




Chapter 1

This totally bites. Being sent out here to small-town Nowhere’sville, somewhere on the coast of Maine to live with my aunt? This wasn’t fair. It all wasn’t fair. 
“Come on kid, this won’t last forever,” Dad said, making a right turn. “Look, it’ll only be for a month or two. I’m sure that your mother will be feeling better by then.”
Yeah right. I’m sixteen, not four. I know the difference between another psychotic break and the flu. This little ‘vacation’ at Aunt Sal’s was going to last a long while. Probably forever. 
“We’re here,” Dad said, after an hour. “Welcome to Wolf Creek. Hey, do you know what the legend says about this place?”
I rolled my eyes and slunk a little lower in the passenger’s seat. “Something about ghost dogs or something?”
“Ghost wolves,” he corrected. “Ghost wolves. I’ll let my sister tell you the legend herself, when we get there. She tells it better than me.”
I rolled my eyes again. “Yeah, whatever. I totally will do that.” Not. I’m not a little kid anymore, listening to scary stories in the dark-.
Something splatted on my door window, and I shot upright in surprise. What the hell? As my heartrate settled back down to normal, I realized that someone had tossed a water balloon at my window, and it’d broke open. 
“Damn punks,” Dad growled. “Those morons could have made me wreck the car. Promise me Audrey, that you won’t hang around people like that.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said, shrugging. 

Chapter 2
 We reached Aunt Sal’s small cabin in no time. Actually, I wouldn’t call it a small cabin. Shack was a better term. 
“Well, if it isn’t little Benny, all grown up,” the tall blond woman said, rising from the rocking chair she had been sitting in on the porch, all smiles as she walked down the steps to greet us.
“Still looking lovely as ever, baby sister,” Dad said, giving the younger woman a warm hug. “You still chasing after Ted?”
“Naw. Teddy got married a few years ago and moved away.” She shook her head, sighing. “Should have known that he’d pick Tabby. You know how she got her to marry him? By getting her boobs enhanced and the fat sucked out of her stomach.” She grimaced. “Figures.”
“Oh,” Dad said, looking slightly taken aback. “Err, well, I suppose you’ll find someone else, right?”
“Yeah, I rekon.” Sal now turned her attention to me. “So this is Audrey. For some reason, I always imagined you being the mini image of your mom, but you’ve got your dad’s red hair.”
Yeah. I’d gotten the fox red hair from dad and mom’s dark brown eyes. Go genes. “Nice to see you again, Aunt Sal,” I said politely, holding a hand out to her. 
“Such a polite girl,” she said with a wide grin, taking my hand and shaking it. “So different from when you were a kid. I remember you jumping all around the place, running around naked on the front lawn.”
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Hey, um, where can I put my stuff?” I asked, moving to stick my hands in my jacket pockets. 
“Eager to stake out your corner, eh?” she laughed. “First door on the right upstairs. Ask Tobias if he’ll help you carry in the bags.”
“Guess you got over Teddy then,” Dad said with a small smile. “Already got yourself a new boyfriend.”
“What? Oh no, Tobias is this kid I took in last year.” Sal turned to me. “Go on inside. Say hi to him on your way.”
Great. She’s got a kid. Probably a bratty little boy like my neighbor’s kid, always hyper and running around, kicking people in the shin. 
“Go on inside,” Dad said, giving me a little push in the back. “I want to talk to Sal alone for a minute.”
This time I did roll my eyes as I started walking, my backpack slung over my shoulder. The gravel crunched underfoot with each step I took, the tiny rocks shifting around. I remembered dimly falling on these same rocks when I was little, and busting open my knee. Good times. 
Chapter 3
I walked inside the shack, noting immediately the fat white cat dozing on the steps to the next floor. Man, that thing could swallow a guinea pig without any problem. “Shoo,” I said, trying to scare it off.
The cat stirred, opening one blue eye to glare at me briefly before the eye closed again. I debated on whether or not if I could pick that monster up, decided against it in favor of not getting bitten, and carefully stepped around the cat, one hand balanced on the wall for balance. I made it, and wobbled for a minute before grabbing ahold of the railing and I walked up the steps. As I walked, I turned my head to look at the series of family photos on the wall. There was little Sal and my dad, and their older brother Max, who I never got to meet before he shipped out to Japan for his job and never came back. I was so preoccupied with staring at the wall while I walked, that when I reached the landing I ran smack into someone. I staggered back in surprise, forgetting that the stairs were behind me. I could feel myself starting to fall backwards now, and I prayed that I could grab hold of the railing before I tumbled all the way down the stairs.
“Whoa,” the person I’d run into said, reaching out and grabbing hold of my wrist, yanking hard to pull my back towards him. “That was close, huh?”
“Yeah,” I said, letting out a sigh of relief. Crisis adverted, although I had sustained mild embarrassment for being such a ditz. “Thanks for catching me,” I said, looking up at my savior. Felt my eyes widen a little in surprise as I caught sight of snow-white hair and skin, blue eyes so pale, they were almost silver. Whoa. A real life ghost.
“Yeah,” he said, nodding solemnly. “I’m an albino. Feel free to stare.”
“No, no,” I said hastily. “I’m not….I wasn’t….”
“Relax,” he said, cracking a grin. “I’m just messing with you.” He walked back a little from the stairs, then let go of my wrist. “Just in case you try to freefall backwards again,” he said, smirking. “Oh, and I’m Tobias, by the way.”
Tobias. As in the kid Aunt Sal took in. “Oh,” I said, feeling like an idiot for almost falling down the stairs, and for staring at him. “I’m Audrey, but most people call me Allie.”
“So you’re Sal’s little niece,” he mused. “Wow. From what she was saying about you, you were hell on wheels as a kid.” 
I cringed inwardly, feeling my ears burn as I imagined all the embarrassing naked Allie stories Aunt Sal could possibly have mentioned. 
“Well, anyway. Welcome to Wolf Creek.” He started walking towards the stairs, reaching to grab hold of the railing. “I’ll just go help your folks with the bags. Feel free to scope out your area.”
“Thanks,” I said, watching him walk down the stairs. When he got close to the fat cat, he bent down and pushed it off the steps, ignoring the outraged meow it made. I turned my attention to the ‘room to the right’ that Sal had indicated. I walked over to the door, reaching out a hand to grab hold of the knob, turned, and then pushed the door open. 
How incredibly....boring.
 A four poster bed took up a lot of the room, the wooden frame thick and heavy looking. A beat-up looking dresser was squeezed back against the far wall, with a small bookcase filled with books set beside it. And against the wall in the back, was the window, letting in the light that filled the space so that I could see. I threw the backpack at the bed and walked towards the window, grabbing hold of it and pushing it back down. If I looked out, I could see my dad’s car out there, and my dad and Aunt Sal talking. From the worried expression on Sal’s face, I could guess that they were talking about my mom. 
Chapter 4
Halving been brought into a strange new place, I hid in my room for the remainder of the day, keeping myself busy by unpacking the two suitcases and the backpack. The clothes I folded up neatly and put into the dresser, the toothbrush and the like on the surface in a confused tangle. The five books I brought with me I put on the bookcase with the other books, and I lined my tennis shoes up against the wall beside the bookcase. Suitcases were shoved under the bed. 
A knock sounded on my door after a this was all done, and my aunt poked her head in. “Hey kid, it’s dinner time. Come on down.”
I trudged towards the door and walked out into the hall, stopping to watch as a ladder descended from the ceiling. 
“Lookout below,” Tobias called, and next second he came down the ladder, descending slowly and carefully hand over foot. “Oh, hey,” he said, catching sight of me through the rungs of the ladder. “So, obviously, I live in the attic.” 
“Why?” I asked, curious.
“Because I called it,” he said, touching down on the floor and folding up the ladder, giving it a hard shove to shut the attic door again. “Gives me a lot of freedom to move around.” 
“Cool.”
 He turned, and started for the stairs, walking down two at a time. I moved to follow, trailing along behind him as he walked through the house to the kitchen. 
“Hope you kids like roast beef,” Aunt Sal said, arranging the silverware and napkins on the table. “The butcher gave me a nice discount, on account of the storeroom having been broken into last night. Everything on sale.”
“Those dogs again?” Tobias asked, frowning. “Someone should do something about them. Those mangy mutts keep stirring up trouble.”
“What about dogs?” I asked, confused. 
“Some wild dogs that live in the woods,” Tobias said, half-turning towards me. “There used to be a guy who had half-starved dogs kept locked up in his barn. Made them fight against each other for money. He got mauled by one of the dogs, and they all escaped into the woods.” He shrugged. “He never bothered about fixing them before his untimely death, so those dogs have been breeding for years. There’s a sizable pack that runs around in the woods, wild. Usually they keep away from people, but recently they’ve been running into town, causing mayhem.” 
Aunt Sal snorted. “You forgot to mention how some people think that those dogs are part wolf, and that they’re spirits.”
“That sounds a little out there,” I said, frowning. “I mean…they’re dogs, right?”
“Yeah, but they sure look like wolves.” Tobias shrugged again. “They’re all Husky and German Shepard mixes. Big dogs.”
“And possibly disease-ridden,” Sal said with a small frown. “If you see one Audrey, be sure to steer clear. None of those dogs are tame, and they’ll bite as soon as they look at you.”
Tobias had a skeptical expression on his face, as if he didn’t believe it. 
“Well, dinner’s ready, and let’s all eat,” Sal said briskly. “Come on, kids, you’re both way too skinny. Eat, eat.”
So we sat for dinner, me mostly staring at my plate, pushing the hunks of beef around, sneaking glances across at Tobias. He was as pale as a vampire, not a drop of color to his skin or hair. I just couldn’t stop staring. I know it was wrong, but I just couldn’t look away. He glanced up once at me, caught me staring, and gave me a wry smile before busying himself with his meal. After a bit, though, dinner was over, and I gathered my plate and headed for the dishwasher, tossing it in. 
“So  Audrey, I was thinking that we should go buy you some more clothes soon,” Sal said, coming over and putting her plate and utensils into the dishwasher. “What’s your opinion?”
The plate made a slight tinkling sound as it scraped against another plate that was already inside the washer.
“Um, err,” I started.
“Lay off, Sal,” Tobias said, walking over to the fridge and pulling out a can of Pepsi. “She just got here. I’m sure she just wants to settle in first.”
“Um yeah,” I said, relived. “I actually just want to sleep in tomorrow, if that’s alright.”
“Oh very well,” Sal said, shrugging. “I suppose that makes sense. And speaking of which, it’s ten. My bedtime. So…later, kids. I trust you two won’t stay up all night.”
She walked out of the kitchen and I heard the sounds of the stairs creaking shortly after. 
“Do you want me to help you with the t/v?” Tobias offered. “The channels are all on the really high numbers. There’s like three good ones, and they’re mostly dark stuff like Criminal Minds and Law & Order.”
“That’s alright,” I said, my spirits lifting a little. My dad and I used to spend our Saturday night’s watching Law & Order. It was familiar, and it was one little piece of home. 
“Follow me, then,” Tobias said, waving a hand at me and turning, walking off. 
I quickly moved to follow after him, and found myself staring at him. Questions that I wanted to ask but couldn’t were at the tip of my tongue.
Who is this kid? 
Why was he living with Sal?
Why did Dad seem surprised to see the albino?
Did Sal adopt him or something?
How old was Tobias?
“Here we are,” Tobias said, slowing down as he walked into the living room and strode over to the boxy t/v. “Now, pay attention, Audrey. This is going to sound complicated, so you better come closer and pay attention.”
“Okay,” I said, and walked over to listen as he rambled on about what channel was what and which one played only religious shows.
Chapter 5
The few days I had left before school officially started was spend in eternal angst. 
“Well, this is going to suck for you,” Tobias affirmed, grinning as he peered over my shoulder at the glaring white school schedule I held. “You got Mr. Kirk for homeroom. He makes the new kids stand in front of the room and introduces them.”
“Does he really?” I asked, my stomach tying itself into knots. I didn’t like being stared at by people. It gave me anxiety to stand in front of a whole classroom to talk about a presentation. I always stood at one side and stammered out the explanation in rapid-fire babbling, which no-one ever understood. I think the teachers took pity on my terrified state and gave my group an easy 80 every time I came up to plate.
“What, are you worried or something?” Tobias’s expression softened slightly. “Look. It’ll only be five seconds, and all you really got to do is stand there. You could be wearing earbuds and listen to music or something. It’ll be over really fast.”
“That’s good,” I said, relief flooding over me. “Um, what about the other teachers?” I asked, looking down at the schedule again. “What are they like?”
“Well, except for Mrs. Green, the others are all sort of laid-back. I don’t know much about Green except that she’s new. Supposedly she’s really young.”
Mrs. Green was apparently destined to be my new math teacher, which was something that I had a strong foreboding feeling about. Math was always my worst subject, and if I had a crappy teacher….I’m sunk. I can’t have crappy grades. Dad already has enough to worry about with Mom, he doesn’t need my bad grades added to the pile.
“What sort of classes do you have?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at the albino. If I had a friendly face in my class, it might relive some of the tension usually associated with the new kid.
“Usual mix,” he said, shrugging. “I take half classes at home and half at school.” He leaned over, looking at the schedule again. “Check it out. We have the same class for English.” A dark shadow flitted across his face suddenly. “Err, Audrey, there’s something you should know.”
“Yeah?” I asked, feeling a little bit of anxiety sweeping over me. What was he going to say? The local bunch of girls were snakes? What?
“You…you probably shouldn’t talk to me at school,” he said, after a minute or two. 
“Why?” I asked, confused and a little hurt. Was he embarrassed of me or something? 
“People think I did something really bad last year, and they’re still trying to punish me,” he said, looking a little sad. “It’s better if you keep your distance. You’ll have an easier time of making friends if you do. Trust me.”
After that little weird talk he disappeared for a bit, not appearing again until the end of the weekend and the start of Monday. School day.
Chapter 6
Tobias mysterious disappeared when it was time for school, but Sal didn’t seem all that worried.
“He walks,” she explained.  “Gets up early and walks. Doesn’t like getting dropped off.”
“Why?” I asked, feeling tired and grumpy at having to get up early. “What, do I have the plague or something?”
“No, of course not,” she said, looking uncomfortable. “It’s just…Tobias is sort of an outcast recently. You’ll…you’ll hear why sure enough. Just…just remember what he’s like at home before you judge.”
That was sort of cryptic, but no matter how much I poked and pried Sal wouldn’t reveal anything else. That was all I was going to get, until after she came back to retrieve me from school at the end of the day. Wonderful.
Chapter 7
I was keyed up a little naturally as I walked into my first class of the school day, half-expecting to get called out by the teacher. Fortunately, the teacher simply started on in a low droning tone about the lesson for the day, and I allowed myself to relax a little. 
Okay, so I was the new kid. It’s a daunting place to be, but so long as I didn’t do anything or say anything really stupid, I’d slide easily into the shadows and find the group I fit in with. Maybe make some new friends. Also, I wanted to know why Tobias didn’t want me to be associated with him. It was only after fourth period and during lunchtime did I finally hear about the reason why.

