have friends.” Then she looks at Jamal. “Why are your hands around me.”
“You know you like it,” he says.
Alexandria blushes. “I don’t.”
Jamal shakes his head. “It’s okay. We can keep our love a secret. It’s best that way. We don’t need the haters in our business.”
I missed Jamal’s craziness. Being basically bedridden for a week and then barely getting around the next week made my social life nonexistent. 
“So since we’re all here, I’ll volunteer myself to go in first,” Alexandria announces.
Of course, she does. I stare at the tall gates that lead to the mansion of the W.X. Earlier today, my tablet buzzed with the location for orientation. My heart was heavy because I considered quitting. But then I thought about my mother—Theodore—and all the stuff I went through just to get into the W.X Society, and I decided not to quit.
Alexandria moves us aside and presses the four-digit code at the gate. The doors open. Inside is another gate, this time guarded by security. You’d think the president lived here the way this place is protected. The security guard waves us over and tells us our ride will arrive shortly. Fancy!
The second gate opens, and four Pagani Huayra Roadster BCs drive up. Nevaeh steps out of one and walks to us. She wears a tight black dress, glasses, and red-soled heels. “I see you all made it safely.”
“That’s a Pagani Huayra Roadster BC. You know how much that costs?” Jamal asks. “3.5 million dollars. Please tell me we get to ride in these.”
Nevaeh tosses a set of keys in his hands. “You can drive one.”
Jamal’s eyes glisten. “What? This is fire!”
“Welcome to the finer things in life. Welcome to the W.X Society,” she says.
Mom, here I come. It’s time to shake up the W.X from inside. 
Let the games begin.
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