“Hey, you’re the new girl right?” a super perky girl in a tight-fitting black skirt that was dangerously close to being against normal school policy and a grey halter top. “Audrey Blake?”
“Um, yes?” I said, clutching the plastic Styrofoam plate holding my school lunch tightly between my hands. 
“You’re in my second period,” the girl said, flicking a blond strand of hair over her shoulder. “I’m Ashley Kelly. I sat behind you.”
“Um, okay,” I said, wondering where this was going.
“I heard you’re living in that shack with Sally and the albino freak,” Ashley said, watching me closely. “Do you, like, know what happened a few months ago?”
“Um, no?” I said, making it sound like a question.
“Oh, my God,” she gasped, looking amazed. “Come with me,” she said, reaching out with a fake hot pink-clawed hand and grabbed hold of my wrist, dragging me along behind her. “You just…you just got to hear it from the horse’s mouth. You got to know, girl. Before that monster goes after you next.”
I was dragged towards one of the tables where a bunch of perfectly made-up girls sat, looking like a collection of fashion models from one of the pricey magazines that I saw hanging in racks at the Wal-Mart. I was intimidated at getting within this close a range to the A-List of the high school and started to drag my feet as I came within inches of the table. I was still hoping to go unnoticed when one of the girls turned her shiny raven-haired head and caught sight of me.
“Is this her?” she asked, looking to Ashely and not me when she spoke.
“Yeah,” Ashely said, nodding. “Found her like you asked, Natalia.”
“You poor dear,” another girl with silver framed glasses said, shaking her head. “I doubt your parents would have let you stay at that cabin if they knew about the freak.”
“Tobias isn’t a freak,” I said, starting to get a little defensive. “I mean yeah, he’s an albino, but he’s not a freak.”
“That’s not what we’re talking about,” the one called Natalia said. “That’s not why he’s a freak.” She waved a hand at the empty chair beside her. “Sit. Let us enlighten you to the ways of Tobias the albino.”
Chapter 8
I perched awkwardly on the end of my chair, not entirely comfortable enough to ease back and sit properly. My lunch sat untouched in front of me save for the half-eaten chunk of brown bread and the opened milk carton. I was really too nervous to eat, and mostly just drank the milk. It was a full twenty minutes before the girls told me about Tobias.
“He’s a murderer,” a girl across from me said flatly, sipping her drink. From the largeness of her pupils and slight slurring of the speech, I’d assume that she had some sort of alcoholic beverage in that thermos she was drinking heavily out of. “Also,” she said, after taking another swig. “He’s an albino freak.”
My eyes widened, and I think my mouth fell open in shock. The girls around me nodded, accepting the shock as if it was perfectly natural.
“Tobias may not look like much, but he’s pure evil,” Natalia said, nodding. “Hard to believe, but until a few months ago that pale bastard could disappear into the shadows and be unnoticed by everyone. Maybe that’s what made him go psycho.”

It was in this haphazard manner, with periodic murmurings of how Tobias was a bastard, that I heard the full story. There was a girl by the name of Lydia Hill who disappeared from a drunken party. She’d been supposedly kidnapped and then drowned in the lake nearby, her body showing signs that she hadn’t gone into the water willingly. Tobias was the only suspect, seeing how they had been great friends for a while and Tobias tried to be more than that and she rejected him the day before the party and he hadn’t taken it very well, supposedly. 
“So you see,” Natalia said, sitting back in her chair. “That’s why Tobias is such a freak. He couldn’t handle the rejection and he went all psycho.”
“Um,” I said, feeling a little hesitant to even speak, but I had to say it. “Did someone actually see him?” I wilted a little under the disbelieving stares the girls were giving me. “It’s just…he seems nice,” I said timidly, shrinking down into my seat, wishing I could just disappear.
“Yeah, well, don’t fall for his act,” one girl said, frowning. “He’s a freak, and he should be locked up for what he’s done.”
“If only the damn police would do their damn job and lock him up,” another said violently.
“The police can’t do jack shit with him,” Ashely said, scowling. “There was no evidence.”
“Where is he, anyway?” Natalia asked, turning her head and scanning the lunchroom. “He should be around here somewhere.”
“Probably ducked out of school and is hiding in the forest somewhere,” a tall dark-haired boy said, coming over and sitting down in the chair on the other side of Natalia. “We tried following him in there a few times, but he just disappears. He always shows up for class again after the lunch period ends and people start going back to class. Bastard is smarter than he looks.”
I slumped down in my seat, trying to be invisible. I just wanted to leave and find some isolated table full of loners to hide out with for now, or slink off to the library or an empty classroom. Unfortunately, these girls and their boyfriends seemed to be invested in telling me why Tobias was dangerous and how I should get myself a pocket knife. Actually, one guy handed me a plastic spoon that had the end sharpened down to a point. I waited until the lunchroom bell rang and I threw it away, not wanting to get in trouble for carrying a weapon. 
Chapter 9
End of the day could not come soon enough. After lunch ended I had fifth period, which was also the one where I shared a class with Tobias. I didn’t know that of course until he slunk into the classroom behind the last of the stragglers. His whole posture was defensive, shoulders hunched and he kept his head down as he walked to his seat near the back, sitting down really fast and not looking up when I tried to get his attention. The teacher started the lesson by saying that we needed to buy a book that we would be reading as a class. I scribbled the name of the book down in the corner of the front page of my notebook. I’ll have to remember to talk to Sal about it.
“Hey, you,” a voice hissed behind me. “Red Irish. Hey. Do you want a knife or something to take home with you for protection? I’ll sell you one for five bucks.”
“No thanks, I’m good,” I muttered, hunching over my desk. “Someone gave me a sharpened spoon earlier.”
“That’s crap,” the guy muttered. “Hey, how about I just give you my number so if you change your mind I can give it to you?”
“Sure, whatever,” I said, stiffening in alarm as the teacher turned and glared in my general direction. I slumped down in my seat, praying for invisibility. I looked around at where Tobias sat in the far back, but his attention was solely on his notetaking and nothing else. As soon as the period was over he jumped up and walked over to the door, and was the first out in the hall. 
That was the only time I saw him, and then he was gone for the rest of the day. Between class time and the time spent in the hallway, I managed to hear other bits and pieces of information about the albino. Most were about the poor dead girl Lydia, but a few were about the albino himself. 
Apparently Tobias’s family, the Fairchild’s, had completely outed him the second he became a suspect in the girl’s murder. That meant that they banned them from their family home and he wasn’t allowed to get within twenty feet of his relatives. Sal came into the picture because she used to baby-sit for the family when Tobias and his brothers(so far not named specifically, since they got sent to a fancy prep school in the bigger town several miles from Wolf’s Creek. Also, Tobias’s family was rich???!!), and thought that he was innocent. So the deal was, Sal got to keep the albino at her house and the family deposited a weekly amount of cash for the care and maintenance of their son. 


End of the school day, I was kind of lost, wondering where I was supposed to go. I went my locker and exchanged out notebooks and then let myself drift along with the crowd, not actually wanting to ask anyone where we were going. 
“Hey, Red Irish,” I heard a voice call loudly from behind me. “Hey, I’m talking to you, New Girl.”
God, not that guy. I sped up a little bit, trying to lose the guy. He was still yelling out the Red Irish thing, and I increased my speed. I turned a corner, darted around some people and moved in close to the wall as I passed the bathrooms. Suddenly a hand wrapped around my mouth and I was yanked back into the restroom. I shrieked, the noise muffled by the hand currently pressed against my mouth. Not that it mattered, since the hum of people’s voices filled the air, and half the crowd was probably deaf from the earbuds blasting music into their ears. 
I struggled viciously as the person dragged me back forcibly into the room and closed the door. I was about to bite down on the hand when a voice whispered,” Audrey, it’s me Tobias. Just calm the hell down.”
Tobias? I calmed down a bit and he removed the hand. 
“Jesus man, what the hell?” I complained. 
“Shh, keep your voice down,” he hissed frantically. “Okay, listen to me very carefully. Your aunt says that she can’t pick you up today. Car trouble. We have to walk back through the forest.”
“Okay, so why didn’t you just tell me that in the hall?” I asked, turning around to face him slowly. 
“Because I don’t want people connecting you to me,” he said, frowning. “Remember what I said earlier? You’re not supposed to be friendly to me.”
I was about to say something else when I heard a voice calling my new nickname. Tobias stiffened, and his expression darkened. “Royce Collins,” he said in a flat voice. “He hates me more than anyone else in this town.” He grabbed ahold of my arm and started dragging me back, out of sight of the doorway. I flattened myself against the wall like he did, and we waited tensely as the Royce guy passed by the bathroom, still calling out my nickname loudly.
“Why did we have to hide?” I asked after the boy’s voice faded away into the background.
“Because I’m killer, if you’ve heard,” Tobias said sarcastically. “It’s not a good idea for me to stay still in one place, least I get involved in another fight. Better to do things in a kind of strategic manner.”
I guess that made sense. I glanced around, taking in my surroundings for the first time. I guess this was one of those family bathrooms, or a teacher restroom. Whatever the name, it had a single toiled in the left corner, a sink and mirror in the right, and a paper towel dispenser on the wall beside the sink. I jumped as I heard a whirring noise, and when Tobias pulled out his phone I realized that was what was making the noise. 
“What?” I asked, reading his expression. “Something happen?”
“The car was sabotaged,” he said, scowling darkly. “Razors were jammed into the tires.”
“Oh.” I flinched badly as I heard someone knocking on the door.
“Who’s in there?” a gruff voice asked. “Hey, answer me.”
“Um, it’s the new kid,” I called out nervously, flicking a look towards Tobias. “Er, I spilled something on my shirt and I was trying to clean it off. Sorry.”
There was a slight pause. 
“Oh…err, sorry kid. Don’t worry about it. Just finish up with what you are doing and turn off the light. I’ll look the other way this time.”
I held my breath until the footsteps faded away, and then sighed in relief. 
“I can’t believe that worked,” Tobias muttered. “Spilled something on your shirt?”
“Hey, it was the best I could come up with,” I said huffily, turning to glare at him. “Feel free to come up with something better next time.”
“Okay, I will,” he said, opening the door and peeking out. “The janitor guy is gone. We can go now.” He slipped out through the open crack of doorway, and I moved to follow, flicking the lights off as I went. “Here, this way,” Tobias said, walking back over and taking hold of my hand as he started off again. 
I stumbled a little before recovering, trying to keep up with his rapid pace. I didn’t dare ask what we were running for, having been force-fed information about the topic all day. As we walked through the mazelike halls of the high school, I wondered just ow accurate people’s assessment of Tobias was. 
Albino, he was. Killer, I wasn’t so sure. I mean, sure we watched the dark and sometimes gory Criminal Minds just the other day together, but watching dark shows doesn’t make him a murder psychopath. No…I just don’t believe it. Then again…isn’t that what everyone says? Ii just couldn’t believe that so and so is a murderer?
Indecision cast my mind into turmoil, and it wasn’t until Tobias came to a full and total stop did I come back to total awareness of my surroundings. The reason we came to a stop became obvious as I realized that our path to the last door, leading to the outside, was blocked by a foursome of boys. They were all kind of big and mean-looking, and I found myself shrinking back, half-hiding behind the albino. 
“Hiya Killah, how’s it hanging?” one called out roughly, a thick-set giant who towered above the others. I pegged him immediately as the leader of this crew as he stepped forward.
“Back, back,” Tobias hissed to me. “Start running.”  To the guy, he said,” I didn’t kill anyone, Brett. If you hadn’t fried half your brain cells smoking weed, you’d realize that the police had no evidence that I did anything to her.”
“Liar,” the guy snarled, screwing up his face into a snarl. “You’re a fucking liar, Ghost. We all know that you killed Lydia. You were always so fucking smart. I bet hiding evidence was a cinch for a genius like yourself.”
Genius?
“Hey, who’s the girl?” another guy called, apparently just realizing that I was there. 
“New victim, probably,” another muttered, casting a glare over at me. “He’s taking her out the back, to the woods so that he can kill her in peace.”
“Hey Ghost, who’s the chick?” Brett called, a sneer curling his lip. “She your latest victim? Going to take her out to the woods and kill her too?”
“Shut up you fucking retard,” Tobias said, sounding tired. “Stop trying to pick a fight already. Isn’t this starting to get old?”
“Oh I’m sorry, are we boring you?” the boy growled, walking up and giving Tobias a hard shove in the chest, making him stumble back into me. 
I staggered back, just in time to watch the Brett boy throw a swing, catching Tobias on the jaw. His head snapped back…but then he was on the move, dodging around the taller kid’s swings, throwing in a few of his own. He was smaller and faster, and was able to dodge the attacks as they came. Unfortunately, the attacks weren’t the only thing he had to dodge. The other boys swooped forward and swarmed the albino, grabbing hold of his arms, shoulders, the back of his shirt, holding him still between them. Tobias swore and struggled viciously, kicking out and twisting and turning, but there was no escape. 
“Got you now you fucker,” the giant growled, malice glittering in his hard brown eyes as he surveyed his trapped prey. Blood trickled down from a split in his upper lip, but he didn’t seem to notice. “It’s time to end this.”
I suddenly unfroze and ran forward, trying to stop the hit. “No, don’t!” I yelled, moving to stand in the way. Pain exploded from the center of my stomach, and I felt like I was dying as I crumpled to the ground. Dimly, I could feel the coolness of the tiles pressed against my cheek, the sting of warm tears gathering in the corners of my eyes, but the main focus was of my excruciating pain.
“Christ,” Brett swore. “I…I’m sorry.”
“You fucking assholes hit her,” Tobias growled. “Get the hell away from her!”
“Come on Brett, we got to go,” a boy’s voice urged. “This is going to look really, really bad if someone catches us here.”
I heard the pounding of footsteps, almost like a herd of elephants, echo all around as the boys ran off, fleeing the scene of the crime.
“Jesus,” Tobias muttered, and I felt his hand lightly touch the side of my face. “I can’t believe that asshole hit you.”
I couldn’t form a reply yet, just whimpered in pain as he gently peeled me off of the floor, so that I was now in a sitting up position, opposite to the fetal position I had assumed after being punched hard in the stomach. I risked craning my head back, to look up into his worried face. 
“Do you think you need to go to the hospital?” he asked. 
“No, I don’t think so,” I said, trying to sound less in pain than I was. “Um, can we go home now?”
“Yeah, let’s go,” he muttered distractedly, helping me up slowly. “Oh…and we probably shouldn’t tell Sal about this. She might go psycho and want the names of those jackasses. That would be bad for everyone.”
“Okay,” I muttered, looking down at the floor. First day of school, and there was already a fight. I wonder what will happen for day two.
Chapter 10
Oh God. 
I stared at the huge mottled bruise with varying degrees of dismay, wondering if there were any broken bones inside that patch of mottled purple flesh. I nearly jumped a foot in the air as someone knocked on the bathroom door.
“Audrey, do you want to watch some t/v tonight?” my aunt called through the door. “I got The Notebook from the Blockbuster and people say that it’s really good.”
“Um, no thanks,” I said, wincing. “I got too much homework.”
“Bullshit,” my aunt said good naturally. “You sound just like Tobias. He fled upstairs the minute I mentioned the movie, saying something about homework.”
So that was where he went. I was wondering where he’d disappeared to. After carefully rolling my shirt back down I unlocked the bathroom door and wandered out, heading for the stairs and going up to the second floor. I stared at attic cord, wondering what was the polite way to knock, and in the end I just jumped up and grabbed hard at the cord, pulling the door open.  
“Tobias, can I come up?” I called up through the square hole. “I want to talk with you for a few.”
There was a long pause before he called something back that I couldn’t really hear. I took that as a sign and I climbed the rickety stairs, climbing up into the room. It was the first time I’d ever entered his room before, and I looked around myself with mild surprise. When I heard attic, I pictured the type I’d find in my house. Rickety stairs, dust everywhere and piles of boxes crowding up a half-finished floor where that pink fluffy stuff was visible between wooden beams. What I saw here was a nice wood paneled floor, light blue walls and a small square window that let in a lot of light. A bed with a similar blue-colored bedspread was pushed up in one corner to the window, and on the other side was a computer desk with a half-shelf built on top, holding a boxy square t/v and a laptop. A bookcase was beside the desk, half empty except for the middle shelf, which was filled with notebooks and textbooks from school. A foot locker sat at the end of the bed, a padlock firmly in place. 
“How are you feeling?” Tobias asked, rising from the bed, where he had a couple notebooks, pencils, and books spread around himself in a half-circle. “How’s your side?”
“It looks ugly, but I think that it could be alright,” I said tentatively. “Um, I didn’t know you could draw,” I said, looking around myself. The walls had pencil-drawn and charcoal sketches of birds and the forest and other things scattered about, drawn with extreme detail. I looked off to my right, and saw to my surprise a sketch of Aunt Sal, her body thrown back as she laughed. 
“No one does,” Tobias said, coming to a stop beside me. “I don’t like to advertise it. Can I see the bruise?”
I said it was okay and he very slowly peeled my shirt back, careful not to touch me directly as he eyed the injury. 
“Goddamn,” he hissed softly. “Audrey, I’m so sorry. I didn’t want you to get hurt because of me.”
“It’s not your fault that asshole hit me,” I said, shrugging casually. “Hey, does that sort of thing happen all the time?”
“No…and yes,” he said, looking off at the t/v in the corner. “Usually I’m quick enough to get away. People love Lydia, they hate me.”
“Love, not loved?” I asked, frowning. “I thought she was dead.”
“She is dead, but the memory lives on,” he said, a sarcastic smile twisting his lips. He picked up a notebook and flipped through it for a few minutes before getting up and walking over to me. “Here, this is what she was like before,” he said, shoving the notebook into my hands.
Only, it wasn’t a notebook like I’d originally thought. It was a sketchbook, and I stared in amazement at the pencil-drawn sketch of a lively girl, mouth drawn back in a friendly grin. Freckles dotted her nose and spread out to her cheeks in a swirling pattern. Eyes danced with happiness and joy, as if nothing bad would ever happen to this girl. A locket was around her throat, a simple heart-shape that was strangely beautiful to look at. 
“She looks nothing like this now,” Tobias said, taking the sketchbook back and flipping it back, closing the book and tossing it over at the bed. “It’s been a while since her death. She’s probably in the ground rotting, rotting.” His voice faltered, but he managed to even it out again as he spoke again. “The police couldn’t get fingerprints or DNA from her corpse to connect the murder to me. There had been nothing. That’s why no one can press charges on me. There’s no evidence.”

“People are assholes,” I said, looking around at the pile of books on the bed. I suddenly felt awkward suddenly and I looked around, spotting the math notebook. “Hey…um, can you help me with the homework? There’s this one problem I don’t understand…”
“Sure,” he said, struck by the same awkwardness I had. He rubbed at the back of his neck as he spoke. “You can get your stuff and bring it up here. I can help with other subjects.”
I ducked my head and mumbled something as I walked towards the stairs. He didn’t say anything as I disappeared down the stairs, heading down to the second floor.
Chapter 11
Awkwardness did not last long as Tobias transformed from shy albino to brilliant genius. To my amazement he dissected each math problem and explained it slowly, carefully for my understanding. Halfway through the homework sheet, I wondered if I should pay him for tutoring or something. I said something like that to him and he smirked.
“Just how exactly are you going to pay me?” he asked. “Did you have your own account at the bank to pay me or what?”
“How about my soul?” I suggested. “Will you take that in exchange for help with algebra?”
That earned me a smile from him, which I chalked down to a small victory. “Sorry, I don’t deal transactions of the spirit. I may be albino, but I’m no devil.”
We went back to the homework, knocking out the math and knocked out the other subjects with relative ease. I suppose I could have gone back down to my bedroom after we finished, but I was reluctant to leave. I had no idea how long I’d be able to visit his room or if I could, and I just kept turning my head around to take in the drawings. 

“I could give you some of them if you want,” Tobias said, catching me eying the drawings at one point. “You can hang them up in your room.”
“No, I don’t want to take them from you,” I protested. “They’re yours.”
“They are just drawings on a wall of random shit I happened to run across,” he said with a shrug. “They hold absolutely no meaning at all. 
“But still,” I protested. 
“Hey, if you want I can give you one of my older sketchbooks and you can rip out pages to hang up,” he offered. “Here, let’s do it now.”
Before I knew what happened he was up and running, walking over to the bookcase to rifle around through stuff, finding a wire-bound book and walked back over, holding it out to me. 
“I think you’d like this bunch,” he said a little awkwardly. “It’s mostly birds and flowers and stuff like that.”
I flipped through the notebook pages, seeing expertly drawn pictures of birds I’d seen flitting about on the lawn the other day and pecking at the birdseed in the feeder out back. A few were even colored in with watercolors or penciled in with colored pencils with a light hand. “This is amazing stuff,” I said, amazed.
“Not really,” he said, shrugging. “I drew most of this stuff during my freshman year so it’s not all that good. If you look hard you can see a lot of mistakes.”
“Thank you,” I said, closing the sketchbook and shoved it inside my backpack with all the other notebooks before I moved to stand. “I’ll hang these up right away after I get downstairs,” I said, slinging the load onto my shoulder. I hesitated, wondering if it would be too much to give him a hug again. Before had been impulse, and it might be weird if I did it again. “Goodnight,” I said, finally just reaching out to touch his arm lightly before moving towards the attic stairs, the backpack bumping against my back and side. “Um, thanks for the math help also.”
“No problem,” he said to my back as I walked off. “Oh, and about earlier…I’m sorry. You should keep a distance from me during the day.”
“No,” I said sharply, turning back towards him. “No…you’re my friend. That’s just cold to ignore you all day. We’re in the same class.”
“Please don’t argue with me,” he said with a world-weary look on his face. “Please, just do this for me. I don’t want you to get hurt because of what happened to the girl I used to date. I don’t want the whole anger of this town to turn on you as well as me.”
“But it’s not fair,” I protested. “You didn’t do anything to deserve this.”
“Life isn’t fair,” he said, a sad smile crossing his face. “Goodnight. Sleep well.”
I took that as the sign to leave, which I did a little grudgingly. He didn’t want to talk and I didn’t want to press it anymore, at least not tonight. I didn’t want to ruin the one stable relationship I had in this town with someone other than my aunt. Halfway down the stairs my phone started chiming the Law & Order theme song, my ringtone for my father. 
“Hi Dad,” I said, folding up the rickety ladder with one hand and cradling the phone between my ear and shoulder. “How’s Mom?”
“She’s fine, fine,” he said, sounding tired. “Hey, I’m sorry I’m calling this late, but I wanted to check up on you. Sal said you had some trouble making friends…”
“Dad, it’s the first day of school,” I protested. “And I did make a friend. Remember the boy who’s living in the house with us? He’s my friend…I think. Associate maybe?”
“Yeah, that is the other thing I wanted to talk to you about,” he said after a small pause. “Do you feel…comfortable living in a house with the boy? Is it a little weird to share your aunt’s house with a kid your age?”
“Not really, no,” I said as I shuffled towards my room, shifting the phone to my hand so I wouldn’t drop it. “Tobias lives in the attic so he stays out of my way pretty much and he’s nice, not a complete asshole…sorry, jerkwad. I think you’d hate him actually.”
“And why is that?” my dad asked, a little amused. 
“He hates football and he likes to binge-watch Criminal Minds with me,” I said as I pushed open my door and flicked on the lights. “He’s smarter than the both of us because he actually understands algebra.”
“Oh, that’s good, isn’t it? You have a free tutor who lives in the same house as you, who you can pester at all hours of the day.”
“That’s a little creepy,” I said, frowning. “I don’t want to piss off the only friend I got, Dad. Who knows if I can get these Children of the Corn to accept me into their ranks.”
“Oh don’t worry,” he said carelessly. “You always make friends easily.”
I did, right up until this magical thing called puberty, and then I turned from adorable preteen to teenager. Everything changed after that. I turned from loud child to shy teenager, unable to say anything intelligent to cute guys I liked or daunting A-list girls with their glitzy clothes and make-up. I was a mute when it came to new friends. 
I chatted with my dad for a while longer, then clicked the off button and tossed the phone onto the bed and sat down. I rummaged around in my backpack for a while before I came up with the sketchbook, which I opened and started looking through. There was so many birds here, all different types. A few I could name, like the robin, cardinal, blue jay, etc. but some were different. I looked at them all before I got tired and put everything on the floor and walked around, getting undressed and putting on my night shirt and plaid pants, turning off the lights and crawled under the sheets, dropping off into sleep after a while.
Chapter 12
School was a little less crazy the next day. After giving me all sorts of warnings the day before, everyone appeared to lose interest in me, something I was relieved about. I was able to sink into obscurity with glee, and I spent my time before and after each class flipping through the sketchbook Tobias had given me. There was so much here to look at, and I liked to linger and take in the details of each page’s sketch.

Of course, obscurity could only last so long. I was dragged out of my thoughts and back into reality as someone sat down at the end of the table where I was sitting, browsing through the sketchbook while sipping from my milk carton.
“Hey Red, do you want a knife now?” 
I nearly spewed up milk across the table, to hit the chatty blond woman talking loudly with her friends. As it was I swallowed hard as the guy who’d magically appeared in the seat beside me started to speak again.
“Sorry, maybe I should clear some things up. I’m Erik, the guy who sits behind you in fifth period,” the person said, apparently ignoring my minor choking fit. “So about that knife…” 
“I’m….Audrey,” I rasped, turning my head slowly to look at him. “And no…I don’t want a knife. Thanks anyway.” My eyes burning, I turned to look at him properly, and saw for the first time what he looked like.
 
Whoa. Out of my league, I thought immediately. Hopelessly and truly out of my league.
The guy had dark black hair and cobalt blue eyes and the striking features of some dark god. I felt my face turn red and my tongue suddenly loose. If I dared to open my mouth I might start babbling stupidly like some ADD kid, going on and on about stuff that really doesn’t make sense. To be safe I bit the inside of my mouth and focused on sucking down the rest of my milk and tried to block out him entirely. Unfortunately, this guy didn’t get the message because he started speaking again.
“Look, I get I sound kind of like a nutcase offering you a knife, but it’s for a really good reason. That albino is dangerous, and like it or not, you live in the same house as him.”
“How do you know he hurt Lydia?” I asked in a really low, quiet tone.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear what you said,” the guy, Erik, said, puzzled. 
“It’s nothing,” I mumbled, looking up at him. “Look, you seem like a nice guy but I really don’t need a knife. That or any other sharpened instrument of death you and everyone else will offer me.”
He laughed. “Yeah, I guess you are a little freaked out about everyone warning you about that pale freak. Hey, how about I take you out to meet a bunch of my friends later? We could show you Wolf Creek’s best side.”
“Um, I don’t think I would want to-” I started to say, but he overrode my feeble protests by saying it would be lots of fun and I totally needed to come and in the end I found myself nodding along and agreeing to go out at nine p.m. this night. I was a little troubled at my push-over nature, and I mulled over this one of the many flaws I have. 

When school let out I wandered back home down the same forest path as yesterday, lost in my thoughts. The reason for this was because Aunt Sal’s car was still out of commission, as some other flaws had been discovered. 

“Okay, what’s wrong?” Tobias asked after reaching over to pluck one of the earbuds out of my ears so I could hear him.
“Nothing’s wrong,” I said, shrugging. “I’m totally fine.”
“Bull,” he shot back. “You got that look on your face.”
“What look?” I asked, frowning. “I don’t have a look.”
He smirked at me. “You totally do. You made the look when Sal offered fish casserole for dinner tonight, and when she asked if you wanted to go with her to by new br-…female undergarments.”
“Female undergarments?” I echoed, smirking. “God, that sounds so old-fashioned. Like in the same world as corsets and stockings and other old British stuff.”
“Okay, and now you’ve gotten all that out of your system…what’s wrong?”
“I think I got talked into something without meaning to,” I said, grimacing. “I have no idea how to get out of it.”
“Should I be worried?” Tobias asked with a smile. “Have you entered a cult or something in the few hours during free period?”
“Not yet,” I said with a sigh. “There’s still time for that to happen.” I hesitated. “Look…do you know that guy who sits behind me in the one class we have together? Well…he kind of talked me into touring the town with him and his friends. I have no idea how to get out of it, or if I should, or-”
“Whoa, slow down there,” he said, interrupting me. The smile was gone, replaced with a dark look and frown. “This guy…what’s his name again?”
“I think it was Rick, or Cedric, or maybe Erik,” I said, frowning as I thought back. “Yeah, it was definitely Erik.” I caught sight of his expression. “That’s bad, right?”
“What exactly did he say?” Tobias asked, an intense look of seriousness on his face. “Did he say he was going to take you out to do?”
“No, not really,” I said, starting to get scared. “Why, should I be afraid? Is he some kind of creep?”
“No…he just hates me a lot,” Tobias said, sighing loudly. “Like, more than everyone else.”
“Why would that be?” I asked.
“It’s too complex to really go into much detail.” Tobias sighed, running a hand through his stark white hair. “At any rate, he really, really hates me.”
“Oh…should I not go then?” I asked awkwardly. “I mean….if it is too weird for you…”
“No, you should go,” he said quickly. “Look, my social life might be over and done with, but you don’t need to join me on Outcast Island. You should go with him and have fun with the friends he brings along. Maybe being with them will help you break the ice with the other people our age and you can start making friends with people who you aren’t living in the house with.”
“What about you?” I asked, actually stopping on the forest path and turned to face him. “Tobias…yesterday was kind of insane. Some guys grabbed hold of you and if I wasn’t there, they would have beaten the hell out of you, right? How can I make friends with people like that?”
He shrugged. “Look…things are crazy for me. My demons are not your demons though, so you shouldn’t have to worry about the double standard.” 
He started walking again, and I was forced to move along fast or get left behind. This made the giant bruise on my side really angry, and I winced, falling back a couple steps.
“Give me a second,” I said, sounding a little out of breath. “Please.”
Tobias circled back, coming over to my side. A look of concern was on his face. “It’s the bruise, right? Hurting a whole lot?”
“No, it doesn’t hurt that much,” I lied, straightening up after a minute. “Let’s just hurry back home, before Aunt Sal sends out a search party.” I fixed the other earbud back into place and dialed up the volume so we wouldn’t have to talk anymore as we walked back home.


“There you kids are,” Sal called as we walked into the house, the door slamming shut behind us. “I was wondering what was taking so long. Come here into the kitchen the both of you. I got good news.”
“This can’t be good,” Tobias muttered darkly as we stomped our way towards the kitchen. “It’s never good when she says that she has good news.”
I grunted in response as I hastily ripped the earbuds from my ears and wound the cord around my IPod touch and slipped the lot into my jacket pocket. I was a little curious to see what Aunt Sal wanted to show us, and I looked around apprehensively as we entered the kitchen before letting my gaze fall on Sal and some huge powerful-looking guy who was sitting at the table, a coffee cup in front of him. At the sight of the guy I faltered and hung back a bit, half-hidden behind Tobias as he came to an abrupt stop. 

“Hello Travis,” he said, speaking in a flat tone. 
The guy stood up from his chair and turned towards us, a broad smile on his face. “Well if it isn’t the Ghost Boy,” he said, laughing loudly at his own wit. “How are you doing? Keeping up with schoolwork and things?” 
“As much as I can,” Tobias replied stiffly. I could tell he didn’t care much for the nickname, but he diplomatically said nothing. I wondered just who this guy was and why he was here.
The man was tall and muscular with a nest of wild curly brown hair and friendly brown-black eyes, reminding me of a huge friendly mixed breed my friend used to own. That dog would always get overexcited by the sight of visitors and would take a flying leap towards the person and knock them over, licking their face with great enthusiasm. 
The man wore a simple red plaid shirt and a pair of mud-stained jeans, a thick belt tied around his middle. The boots were worse, almost completely stained with the mud, and he left a trail as he walked closer. 
“And who’s that behind you?” the guy, Travis, asked as he caught sight of me. “Found yourself a girlfriend?”
“Audrey’s my niece,” Sal said, her back turned to us as she poured herself some coffee. “My brother’s daughter is staying with us for a while.”
“Hard to believe that the fiery red-head is related to you,” Travis said, getting up and started ambling towards us, a wide grin on his face. “Come here kid where I can see you. I promise I don’t bite.”
Hesitantly I crept out from my hiding place behind Tobias and was instantly swept into a tight hug by Travis. I emitted a small squeak of surprise and he belted out a huge booming laugh.
“Cute little mouse, aren’t you?” he chuckled, amused. “You look a lot like Sal, little mousie, except for the red hair you could be her sister.
“Yeah, can you just… let go of her?” Tobias asked tersely, walking over and starting to tug at my arm. “We got homework to do and it’s better to get it done now before it gets late.”
“Must be tiresome being such a nerd all the time,” he guy said, chuckling as he released me. “Go on kids, go work on your school stuff while us adults talk.”
“Go for the attic,” Tobias hissed in my ear as he steered me around towards the hall. “Don’t stop, just go.”
I didn’t waste time arguing and just walked forward, guided by his hand on my shoulder. Truth be told I just wanted to get much distance as I could from that man, feeling a little freaked out. There just was something about him that I just didn’t like. 
Chapter 13
“So who is that man?” I asked as Tobias pulled the attic door back up. “Why is he here?”
“He’s Sal’s boyfriend,” Tobias said, straightening up to his full height and turned to look at me. “He’s kind of a jerk, so whenever he’s here I feel it is better to just stay out of his way.”
“Why did I have to come up here with you?” I wondered. 
“Because you can’t hear the noises up here,” he said, a smirk crossing his face. “Plus Travis has a nasty habit of wandering around in the nude after, and I got the feeling he won’t care very much if you happen to see him.”
“Oh my God,” I said, paling at the idea of seeing such a sight. 
“That’s pretty much what I said first time I accidently went into the kitchen when he was getting a midnight snack. Now I just hide up here after he arrives and make sure he’s gone before I come down. Less chance of being scarred that way.” 
Tobias turned and walked over to the t/v and turned it on, dialing the volume up a little before coming back over to me. 
“Let’s get the homework stuff done so you can go have a social life,” he said, smiling grimly. “It’s a good thing to get you out of the house anyway, with Travis in the house, probably to stay a couple nights.”
“You know…I don’t want to go, actually,” I said, biting at my lower lip nervously. The thought of being in close proximity to that Erik guy made me feel an extra dose of anxiety. “I’m not the most social person anyway, and-“
“AUDREY, SOMEONE’S AT THE DOOR FOR YOU!!!” Sal bellowed. 
“Sounds as if your party has arrived,” Tobias said dryly. “Have fun. After you get back, just come up here and we can finish the homework. It’s a bitch to catch up if you’re a day behind.”
I hesitated a few seconds before turning and walked back over to the trapdoor. What the hell, right? I might as well try and have fun. It can’t be all that bad.
Chapter 14
I barely had time to go to my room and grab my wallet before Sal bellowed again, urging me to hurry up. I ran a brush through my hair to get out the snarls and then ran out of the room, walking down the stairs two at a time and jumping the last step. 

“Hello Audrey,” Erik said, grinning broadly as I opened the front door to see him and four other boys plus one girl standing there. “Are you ready to go?”
“Y-yeah,” I managed to say before I clamped my mouth shut, so I wouldn’t babble out something stupid next. 
“Well let’s get moving,” a tall scrawny-looking guy with shoulder-length blond hair said, clapping his hands together loudly. “We got to go fast, before everything closes.”

I still felt like I was making a horrible mistake as I was packed into the back of the van, made to sit in the very back between a marijuana smoking girl and a boy who stank of stale cigarettes. The combined noxious odors and smoke was enough to make me sick to my stomach and light-headed, unable to think a single straight thought as the van lurched into motion.
Loud music blared from the stereos in volumes loud enough to make people deaf, and the other guys in the car talked in loud voices, whooping and yelling. Since the two people I was stuck between didn’t feel like talking I pulled out the IPod and put on the loudest song I had, to try and block out the other noises and pretend I was somewhere else. 
When we got to wherever we were going and unloaded, I staggered around in a daze, feeling the start of a headache coming on. Slowly I pulled the earbuds out and took a moment or two to take in my surroundings. It looked like we were parked in front of a used bookstore some creepy-looking gothic store and Goodwill, and a watch repair place beside that. Wow. Someplace that was actually pretty useful-“
“How about we go in there?” Erik called loudly, walking towards the gothic store. “Maybe we can get some fake blood or something to use for the Fright Games.”
“Fright Games?” I asked, to no one in particular. My question was unanswered, as no one had even heard me. 
“Coming Jamie?” asked the one other girl as she looked at me quizzically. She had her hair died a brilliant sapphire blue color, and a pair of tiny silver hoops hung in her left ear. The bright blue of her hair clashed with the sharp green of her eyes, making her look like a mythical creature almost. 
“I’m not Jamie, I’m Audrey,” I said, speaking loud enough so that she heard me. “And I’d rather not go into that place. I might get cursed or something.”
Luckily for me she laughed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Erik’s always been obsessed with winning the Fright Games so he’d do anything to get the edge over the rest.”
“What is the Fright Games?” I asked, curious.
“I’ll tell you about it later,” she said lazily, turning towards the Goodwill and started walking. “I got to go scrounge for a B-day gift for my brother. Feel free to just wander off so long as you stick close to the area.”
“Okay,” I said, brightening a little. I was about to ask her what her name was, but she was already gone. Okay…where did I want to go? I looked around, my eyes landing on the bookstore. I started walking towards the store, noting with relief that the ‘Open’ sign was still in place. I pushed the door open and a small bell tinkled merrily as I went in.
“Welcome,” an elderly voice, and I looked around to see an old woman sitting at the counter behind a rack of bookshelves, a kind smile on her face. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
“Um no, I’m just browsing,” I said, nodding to her and just started walking, to go hide behind a couple bookshelves stacked high with Patterson books. Once I was out of sight I pulled out my IPod and plugged in both earbuds and scrolled through my songs to find a nice calming number to play. Then I started walking at a slow pace, surveying the book titles with mild interest. 
A hand on my shoulder turned me around abruptly, and I stared in surprise at the hooded figure. It was hard to make out the guy’s face, but I was pretty sure it was a guy. 
“Hang on,” I said loudly, ripping the earbuds from my ears and turning off the music. “Okay, sorry,” I said, speaking normal now.  “What do you want?”
The guy didn’t respond and I started to fidget. Something about it seemed off and I started to back up slowly, feeling nervous. Okay, creepy. The hooded figures started to walk now, following after me. All of a sudden he lunged, knocking me back against the walled bookcases. A mouth pressed hard against mine in a rough kind of kiss, body crushing me back against the wall. It felt like a violation, and I started to scream, shoving the guy back from me with a hard shove. My attacker person laughed loudly. 
“God, you are so easy,” he said, moving back now. “Man, I thought it would be harder to mess with you.” 
The person reached to remove the hood, revealing a grinning kid with ash blond hair and a crooked smile. I recognized him as that person who sat up in the passenger’s seat, beside the driver.
“What the hell was that for?” I asked, anger giving me volume as I shoved this asshole back and walked around him, not waiting to hear the reason. My face burned with embarrassment, and I felt like I was through with this. I was ready to go home. 
“Come on,” the guy called, following after me as I walked out of the store and headed towards the Goodwill. “You can’t take a joke, can you? I thought you were more fun than that. Don’t tell me you are a prude. Or is it that you prefer albinos to normal guys-“

I heard the startled grunt and the sound of a fist hitting flesh. I whirled around to see the Erik guy, eyes blazing blue fire, standing over the blond kid. The blond boy had a stunned look on his face as he held his hand over what was probably a broken nose, judging from the amount of blood dripping from in between his fingers. 

“Don’t you fucking ever say that again,” he snarled, growling out the words like an angry animal. “Matter of fact, don’t ever talk to her again. Now fucking get lost, Asher.”
“It was just a joke,” the blond guy muttered, but he got back to his feet shakily and started walking off in the opposite direction, moving with post haste.
Oh my God. I started to back up timidly, trying to get as much distance as I could when Erik suddenly looked up again. That crazy, wild animal look had faded as he locked onto me and I was frozen in place by that wild stare. Oh crap, oh crap, OH CRAP I thought as he turned and started walking towards me. I should run, but I just couldn’t move. 
“What did he do now?” Erik asked, a mask fixed over his emotions, betraying nothing as he spoke in a neutral flat tone. “What did my idiotic brother do to make you look so scared?”
“N-nothing,” I squeaked, backing up slowly towards the Goodwill. “He’s your brother?”
“Step-brother, actually,” Erik said, frowning. “Bullshit he did nothing. He’s always doing something. What was it this time?”
I hesitated a few seconds before my push-over nature took over and I muttered out an answer. “Look….it was just a sick joke. He just….shoved me against a wall and…kissed me….”
“Fuck,” he swore, and sighed. “God….I’m so sorry. He’s a messed up kid. His…our father never disciplined him when he was young and now he’s just an ass. I thought if I brought him along he could behave himself, but I was wrong. I’m really, truly sorry.”
“It’s no problem,” I said timidly. “Actually, I think I’ll head home soon. I’ve spent enough time outside my house and I want to go back now.”
“No, please stay out a little longer,” Erik said insistently, stepping closer to me. “Come on, I owe you. Anywhere you want to go, and I’ll buy you something. It can even be a girlie store if you want to make me suffer while you go through the selection process.”
Something about that made me relax slightly. “Any store?” I asked hesitantly. 
“I’m going to cringe as I say this, but yeah,” he said, grimacing. “So…where are we going?”
“I have no idea, I’m not from here. Um…where is the nearest used video store? I’d like to rent or buy something under twenty-five dollars or less.”
“Right this way,” he said, taking the lead. “Just so you know, the guy who owns the store is near-sighted and if you stuff a DVD down your shirt he won’t be able to tell the difference.”
“And you know this how?” I asked, amused.
“I may have stolen from the store on a dare when I was fourteen,” he said, shrugging. “Don’t tell anyone though. They’d make me Keven’s slave for half a month just for an old crime.”
“It depends…what was the movie you took?”
“The Terminator, the first one.”
“That wasn’t worth stealing,” I said dismissively.
“I will fight you over that. Have you even seen it?”
“No, but my best friend back at home did and she said it was garbage. No plot, all action.”
“You should watch it yourself and form your own opinion. Maybe I’ll fish out my copy and give it to you to borrow. Or you could come over and see it.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you until I know you better,” I told him flatly. “You could be an ass like your step-brother, or worse.”
“No, it’s good to be cautious,” he said, amused. “I completely understand. So what is one movie you like, or are you one of those girls who gets caught up in a T/V series like Pretty Little Liars…..”
Chapter 15
When I finally got back home it was around eleven at night, and it was dark, borderline creepy. I used the dim light of my phone to fish out the spare key out from its hiding place under the welcome mat and with fumbling fingers inserted it into the door, turning it until the lock clicked. I slipped the key back into its hiding place and opened the door as quietly as I could and walked inside. The light in the kitchen was on, but after the horror story Tobias told me I wasn’t brave enough to investigate. I walked over to the stairs and climbed them quickly and silently, praying that Tobias would still be awake….what was that?
When I reached the top of the stairs I realized I could hear a soft series of noises.  I froze, listening for a few seconds. What was that?
It was soft moaning, punctuated by faint noises I recognized as the sound of the headboard hitting the back wall. Oh my God. 
I quickly hurried along and managed to grab the cord, tugging it down and climbed the ladder, wanting to escape the noises as fast as I could. 
“Tobias, it’s me,” I called out hesitantly. “Don’t shiv me or toss boiling oil down the hatch or whatever the hell you do to intruders.”
“Actually, I save myself from the trouble and just push a heavy article of furniture over the door,” he said, his voice floating down to reach me. “That’s what I do whenever Travis comes over anyway to visit Sal. Did you hear the noises of their sweet passionate lovemak-“
“I swear to God if you complete that sentence I will murder you,” I threatened. “The images in my mind already are pretty awful just via the audio track. I don’t need you to add on to my suffering.”
He laughed, amused with my violent threat. “Hey, I did warn you. You can’t say I didn’t.”
His room was softly lit with golden light and after I looked around I saw that he was sitting at the desk, writing in something. When I was fully in the room and the hatch was closed he stood, closing the book and tucked it under the stack already there. 
“Have fun?” he asked, walking over to me. “Make any friends?”
“Maybe,” I said, thinking of the blue-haired girl and Erik. I decided to keep the Asher part secret now. No use in getting him in trouble. I wasn’t a rat anyway. “So, is there any chance you can help me with that homework?” I asked, half-asking, half-pleading. 
“It depends on how much you want to sleep,” he said, shrugging. “It’s eleven now, so…we got midnight, one, and two to work.”
“No thanks,” I said, grimacing. “Is there any chance I can get you to do it for me?”
“Not a shot in hell,” he said immediately. “And…Audrey, are you scared of me?”
“What?” I asked, taken aback. 
“Are you afraid of me?” he repeated. “If you are…I can leave. I can try and talk my parents into getting me my own place. I’m almost eighteen anyway, so…”
“What, no,” I said, my eyes widening. “No, I’m not going to be the bitch that makes you leave. Besides…you’re my source of school homework help. Who else is going to help me?”
“Okay, but you still haven’t answered my question,” he said, frowning. 
“No…I’m not,” I said after giving it a minute’s thought. “I mean…you didn’t do anything to me to make me scared of you, so why should I be scared?”
He stared at me for a few seconds before relaxing, breaking out a worn smile of relief. I wondered suddenly how he had managed to survive in a town full of people who hated him. His parents threw him out, all the kids and adults treat him like shit…that was enough to make anyone suicidal, or worse. If Sal hadn’t taken him in and sort of adopted him as her son, how would he be now?
“Alright, so let’s get to work now,” he said now, pulling me from my thoughts. “There isn’t much time left until morning, and we need a few hours to sleep before school-“
“Who do you think did it?” I asked suddenly, making him stop dead. “Hurt Lydia, I mean.”
“I don’t know,” Tobias said, a dark shadow crossing his face. “I’ve tried to find out, but there’s nothing. No answers at all. All I can do now is just try and get on with life.”
“Sorry,” I said, biting my lower lip. “I didn’t mean to make you upset…”
“Yeah, let’s just focus on the homework he said coolly. “Come on. We’re running out of time….”
Chapter 16
I heard an alarm blaring somewhere out of sight, and I reached my hand out blindly to try and turn it off. My hand encountered nothing, and I sat up straight to stare round myself in dazed confusion. Where was I? Whose bed was this?
I looked around, trying to figure out where I was. I’d fallen asleep curled on the edge of the bed, and I recalled dimly there being notebooks spread around me. They were all gone, and when I looked over I saw that they were on the desk. A blanket had been thrown over me, and I looked around to see Tobias walking over to turn off the alarm, bringing blessed silence. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, glancing over at me. “I get up an hour before you do. I probably shouldn’t have let you stay asleep, but it was late and I didn’t want to make you walk downstairs in the dark down a rickety ladder.”
“No, it is okay,” I mumbled, recovering my wits quickly and I moved to stand up. “Um, can I walk with you over to the school? I don’t want to hang around for Travis to wake up-“
“Oh, so you two kids are up,” Sal’s voice called from the trapdoor area. “Well I have good news. It turns out the roads near the school got washed out by the rainstorm yesterday, so no school for a couple days while they get rebuilt.”
“Rainstorm?” I echoed, confused.
“Yeah, it started raining around twelve,” Tobias said, nodding. “This sort of thing happens a lot. Wolf Creek is still rural in most areas, dirt roads instead of paved.  In town all the roads are paved, but a lot of the ones around the school and in the forest are not, so they get washed out with a good flooding.”
That’s something I should remember for later. 
“Just because it’s a free day doesn’t mean you get to be idle,” Sal chided as she walked up the rest of the steps and appeared in the attic space. “Tobias, I want you to do the laundry today while I go get groceries in town. Henley from down the road is giving me a lift. We aren’t going to be back for a while. Audrey, you take a shower and get dressed, then work on the dishes.”
Sal gave us our orders and we moved to answer, a little slow to respond because it was the early morning but never the less on the move. Tobias walked down to the kitchen and I headed for the bathroom, the one on the second floor. I took a quick shower and then jumped out, intent on brushing out my hair before it had a chance to dry.
There was a knock on the door while I was drying off, then the noise of a throat clearing.
“Hey Audrey, when you’re done with the towel can you put it in the laundry basket? I’m going to have to wash all the towels in the next cycle.” Tobias coughed, sounding uncomfortable. “I’m not trying to be creepy. I just want to finish the laundry.”
“No problem,” I said, feeling my face turn red for no reason. “Um, yeah, I can do that.”
“Cool,” he said, voice fading as he walked off. I waited a few beats before I moved to get dressed in my old clothes and walked over to my room. I had been in kind of a rush when I packed my clothes initially, and when I looked into the drawers I’d put my clothes in I saw to my surprise a few new shirts. My mother’s influence, probably, I thought as I picked up one such shirt. It was black and felt lacy, and possibly expensive. 
I lifted the shirt to my nose, inhaling the faint traces of my mother’s perfume. She was always trying to get me to go out of my comfort zone for fashion, longing to dress me in dresses and skirts and skimpy bathing suits. She’d say I’d never get the guy if I wore cut-off shorts and one of my dad’s old shirts. I felt tears prick at the corners of my eyes, and angrily I wiped at them. I stared at the shirt I held, indecision flickering through me. Screw it, I thought finally. There was no-one around to care much if I dressed up a little, right?  Why the hell not?
Chapter 17
“Audrey, are you ready for dinner?” Tobias called a second before he burst into the room. “Sal and Travis are going out on a date, so….whoa.”
I reddened and crossed my arms over my chest, feeling more than a little exposed in the lacy white tank top I’d found. A long lacy denim blue skirt went with it, making me feel the tiniest bit better, but not by much. 
“Stop staring,” I muttered, dropping my gaze down to the floor. 
“Sorry,” he said, dazed. “Um, Sal’s gone out on a date. She said we are free to order pizza, but you have to answer the door.” 
“Yeah, let’s order pizza,” I said, shifting uncomfortably. 
There was a long pause.
“Did you get asked on a date that I don’t know about?” he asked finally.
“No, I’m just trying on some stuff I accidently packed,” I said, looking up at him briefly, fixing my gaze at a point over his shoulder. “Make sure everything fits.”
“Oh, okay,” he said, shrugging his hands into his pockets and looked around. “Um, what do you want on the pizza? We got to order before it gets too late.”
“Cheese I guess,” I said, shrugging. I was still feeling uncomfortable, and I decided to immediately change back into my normal clothes after he left. 
“Are you cold?” Tobias asked suddenly. “Here,” he said, walking across the floor towards me. “Just…here.”
Something warm and heavy was draped over my shoulders and I realized he’d given me his jacket. His fingers brushed against my arm briefly as he readjusted the jacket and I looked up at him. His face was really close to mine, and a little embarrassed I dropped my gaze, catching sight of the edge of something peeking out from his shirt collar. 
“What’s that?” I asked, pointing out at it. 
“Tattoo,” Tobias said, shrugging. “I was thirteen and I did it on a dare from my older brothers. Hurt like a bitch.”
He grabbed ahold of the shirt and pulled it aside so I could see it better.
“Oh it’s a little green hummingbird,” I said, smiling slightly. “It’s cute.”
“Yeah, cute,” he said, rolling his eyes and letting go so the shirt fall back in place. “It was so not worth it. I should get it lasered off, but I don’t have the money. Besides, it’s in a spot easy enough to hide, and so far no one even knows I have a tattoo. If my parents knew before my banishment they would have killed me.”
“You could make it an artistic statement,” I said, shrugging. “Lots of artists got tattoos.”
“I’d rather not make it public knowledge that I have a hummingbird tattoo on my chest, thanks,” he said dryly. “You better not tell anyone about it, or I’ll be forced to do something drastic.”
“Don’t worry, I got no-one to tell,” I said, reaching for my jeans pocket impulsively for my phone and remembered suddenly I was still wearing the skirt. “What’s the number for the pizza place? We better order soon before it gets to be too late.”
“Yeah, it’s downstairs in the red book of addresses Sal keeps in the kitchen counter,” Tobias said, turning to go. “Here, I’ll show you so you can find it next time.”
So I moved to follow him out of the room, and he led me back down the stairs into the kitchen. I watched as he rifled through the kitchen drawer for a couple more seconds, then I turned around at the sound of someone knocking at the door. I left Tobias in the kitchen and wandered towards the front door, pulling it open to find Erik standing there, a sheepish smile on his face.
“So I found the DVD,” he said, holding up the slim box in front of me. “I was wondering if you wanted to watch it? I know, it’s a little presumptuous to show up on your doorstep, but I thought maybe you’d be doing nothing tonight.”
“Erik,” Tobias called, his voice suddenly filling the hallway. “How totally not nice it is to see you,” he said, voice flat and hard as he came to stand a little bit behind me. 
“Tobias,” Erik said, the smile fading a little. “I guess I forgot for a moment you lived here,” he said.
“I guess so,” Tobias replied.
I shifted uncomfortably as the suppressed tension sparked the air between the two of them, waves of hostility making Tobias’s glare almost lethal. After a minute he turned away, breaking the staring contest.
“I’m going back upstairs,” he said abruptly. “Let me know when he’s gone.”
“Tobias,” I started to say, but he was gone before I could say anything else, disappearing up the stairs and then up into the attic. I sighed, turning slowly to look back at Erik. 
“Sorry about that,” he said, sighing himself a little. “We have…issues.”
“About what?” I asked, feeling that he was about to say the name Lydia.
“Long, complicated story,” he said, scratching at the underside of his jaw. “Um, if you want me to leave, I can leave.”
“No, it’s okay,” I said quickly, pushing the door open wider. “I think the t/v in the living room can play DVDs. If you can get it to work, maybe we could watch it.”
“Yeah, okay,” he said, stepping inside the house. “Are you sure?” he asked hesitantly. 
“Hey, if you start acting creepy I’ll throw your ass out,” I said, turning and walked towards the kitchen. “I was about to call for pizza. Do you want to stay until it arrives?”
“Sure,” he said, moving to follow me after a second. “I’m okay with just whatever, and I’ll help pay for it if you want. We’ll have to order two, since Tobias is here and there is three people.”
“That’s nice of you to offer,” I said, spotting the little address book on the counter and headed for it. Tobias had been kind enough to leave it open at the exact number needed, and after pulling out my phone I started dialing in the number I saw on the page.
Chapter 18
“Oh my God, this movie,” I said, wincing a little. “Seriously, the machine that sends people back to the past can’t leave them fully clothed? What’s with that?”
“You’re not supposed to question it,” Erik said, smirking a little in amusement. “It’s supposed to be all serious and stuff. Plus you get to see a lot of a big muscular man as he walks around, terminating people.”
“No thanks,” I said, grimacing.  “It gets old after a while.”


He laughed and then we just sat back, watching the movie and making sniping comments every now and then about it. We paused the movie when the pizza came and I set out a plate for Tobias and walked upstairs, cradling it awkwardly in the crook of my arm as I climbed the ladder and entered the attic. He thanked me stiffly for the pizza and went back to sketching, leaving me no choice but to retreat back down the stairs and go back to the living room, to watch the rest of the movie. When it was over, Erik stood up and stretched, sighing loudly.
“Well thanks for letting me stay,” he said, turning to look back at me as I stood. “At least now you can say you saw the Terminator in its full glory.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said, walking over to pop the DVD out of the t/v and slid it back into its case. I turned, holding it out to Erik, who accepted it with a wry smile. “So, um, thanks for paying for the pizza, and bringing along the movie,” I said, shifting from foot to foot. What should happen now? I wondered, feeling nervous.
 “No problem,” he said, smiling again. “We’ll have to do this again sometime.”
“Sounds like fun,” I said, smiling myself now. I was still nervous, but so far I hadn’t said anything stupid, so maybe I was good. “Next time I’ll bring the movie, okay?”
“How about the day after tomorrow?” he offered. “Tomorrow my family is going out for dinner, so we’ll be busy the whole day and night. And…here, give me your phone for a second.”
I pulled my phone out and handed it to him. “What do you want it for?” I asked, curious.
“Putting in my number, so you can call me,” he said, typing it in carefully. “How about when you find the movie, you come over to my house? I’ll text you the address.”
“Sure,” I said, smiling. “I’d like that.”



After Erik left I wandered back upstairs, wanting to check-in on Tobias. I pulled the attic door down, but after seeing that the light was out I shut the door again. I guess he went to bed early. Yawning, I walked back over to my room, to get ready for bed.
Chapter 19
My alarm blared loudly the next day, and with fumbling fingers I reached out to turn off the phone alarm and then went back to sleep. I woke up a few hours later at eleven, and I got up, wandering down to the kitchen to get food. Found Tobias already there, eating a sandwich. Soon as he saw me he got up and walked off, saying something about homework and left. I debated chasing after him, but I decided against it. I was hungry, and he wasn’t going anywhere. 
Tobias’s sudden mood shift made me feel somewhat disconcerted, confused. I get that he wasn’t all that thrilled to see his…whatever Erik was to him, but for him to be upset the next day was odd. It wasn’t that far in the past that he’d actually encouraged me to make friends, so what was wrong?

“Hello child of my brother,” Sal called, walking into the kitchen and heading straight to the fridge. “How are you doing?”
“Good,” I said, looking up at her. “How are you today?”
“Great,” she said, half-turning to look at me. “I’m heading out to go pick up my car from the shop. Travis is driving. Do you want us to drop you off in town somewhere, pick you up on the way out?”
I was about to say no, but then I thought about grouchy Tobias and needing to find a movie, preferably to rent. “Sure, I’d like to go. Do you know of a place where I can rent movies?”




When I came back to the house in the late afternoon I went upstairs, wanting to talk to Tobias, but he was gone. Disappeared, just like the first day of school. A lime green sticky note had been left on the top of the desk, and when I walked over to read it I saw that it was addressed to me. Basically it said he was out in the woods, don’t worry, call him on his phone if it was desperate. Well wasn’t that just great?

I walked back downstairs and headed to the living room, wanting to watch some t/v. Criminal Minds came on, and I vaguely missed Tobias’s presence. The fat white cat jumped up onto my lap, a poor substitute for the albino’s presence, but company never the less. The cat purred happily as I scratched him between the ears and then under the jaw, his eyes half-open in pleasure. I still didn’t know what the animal was actually called, so I just referred to it as kitty or cat. 
“Look at all this fat,” I told the cat at one point. “What has Sal been feeding you? Table scraps, bacon?”
“Lots of both,” Tobias called, entering the room. “That cat eats more than any of us.”
I said nothing, just scratched the cat along the back, making him purr louder. I spoke straight to the animal, ignoring him completely. “Too bad you don’t wear an ID tag,” I told the cat. “I’m getting tired of calling you kitty.”
“His name is Fido,” Tobias said, walking over to sit down beside me. “The old lady who gave him to Sal before she moved had a funny sense of humor.”
I reached over to grab the remote, turning up the volume a few extra notches. Tobias sensed I wasn’t in the mood to talk and fell silent. In that silence my phone started buzzing, and I reached to pull it out and read the incoming texts. I smiled, amused by what I read. 
“Erik?” Tobias asked.
“No, my friend Rebecca from back home,” I said, moving to stand up from the couch. “T/v’s all yours.” 
I walked off, heading up to my room and shutting the door before I clicked the call button.
“Oh my God, how are you surviving out there in the middle of nowhere?” Rebecca said the moment the ringing stopped. “Are there cults there in your town? Have you joined the cult? Sacrificed a goat, danced around naked in the woods around a fire?”
“You are disturbed,” I told her. “Seriously, deeply disturbed.”
“You didn’t answer,” she retorted. “Come on, seriously. How are things in Wolf Creek?”
“Interesting,” I said, lowering my tone a little. “It turns out my aunt adopted an albino teenage boy and he lives in the attic and somehow forgot to mention it to my dad.”
“What, really?” Rebecca asked, sounding surprised after a slight pause. “A real honest to God albino, like that alligator at that fancy zoo in Atlanta?” 
“Yeah, a real one,” I said, nodding. “He’s nice and really kind of shy-“
“Send me a picture,” Rebecca ordered. “Like, soon as you hang up. I want to make sure you aren’t screwing with me.”
“Sure, yeah,” I said, smiling slightly. “I’ll just walk right up to him and ask if he minds me taking a picture.”
“Hey it’s not my fault he’s a freak of nature,” Rebecca replied cheerfully. “And hey, he’s a guy right? Maybe you can corner him and jump his bones. Finally get out of that safety room you boarded yourself up in when it comes to meeting people.”
“No,” I said, feeling my face heat up. “Oh my God, what’s wrong with you? He’d freak out if I did something like that.”
“Why? Is he gay?” 
“Because we live in the same house,” I said, closing my eyes and breathing deeply. “It’d be weird. And…I think I’m seeing another guy. I think I am, mind you. All I know is we’re going to be watching a movie at his place tomorrow night.”
“Sounds like a date to me,” Rebecca said, starting to get excited. “Wait, is this the second date, or the first?”
“I have no idea,” I said, starting to panic. “I don’t know if it even is a date. Am I making too much of something, or-“
“Easy,” Rebecca cautioned, sounding amused. “Breathe slowly. In, out, in out. You’ll be fine.”
Chapter 20
Thanks to my friend I spent the rest of the evening agonizing over the movie night with Erik, wondering if I was placing too much thought in this. After dinner I was still distressed, in a sort of daze, and I was about to walk off when Tobias reached out, snagging my arm.

“Go to the attic,” he said in a low voice. “Unless I’m mistaken, we’re about to hear more noises tonight. Loud noises.”
“I’ll pass on the attic, thanks,” I replied coolly, jerking my arm free. “I can just put my earbuds in and listen to loud music. It’ll block everything out.”
He frowned.
“Audrey, I get you are mad at me, but you seriously should not sleep on the same floor as the happy couple.” Tobias paused, a touch of desperation entering into his tone as he spoke now. “Please, don’t fight me on this. Please.”
I hesitated, thrown by this pleading tone. “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked, lowering my voice a little as Travis lumbered past to go help Sal with the dishes.  
“Not here,” he muttered, lowering his tone to match mine. “Wait until we go upstairs. I’ll get the sleeping bag out of the closet, you just go up.”
I wanted to question him some more, but I was spooked by his tone and actions so I just walked up to the stairs and up to the attic, where I waited, agitated. I paced around for a while before sitting down on the floor, pulling up the Pinterest app on my phone and start scrolling through the artwork posted there. I got absorbed in the art and didn’t notice the passage of time until I felt Tobias’s hand touch my shoulder. I flinched badly, taken totally by surprise.
“Easy,” Tobias cautioned, backing up and walking over to the bed and sat down.
“Don’t do that,” I said, moving to stand up and walked over, sitting down beside me. “Explain, now,” I ordered. “Why don’t you want me to stay downstairs?”
“Because I don’t trust Travis,” he said, shrugging. “There’s something…off about him. I don’t know how to explain it. I don’t want you around him, that’s all I know.”
“Okay,” I said, a little scared now.  
He saw the look and sighed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to psych you out,” he said, starting to reach out towards me, drawing back just in time. “Look…I’m probably being paranoid over nothing. Just humor me tonight and sleep downstairs tomorrow if you want. I just want to keep you safe.”
That was really sweet, and I was touched. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor,” I said, feeling bad about being such a bitch earlier. “It’s your room, and I sort of took your bed from you the last time.”
“That doesn’t count,” he protested. “Please, just take the bed. Don’t make me the asshole who forced the girl to sleep on the floor.”
“You aren’t an asshole,” I protested. “At least not on a recurring basis.”
“Great, thanks,” he said, flashing me a smile. “So….here, let’s watch some t/v. We have a lot of time to waste until morning.”
Chapter 21
I kept scrolling through Pinterest as the t/v rambled on in the background. I just couldn’t stop, there was so much to look at. Suddenly I got an idea, and I typed in the subject matter, curious to see what would pop up.

“Hey check it out,” I said, holding the phone out towards Tobias to take. “You could be a model. Albinos are apparently hot in fashion.”
“I guess so,” he said, taking the phone from me and glancing down at it. “Too bad I don’t like fashion, or I’d totally join. Plus I probably don’t have the looks for the job.”
“I don’t know,” I said, glancing over at him. “I think the right sort of clothes and make-up makes anyone look good. And…here, come closer. Let me take a good look at you.”
He groaned and mumbled some before shifting closer, humoring me. I inched closer to him and reached out, touching the outline of his face. This close, I could see more details about him than I’d ever seen at a distance. 
“Is there a reason you’re touching my face?” Tobias asked, after a minute or two.
“Yeah,” I said, frowning. “Shut up for a minute, will you? I’m feeling the outline of your face, which is hard to do when you keep talking like that. My friend Rebecca told me that the shape is what makes people look attractive to other people. If you have the right shape, you’re all set for the modeling gig.”
“That’s a real thing?” Tobias asked, sounding surprised. “And how does your friend know about it?”
“I don’t know, I didn’t ask. And can you please stop talking? Let me finish.”
He stopped talking at last, and I was able to finish what I was doing. Rebecca had been totally drunk when she told me about this, so she might have been totally full of it. After feeling the shape of the face, I started mentally estimating the cheek-to-cheek width, jawline, forehead, and finally the length of the face. I stared into his eyes when I did, and for a moment I saw something…shift. He pulled back abruptly, and turned away.
“Let’s stop with that for now,” he said, his tone carrying a slight edge. “Let’s…go back to watching t/v. Then go to bed.”
“Okay,” I asked, a little confused. Did I do something wrong? I guess maybe putting my hands all over the guy’s face was a little weird. I thought it was okay because we were friends, but guess not. He actually got up and moved down a little down to sit on the end of the bed, just to get some distance between us. I coughed, hiding my discomfort, and went back to scrolling through Pinterest on my phone.

When in doubt, sink back into your shell. I reached into my pocket, fumbling about for a second before finding my headphones, and pretty soon I was blasting my mind out with loud music, ignoring Tobias completely.
Chapter 22
When it came towards bedtime, I ripped the earbuds from my ears and stood. I glanced over at Tobias, saw that he was asleep, and decided to just go downstairs and change, brush my teeth. I silently stalked over to where the trapdoor was, pulling it open and crawling down the ladder. It creaked a little, but not loudly, and I breathed a sigh of relief. 

I walked over to my bedroom, ignoring the faint noises coming from Sal’s room, and walked inside. I closed the door silently and walked over to where my nightclothes were crumpled up on the floor. I pulled off my clothes as quickly as I could, leaving them in a messy pile as I reached over, grabbing my nightclothes and pulling them on. That done, there was only to brush my teeth, and I’d be good. 
I crept back into the hallway and on bare feet I padded over to the bathroom, going inside and quickly brushed my teeth, spitting and then turning, walking out of the bathroom. I nearly shrieked in surprise as I caught sight of a dark figure standing there, blocking my way back to the attic ladder.
“You’re up late,” Travis said, speaking in an amused voice. “Kids these days are night owls.”
“I guess so,” I said timidly. Conscious of the fact I only wore a nightshirt and no bra, I crossed my arms over my chest. I couldn’t see his reaction, but I think he smiled.
“You know, you look a lot like Sal,” Travis noted, taking a step closer.  “I saw your mom once, when she came to visit. She was a very pretty woman. Not as pretty as you are, though.”
“Thanks, I guess,” I said, eying the ladder and taking a small step back. “Would you mind moving? I’d like…like to go up and talk with Tobias some.”
“I guess you two are good friends now, right?” he asked, taking another step towards me. “I’m surprised, frankly. Not many girls your age are into albinos. He’s a freak, an anomaly. A good kid, but a freak all the same.”
He backed me up against a wall, and I tensed, staring at him. He stared at me, silent for a while. Then he backed up, turning to go.
“Goodnight,” he replied. “Sleep well.”
I could barely muster a faint noise in reply before I scurried back to my room, locking the door tightly behind me. 

Chapter 23
The next day, I totally forgot about Sal’s creepy boyfriend until I walked downstairs to find my seat at the breakfast table. There he sat on the far end, face covered in scraggly stubble, wolfing down a heaping pile of eggs and bacon Sal had set in front of him. Tobias was off to one side, head bent over his own plate, eating slowly but steadily. I tried to follow his example, but only managed to eat maybe half of my eggs, some bacon. Travis’s bloodshot eyes seemed to be staring at me every time I looked up, his mouth twisted into a kind of sneer.

“You know what,” I said, moving to stand when I couldn’t take it anymore. “I’m going out for a walk. I’ll be back in an hour or so.”
“I’ll come with you,” Tobias said, standing up as well. “I can give you a guided lesson on which forest path takes you which way.”
“Don’t stay out too late,” Sal warned, staring at us both over her coffee mug with a solemn look. “Tobias, do not stay out late with her. I mean it. Those woods are not safe for a teenage girl to be in once its dark.”
“Okay,” Tobias called back, rolling his eyes my way. “We’ll come back around the afternoon, alright? Plenty safe.”



That was three hours ago, and now we deep in the green, green forest, walking down another dirt road, heading towards someplace Tobias apparently found one day, while he was wandering the forest. All he would say in a cryptic, frustrating way was that it was really pretty, a mosquito haven, and someplace he liked to sit and draw at. Good thing I packed lots of mosquito repellant in my backpack, along with a box of Band-Aids and some other medical stuff I thought might come in useful. Just in case.

“We’re almost there,” Tobias called over my shoulder. “Feel how the ground’s leveling out? We’re getting close.”
I didn’t pay this much mind until I dragged my gaze up from the forest floor to see to my surprise an old wooden bridge, spanning across a wide rift in the ground. It looked like maybe there had been an earthquake once upon a time, leaving behind a craggy stony gap. I faltered at the sight, wondering how far the gap went, and then I hastily moved to chase after Tobias, who had continued on ahead, going over the bridge.
“What happened here?” I asked, glancing back at the bridge as we left it behind us. “Was it an earthquake?”
“Yeah, it was,” he said, looking back at me. “Long time ago, like before we were born. The bridge was built really recently, though, like three years ago. The place I’m taking you to once was a popular fishing spot that fell out of favor because of the accident.”
“Accident?” I asked, frowning. “Like, fishing accident?”
“No, worse,” he said, glancing back at me, expression grim. “A kid drowned. His name was Jason Lee, and he was a high school graduate. He and a bunch of buddies came up here to have a celebratory private party after graduating and brought with them a big case of beer. Jason downed like half the case and decided to go for a swim. He drowned, and now people say that if you come here at night, you can see his ghost wandering around the shoreline, looking for his friends.”
“What, really?” I asked, uneasy. Then I caught sight of the smile creeping across his face. “Oh, you jerk!” I said, giving him a hard shove. “That’s not funny.”
“It was,” he said, grinning like crazy. “It totally was. You should have seen the look on your face.”
“I should have known,” I huffed, glaring at him. “The only ghost around this area is you.”
“Yeah, you should have known,” he said, dodging the wild punch I threw at his shoulder. “But don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re dealing with a demonic spirit in human form. So I’m told anyway. I haven’t yet managed mastered the ability to summon fireballs to throw at people I don’t like.” He suddenly stopped dead in his tracks, going rigid. “Look, over there,” he said in a low voice, pointing. “See it over there?”
I followed the direction he was pointing, seeing a lean gray-furred shape that slunk across the path, eyes alert, body tensed. I gasped at the sight, and in an instant the wolf was gone, disappearing into the underbrush.
“Was that a dog, or a wolf?” I asked, looking over at Tobias.
“Who knows?” he said, shrugging. “At this point, it could be that the mix-breed wild dogs are now part wolf. No one knows for sure, but it’s best not to disturb them. It would suck to die from getting mauled by a wolf-dog, or be infected with God knows how many diseases.”
“Yeah, I guess you got a point,” I said, shivering as I recalled the neighbor’s pit bull’s sharp teeth as it barked angrily at me from the other side of its fence. “Oh wow,” I said, catching sight of what lay ahead of us as we came over the small rise. “It’s pretty.”
The glittering expanse of dark water lay vast and wide in front of us, framed with a wide scattering of green water plants. A couple large rocks that I could easily sit on or lay on my back comfortably lined one side of the pond, and a lone weeping willow tree grew on another side, its long skinny branches reaching down into the water. I gaped at it all, just at a total loss for words. 
“I see why you would like to draw here,” I said, after I regained the ability to speak. 
“Pretty, like I said,” Tobias said, nodding. “Hey, if you want to go out on the water sometime, there’s a rowboat tied up somewhere near that willow tree. It belonged to some old geezer who croaked a while back, and now it kind of belongs to the public. The unspoken rule is to treat the boat right and always tie it up again in the same spot after you are done with it.”
“Cool,” I said, still staring at the water. It was just so dark and mysterious looking, like it could be holding a giant monster fish, or maybe a mermaid. “Hey, are there fish in that water?”
“Oh yeah,” Tobias said, nodding. “It’s full of fish. I wasn’t lying about it being an old fishing spot.” He started walking again and I moved to follow him, stopping briefly to spray on a thick layer of bug spray. “I brought my sketchbook so I could draw,” he said, turning to look back at me. “You got on a bathing suit under there, right? You could totally swim here if you want, or just wade in the water. Whatever.”
“Oh, cool,” I said, watching as he sat down in a shady patch of grass underneath a tree and unzipped his own backpack, pulling out the sketchbook, flipping it open to a half-shaded shadowy outline of the pond. “I’ll go swim, I guess,” I said, turning to walk towards the pond.  I stopped a short distance from the pond and peeled off my layers of clothing, revealing the one-piece I had underneath. I left my clothing in a pile and padded softly across the grass with my bare feet, walking to the water.
“I should have brought a pair of dive goggles,” I called over my shoulder. “So I can see under the water.”
“Mm-hmm,” he replied absently, half-listening to me.


Once I got close to the water, I got unnerved by the sight of such deep, dark water and just sat on one of the rocks by the shore, dipping my legs into the water, splashing and kicking. I nearly shrieked as I felt a curious fish nip at my toes, and I kicked the water hard to scare them off. The bite had tickled, but it was still a bite all the same. After a while I stopped kicking and just sat there, staring into the water. No matter how hard I stared, I couldn’t see any fish. All I saw was black, dark water.
“Why don’t you just jump in?” Tobias called as he walked over to me, sitting down beside me on the next rock. “Do you know how to swim?”
“I do, but I don’t know about jumping in,” I said, eying the dark water warily. “It looks dangerous. Who knows what could be under water. For all you know there’s a rusting bike in there, or some old pipes.”
“Could be,” Tobias mused, eying the water with interest. “Why don’t you try wading in? It shouldn’t be that bad.”
“No thanks,” I said, still staring at the water.
He was silent for a few minutes, then stood up and walked off. I didn’t look up until I heard the splashing noises and I looked up to see him wading into the water gingerly, the black tide coming up to his waist already.
“What are you doing?” I cried, standing up on my rock and staring at him. 
“Testing the theory,” he said, grimacing. “God, it’s cold.” The water rose up to his chest, then his neck as he swam out, to be in the center of the pond. “No bike,” he said, glancing around. “Oh, hang on.” He disappeared briefly as he dived, being swallowed up by the black water. 
When he didn’t come up at first I started to panic before he suddenly popped up again. 
“No bike,” he said, shaking his head. “Nothing much else but fish, mud, and those algae plant things.”
“Okay,” I said, hesitating. 
“Come on in,” he said, starting to grin. “Water’s fine.”
“No thanks,” I said, staring at the water and making up my decision. “I’m not going in there.”
“Suit yourself,” he said, and disappeared underwater again. 
I waited, but he still didn’t surface. I didn’t panic, not at first, but then the first tingle of fear snaked through me when I saw the trail of bubbles rising to the surface, but still no Tobias. Oh God, did he get his legs caught in the pond weeds? I thought that was one of the obscure warnings adults told kids to keep them out of the deep water. I ran around to the shoreline and waded in, then started swimming. The water was cold as ice, but I couldn’t stop. 
Once I reached the point where I thought he went in I dived. The water was full of silt and it was hard to see, but Tobias was an albino and he glowed underwater. I came up for air briefly before going under again, seeking out that white shape.

It was just as I had feared. He’d gotten stuck, and he’d long since lost the breath he’d been holding in, as I’d seen earlier. I quickly swam down to his legs and started ripping into the weeds, trying to free him. I could barely see, and more often than not my hands tore into his jeans, not the weeds. A trail of bubbles escaped from my mouth, and I started to panic. What if I couldn’t get him out in time? 
Finally, his legs came free and I grabbed hold of his arm, dragging up to the surface with me. I gasped for air as my head broke the surface, as in the panic I’d lost a lot of my air supply, and started to get light-headed. I swam/dragged Tobias along behind me, pulling him towards the land. I prayed that it wasn’t too late to do CPR and revive him. 
He was heavy, a literal dead-weight as I pulled him out of the water, dragging his heavy body through the mud and sand. He made no noise, looking horrifying like he was dead already. I stopped dragging once he was mostly out of the water and crouched down beside him. This was going to be the hard part because I was relying on some training I did back during middle school. I knew enough to push him over onto his back and do the head tilt thing before starting chest compressions. I can only hope that he wasn’t already dead, and this wasn’t for nothing. 
“Come on,” I said, in between compressions, fear and panic coursing through me. God, this can’t be happening. It can’t be happening. He can’t die. “Please, wake up. Please.”
Chapter 25
After what felt like forever and just when I was about to give up and call 911, Tobias coughed, a bunch of water spurting up out of his mouth. 
“Oh thank God,” I said, relieved to see his silver-blue eyes open, the ragged rise and fall of his chest as he started to breathe again. “For a second there, I thought you were dead,” I said with a small sigh, flopping down on the sandy dirt beside him, suddenly exhausted now that the adrenaline spike was wearing off. 
“I almost was,” he rasped, closing his eyes tiredly. “Oh hell, if that wasn’t a stupid way to die. There’s a literal forest of underwater plants down there. I thought I’d be okay if I just didn’t get that close…”
“Why did you dive that deep?” I asked, curious. 
“Saw something,” he said, eyes still closed. “Or I thought I had. It doesn’t matter, because I’m not going back in that water. You were right to stay on land. Oh, and thanks for saving my life and all that. I don’t think anyone else would have bothered. They would have just let me drown, die under the water.”
“No problem,” I muttered, still curious. “Just for talking, what did you think you saw?”
He was silent for a second or two, just breathing in and out in a rough pattern. When he spoke, it was in a solemn tone. 
“I saw bones. I thought that they looked human, but it was probably just a trick of the mind. A deer or something fell into the water and drowned.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling chilled all of a sudden. “Are you sure you saw bones?”
“Yes,” he said, after a pause. “We should get back home,” he said, opening his eyes and struggling to push himself upright. “Sal can’t ever know I almost drowned, alright? She won’t ever let us enter the woods again, even to go home.”
“Will you just relax?” I asked, sitting up and pushing him back down with little to no effort. He was weakened severely still, and couldn’t fight me at all. “Just lay still for a minute or two,” I said, glaring down at him. “You almost died, idiot. You’re allowed to rest for a couple of minutes.”
He stared at me for a few seconds, then a weak smile curved across his face. “Alright, fine,” Tobias replied, relaxing back against the wet mud, closing his eyes again. “We’ll rest for a couple seconds.”
“You know, karma is a bitch,” I said, struggling to get back up, to go retrieve my clothes. “You tried to scare me with a drowned kid ghost story, and you almost ended up as a drowned albino.”
“Yeah, karma is a bitch,” he said, not moving even as I started to walk off. “I keep wondering how bad my luck is going to turn, just when I think everything is finally going to be good.”
I decided against putting my clothes on halfway there, disliking the idea of being all wet and sticky, so instead I turned around and walked back. “What’s been bad, or good recently?” I asked. 
“The usual stuff,” he said, eyes still closed. “I get to move into Sal’s and get away from home, the whole town hates my guts. I take half classes at school, I have to enter the range of homicidal jackass country hick teens who want me dead. I make friends with a pretty red-haired girl, I almost drown.”
“That was not my fault,” I said, turning around and walking back over to rest beside him in the sand. “You dove under the water all on your own influence. I didn’t make you do anything. And I saved your ass.”
“That you did,” he replied, eyes still closed.  “I guess it was my fault, for trying to show off. I don’t have the luck to spare on stupid dumbass whims.”
“You aren’t unlucky,” I protested, raising myself up a little to look over him. “You just endured through a series of shit circumstances and came out smarter and wiser.”
“Not sure about that,” he muttered, opening one eye to look at me solemnly. “Let’s rest for a minute,” he said, closing his eye again. “No talking.”
“Whatever,” I muttered, relaxing back down on my back, staring up through the tree branches at the patchwork sky above. A couple birds flew past, dark outlines against the bright beautiful blue of the sky. 
“I don’t blame you for anything,” Tobias said after a minute, breaking the silence. “Sorry I said that. I was just bitching.”
“No, its fine,” I said as I continued to stare up at the sky. “I thought you wanted silence.”
“Yeah…right.”
We lapsed into silence, and I continued to stare up at the sky. It’s funny, but I never actually just stopped to tilt my head back to look at the sky. I was always too busy, rushing around, doing stuff. Wolf Creek wasn’t like that. Here, everything was kind of slowed down, almost dreamlike. I relaxed my whole body, feeling tired all of a sudden. Slowly, after struggling for a few seconds to keep my eyes open, I let them close. It would be only for a second. 
Chapter 26
When we marched back home, there was very little conversation spoken. My mind was fixated on the bones Tobias swore were at the bottom of the pond while Tobias probably thought about his near death experience. At any rate, there was no speaking until we got close to home, and saw the first group of trucks and heavy-duty Jeeps.
“What’s this?” I asked, faltering slightly at the sight of all those cars. 
“Poker night,” Tobias said grimly, stopping beside me. “Shit. Audrey, stick close to me when we go inside. Judging from the sounds of it, the boys have already done away with the first couple of six-packs.”
I nodded, walking as he started moving towards the front door, side-stepping the fat white cat as he ran past, eyes flashing in the faint light. I was pretty sure he had a mouse in his mouth, but the feline was gone before I could really get a good look. As we walked into the house I made sure to stick close to the albino’s side, practically affixed to his side as the raucous loud laughter filled my ears. The stink of beer and a sickly sweet herbal smell filled my nostrils, and I grimaced as my stomach turned over. 
“Don’t talk loud, just walk,” Tobias said quietly, dragging me towards the stairs. “Be quiet, and don’t move fast. I don’t want those people to know we are here-.” He walked across a loose floorboard, and a loud squeak filled the air. “Shit,” he swore under his breath.
“Who’s there?” a loud voice boomed out, and I grabbed for Tobias’s arm in panic as footsteps thudded against the floor, announcing the arrival of the giant as he stepped into sight. 
The dark-skinned man was tall and burly, packed with corded muscle. I had a feeling I would not want to be on the other end of his fist in a fight. Those burly hands of his looked pretty lethal.
“Gordon,” Tobias said tersely, looking annoyed. “How’s poker night?”
“Fucking rigged, that’s what,” the big man spat. “I keep losing to Kelly. Man’s got some scheme, I just know it.” He turned his dark brown gaze over at me now, and seemed genuinely surprised. “Who’s this little girlie?”
“Sal’s niece,” Tobias replied, ever so slightly tilting his head towards the stairs. “Audrey Blake.”
“No shit,” the man said, grinning broadly now. “Well, nice to meet yah Audrey.”
I ducked my head and muttered something, which seemed to amuse him. 
“Shy little mousie, isn’t she?” he cackled, eyes glittering as he turned to look over his shoulder as another male voice called his name. “Yeah, I’m coming,” he shouted back. “Later, kiddies,” he called, walking back to the kitchen.

“Go, go, go,” Tobias ordered, pushing me towards the stairs. “Don’t stop, just go up to the attic,” he added. “Staying in your room is not a good idea, especially with six drunk men in the house.”
I nodded, feeling a little thrill of fear as I heard a bottle smashing. I don’t think I would want to stay on this floor alone, not tonight. I ran up the rest of the stairs and then climbed up into the attic. It was only after I did so did I realize…I was still wearing wet clothes. Tobias seemed to realize the same thing, and a pinkish flush filled his face as he looked down at the floor.

“….I’ll go,” he said suddenly. “Go get your clothes. You can just wait here.”
He walked back down the ladder, only to come up a few minutes later, empty-handed.
“There’s a guy passed out in your room,” he explained. “You can borrow some of my stuff. It should fit you, more or less.” 
“Okay,” I said, watching as he walked across the attic space, digging around in the drawers for a few seconds, coming back with a black t-shirt and a pair of light gray sweatpants. I thanked him and glanced down at the clothes, wondering what to do. I didn’t really want to go downstairs to change, but at the same time I didn’t want to make Tobias go back down the ladder again.
“There’s another room,” Tobias said suddenly, guessing my thoughts.
“What?” I asked, surprised. “No way,” I said, looking all around. “Where’s the door?”
“Right back here,” he said, walking towards the bookshelf. “It’s tiny, so I don’t use it for anything. Help me, will you?”
I walked over and helped him push back the heavy bookcase to reveal, to my surprise, a small narrow door. When Tobias reached out to pull it open, I saw that the space was actually a little bigger than I imagined, if a bit crowded thanks to the boxes piled up inside.
“Crap from my house,” Tobias explained as I walked inside. “It depressed me to look through all that junk so I just stuck it in there.” 
He closed the door behind me, and I quickly shucked out of my wet clothes and pulled his on. His shirt was a little big on me, which I felt was a relief considering I had been wearing my bathing suit under my clothes, and hadn’t brought anything else to wear. I glanced over at the boxes and wondered what could be inside. I was curious, but not enough to start rifling through his things like a crazy person. I walked back out through the door barefoot to see Tobias sitting cross-legged on his bed, sketching. 
“What are you drawing?” I asked, walking over to sit beside him. 
“Nothing,” he said quickly, trying to twist away so I couldn’t see the open page, but it was too late. I already caught sight of the large half-shaded drawing of a figure.
“Whoa,” I said, my eyes widening as I realized what I was staring at. “That….that’s me.”
“Yeah,” he said, sighing loudly as I tugged the sketchbook from his hands. “Got bored, started drawing. It’s a tic.”
The drawing me was sitting in a boat, half-twisting out of the narrow dingy to trace her hands in the water. Everything about the drawing was precise, from the straying strands of hair that trailed down over the face and shoulder to the half-smile on the drawing’s face. It was so realistic, and I couldn’t stop myself from staring at it in awe. 
“So, that’s the boat I was talking about,” Tobias said awkwardly, eying the sketchbook. I could tell he wanted to snatch it from me, but he didn’t move to do so yet. “I was just fooling around.”
“Think you can draw something else?” I asked as I handed the book back to him. “Just pull something out of thin air?”
“We’ll see,” he said with a shrug. “What do you want me to draw?”
“Draw a deer,” I said, reaching into my pocket to draw out my phone as it started buzzing. “Deer are hard, or so I’m told.”
“Okay,” he said, and I heard the rustling of paper as he looked for a blank page. “Do you care if it is a doe or a buck?”
“Either one,” I said carelessly, studying my phone. Erik had called me half a bunch of times while we were out at the pond. The phone was buzzing now because he was sending text after text now, asking me to please answer. Feeling a little guilty I unlocked the screen and started typing out an answer.

Sorry. I was out earlier with Tobias earlier   I wrote. 
A few seconds, then the phone buzzed again with his reply.
Where did you two go? I was trying to call you all day. He wrote. Was it just me, or did he sound kind of irritated?
In the woods, I typed back. We were chilling at the pond, just hanging out. 
I waited, but it took maybe four minutes before he replied. 
I guess you forgot about our movie date today.
Shit.
Holy shit, I forgot, I wrote back. I’m so sorry. Things are kind of crazy around here. I’m sorry.
I waited, but there was no reply. I tried texting again, but there was no response. Frowning, I tried calling him instead of texting, but there was no reply. The call went straight to voicemail, and I hung up. 
“What’s wrong?” Tobias asked, sounding mildly concerned. “You look a little upset.”
“I’m confused, not upset,” I replied slowly, looking around at him in a kind of daze. “I think Erik’s mad at me because I skipped out on movie night, which I completely forgot about.”
“Oh,” he said, blinking slowly. “Well, don’t worry about it,” he said as he returned his attention to the drawing. “He’s a jerk if he’s all pissed about this one accident. It’s not like you did this intentionally.”
He dropped his gaze back to the sketchbook, and I watched him draw. 
“You’re happy I didn’t go, aren’t you?” I accused.
“Yes, I am,” he said, eyes still fixed on the sketchbook. “He’s a narcissistic jerk. You can’t see it right now because he’s being nice to you, but as soon as he’s got you hooked he shows his real colors.”
“And your opinion isn’t biased at all, right?” I said with a frown. 
“I don’t care if you believe me,” Tobias said, tensing his shoulders. “I know what the truth is. He’s a controlling jackass who can’t take no for an answer.” He suddenly threw his sketchbook and pencil away from himself and stood from the bed, walking over to the t/v and turned the volume up high before sitting back down with his back against the frame of the bed. 
Okay….that was odd. I stared at the back of his head for a while, feeling a little freaked out by his behavior and sudden outburst. What was that about? After a minute, I got up and moved to sit down beside him. We didn’t speak for a few minutes, and I watched the red flush slowly descend down the back of his neck.
“What’s got you so worked up?” I asked, tilting my head to one side. “Why don’t you really like Erik? Surely this isn’t about a childhood friendship breaking apart?”
“I wish,” he said bitterly, a strange expression flickering across his face. “I wish it were that simple.” He stood abruptly, and walked towards the trapdoor.
“Where are you going?” I called, scrambling to my feet, trying to catch up to him as he walked across the room. “It’s dangerous downstairs.”
“Oh relax,” he said, grinning darkly as he walked past the trapdoor, to the heavy-set dresser. “I’m just getting out my amber-colored friend in glass.” Tobias reached one pale hand out behind the dresser, drawing out the beer bottle and moved to straighten up. “Want one?”
“No thanks,” I said, backing up a little as I watched him draw out two or three other dark brown bottles. This wasn’t going to end well. I could just tell.
Chapter 27
I tried to keep a distance between myself and Tobias, uneasy about what the effects of alcohol might be to my friend. He seemed to become surly and bad-tempered as he consumed the alcohol, withdrawing within himself. Actually, I don’t think that’s quite right. He seemed depressed as he stared off into the distance, eyes blank and staring. Whatever it was, he was creeping me out and I didn’t want to be that close to him in the even that he goes crazy or something. 

I was sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing with the Pinterest app some on my phone. I have six boards so far, and the subjects varying through cool pics of ocean artwork to amazingly detailed digital art conception ideas that took my breath away. I was admiring an cute drawing of a black cat with a Day of the Dead mask on when Tobias suddenly started talking, for the first time since his drinking binge.

“I tried to kill myself two times, before you got here,” he said in a matter of fact voice. “Hanging.” 
“What?” I said, startled. “What the hell for?” I asked, scrambling to my feet and walking over, to where he sat leaned over the edge of the bed, hands clasped in his lap. 
“A lot of things,” he said, shrugging, a sarcastic little smile on his face. “I can’t really say it was because of Lydia. Despite what people think, we didn’t really know each other very well. I just helped with math. That’s about it.” He sighed, rubbing at the back of his neck now. “Christ. Where’s the other beer?” he muttered, looking all around.
“You drank it,” I said, frowning a little. “Why did you try to kill yourself the first time?”
He shrugged. “Humiliation, depression, take your pick. Freshman year was the year I realized how fragile my position in this town is.”
Before I could ask what he meant, Tobias suddenly stood up and pulled his shirt up over his head, showing me his back.
“Oh god,” I said, staring in horror at the multitude of scars that covered his entire back, shoulders, and the lower arms. It looked like he’d been whipped with a belt several times, deep enough to leave imprints of the buckle in the white skin. In a few places there were small circular dots scattered all over, in between the larger scars.
 Cigarettes, I thought immediately. I felt my stomach twist at the sight as I imagined how much it all had to hurt. 
“Yeah, it’s a real pretty sight,” Tobias said, chuckling softly as he bent over, grabbing hold of his shirt from the floor and pulled it over his head again. “My old friend Erik lured me out to the woods the night before Halloween, saying that he wanted to show me this really interesting cave he’d found in the woods. Turns out he was the bait, and as soon as I stupidly walked into the woods were no-one could hear his new popular friends grabbed my and tied me to a tree. I’m pretty sure they were all drunk and wasted by the time I staggered into their path, but that doesn’t excuse what happened.”
“Why?” I whispered. “Why?”
“Apparently my straight-A’s in math were offensive,” he said, shrugging. “That and the fact that the white albino freak was smarter than the normal-looking kids, I don’t know. They said they were teaching me a lesson for being arrogant. It’s all bullshit. So…yeah, I tried to kill myself the week after, when I found out they made a video of my ‘lessons’, and spread it all around the popular kids crowd.” He smiled faintly, looking more sad than bitter. “My wrist was broken so I couldn’t properly tie the noose all that quickly, and Sal came home and caught me. She swore that if I ever did it again, she’d get my sorry ass committed in a psychiatric ward somewhere farther up the coast. Didn’t like the idea of that, so I said I wouldn’t do it again.” 
“That’s insane,” I said, my stomach churning some more as I tried to imagine what he must have gone through. Hell, that’s what it was. Hell. “Why didn’t you press charges?”
“Didn’t want the video of my great humiliation made public knowledge,” he said, looking down at his clasped hands. “Outside of the high school, I mean. Everyone there knows, even if they won’t admit it. Every few weeks, I get a text with the video attached. I’m sure you’ll get it, sooner or later.”
 “God,” I said, feeling worse than sick. “This is…sadistic. Who keeps emailing you?”
“Don’t know. The number is unknown. I really don’t care anymore. I hardly care about much nowadays.” He tried to stand up, swaying dangerously as he did so, and I quickly stood too, grabbing hold of his arm. 
“Just sit back down,” I said urgently, wrapping my free arm around his back for support as he attempted a wobbling step.  “Please.”
“Okay,” he sighed, moving to sit back down on the edge of the bed. “I was just going to pick up the bottles and move them. Sal doesn’t mind me drinking so long as I keep things tidy.”
“I’ll get them,” I said, placing one hand on his shoulder briefly before leaning over, grabbing the empty bottles from the floor and carried them over to the trashcan, lining them up neatly at the bottom. “So when was the second time?” I asked, walking back over to him. “Suicide attempt, I mean.”
“The night you got here,” he said, fidgeting with his fingers in his lap, not looking at me. “I changed my mind, obviously. You changed it.”
“I did?” I asked, surprised. “How did I do that?”
“Simply by being the first person to be nice to me,” he said, looking faintly embarrassed. “Stupid, I know.”
“No, it is okay,” I said quickly. “It’s kind of sweet, actually. Hey, you aren’t still suicidal, are you?”
“Not right now,” he said with a shrug. “Give it time. I’m sure something much worse than being a suspected murderer will come around to kick me in the ass.” Tobias sighed, shaking his head grimly. “I need another drink. Or two. I really don’t want to remember confessing my suicidal thoughts tomorrow.”
“How about I make it even?” I suggested, biting my lower lip. “I’ll tell you my really dark secrets, which must never be repeated.”
“You don’t have any dark secrets,” he said dismissively. “Look at you. You’re a pretty red-headed girl.”
“So I’m guessing Sal didn’t tell you about my mom, then,” I said, sighing heavily. Here we go. Let’s talk about the Incident, the real reason I’m at Wolf Creek.


  “Christ,” Tobias said softly when I finished talking. “Your mom really almost killed someone?”
“Just about,” I said, shrugging. “Mom’s a writer, when she’s on her meds. Her editor was coming around the house to get the last couple of pages for her story….and Mom hadn’t taken her meds for the past week and attacked her with an umbrella. If Dad hadn’t come around and pulled her off, the lady would have died. As it is, she’s pressing charges for assault, and Mom’s not dealing with it well. She’s still won’t take her meds last time I saw before I left, and it looks like Dad might have to get her committed to the psych ward because she’s losing control. Dad wanted me to leave because he’s afraid she might kill me when he’s not around to stop her.”
“Christ,” he said again, turning a shade paler. “Oh, Audrey…that is dark. I’m so sorry.” 
I shrugged, and we fell into a kind of awkward silence.
“Want a hug?” Tobias asked finally. 
“Uh, do you?” I asked, frowning at him.
“Not really,” he said, shrugging. “Jesus, things really turned dark fast. Let’s find a happier topic now.”
“Like what?”
“Shit I don’t know,” he said helplessly. “I’m new at the friendship thing, if it wasn’t obvious before.”
“Well, I guess we should go to bed then,” I said, moving to stand up and walked over to turn the t/v off. “Tomorrow’s Sunday, but I think we should still try and get rest.”
“Yeah, I suppose,” he said, watching me. “Say, Audrey? You’ve never had a boyfriend before, have you?”
I turned to look over at him, and he flushed pink again. 
“Never mind,” he said quickly. “You don’t have to answer.”
“It’s okay,” I said, coming back over. “No, I’ve never had a boyfriend. I guess I’m not interesting enough. I’m too quiet, too shy, not enough plastic in the boobs and ass.”
He snorted at the last remark, looking amused when I looked over at him. “You’ve been here too long. You’re starting to sound like Sal, bitching about that guy she liked in high school who got married”
“Guess it’s in the blood,” I said with a shrug. I came back over, pulling my phone out of my pocket. “Come here,” I said, waving a hand at him. “Come here, so I can take your picture.”
“Why?” he asked, a flicker of suspicion and wariness crossing his face.
“Because I want to sell you to some witch doctors and I’m sending them a picture of the merchandise,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Come on, man. There’s no conspiracy. I just want to take a picture. Here, I’ll get in the frame as well.”
“Okay,” he said, relaxing slightly. “Yeah, let’s take the picture. Get over here.”
I sat down beside him on the bed, and he reached out to wrap an arm around my shoulders to draw me closer as I held up the phone, trying to get a good angle for the shot.

“Here…we go,” I said, after readjusting the angle one more time. “Smile.” I took the picture, then another one before I lowered the phone, to examine the pictures I had. First one was a bit blurry, but the second one was better. “This looks good,” I commented, looking over at Tobias. “You think?”
“Yeah, it looks fine,” he said, dropping his gaze. “Audrey, can you do me a favor and not say anything tomorrow about what I said? Sal doesn’t know about attempt number two and I don’t want her to.”
“Of course,” I said, reaching out to touch his shoulder, squeezing gently. “If you want, I can pretend not to know tomorrow, if it makes you feel better.”
“No, don’t do that,” he said, sighing. “Christ. Let’s just talk about it tomorrow, okay? You know, when I’m sober and thinking straight.”
“Okay,” I said as I moved to stand up. “I’m going to turn off the main light, but if it’s okay with you, I’m leaving that desk light on.”
“That’s fine with me,” he said mildly, watching as I walked around to the desk, flicking the small desk light on before turning, going to the far wall to turn off the main light. The room was dark now except for one glowing patch of light, so it was difficult to see exactly where I was going. I felt my way blindly across the room towards the bed, pulling out the large fuzzy blanket I could see, just at the edge. 
“Actually, err, Audrey,” Tobias said awkwardly. “Can…can you please just come here? Talk with me some more.”
I hesitated briefly before I started walking back over to the bed. “I don’t care how messed-up or drunk you are,” I started warily. “You do anything, and I’m going to kill you, man.”
“Understood,” he said mildly, sounding amused. “You do realize I’m the last person who wants to hurt you, right?”
“Yeah, but you’re drunk,” I said, shrugging. “You’re all sorts of crazy right now, like reckless crazy.”
“Well don’t worry,” he said, waving an arm at me. “Come here. I’m not going to do anything to you, I promise.”
Despite my wariness I did trust Tobias and I came back over, crawling into the bed, coming to rest beside him on my back. He yawned, mouth drawing open wide with the movement before he closed it again. 
“You’re a good person,” he mumbled, eyes closing slowly. “I wish you came sooner. Things might not have turned out the way they did.”
I waited, but nothing else happened. After a minute, I rolled over onto my side and closed my eyes myself. I listened to his ragged breathing for a long time before I felt myself drift off, sinking into the darkness….
Chapter 28
I awoke to the gentle ramble of the radio, the crackling voices distorted by my half-awake mind. As I gradually became awake, I realized that the voice on the radio was talking about the weather, saying that we were going to be experiencing sudden cloudbursts all day as the storm came closer. When I opened my eyes and looked around, I saw that Tobias was already awake, sitting upright with the sketchbook propped open on his knee, the pencil gliding across the open page as guided so by his hand.
“Don’t move,” Tobias said without even looking up at me. “I’m working here. Lie back down for a few more minutes, please.”
“Planning on charging me for the self-portrait?” I asked, doing as he said and relaxed back down, half-closing my eyes. I was sure that if I closed them, I would fall back asleep. 
“No,” he said, the scratching of the pencil somehow blending into the noise of the radio. “This is how I deal with awkwardness of any kind. This is pretty awkward, I’d say.”
“Not really,” I said, shrugging. “Can I sit up now?”
“Sure,” he said, and I started to push myself up into a sitting position. “What do you think?” he asked, flipping the sketchbook around for me to see.
“Oh wow,” I said, amazed by the extreme details I could see. Everything from the way my hair fell across my back to the way my slightly too big borrowed clothes fit me was expertly detailed in the drawing I saw before me. “That’s amazing.”
“Yeah?” he asked, looking pleased. “Well, alright.” Tobias’s smile froze on his face as the attic ladder suddenly creaked loudly as it descended down towards the second floor.
“Kids, time to come out of hiding,” Sal’s voice called loudly. “It’s time to wake up and get dressed. I need two sober and clean children to go to the grocery store and pick up some groceries. I’m leaving the list on the table.”
“Okay,” Tobias yelled back before turning his attention to me. “I can go down first, and make sure that guy’s out of your room,” he said a bit awkwardly. “You know, just in case.”
“How about we both go?” I suggested. “Get things over with, and besides that, I want a shower.”
So we both got up and climbed down the ladder, Tobias going first since he was insistent about it. By the time I touched down on the second floor carpeting, he was reaching to turn my doorknob and opening the door, poking his head inside. 
“Empty,” he said, looking back over at me. “It’s empty except for some old beer cans and a few stubs of cigs on the nightstand. I can get rid of them later.”
“No, I can get them,” I said, walking past him into the room. “You can take the shower first if you want,” I offered, turning around to look at him. “It’s going to take me a while to strip the bed and throw everything into the washer.”
“Okay,” he said, turning to go. “See you in a second.”
He was gone, and I shut the door to go about the immediate business of shedding my over-sized borrowed clothes and pulling on a fresh bra, underwear, and a dark blue tank and a pair of blue jeans with a hole torn into the left knee. Then, wrinkling my nose some in disgust, I swept the ciggies into a tissue and carried the load over to the trashcan, throwing them and the beer cans inside. I’m going to have to get rid of everything before my room starts to stink of smoke. Now I turned my attention to the bed, eying it for a minute before deciding to throw everything into the washing machine. Guys are gross, and I thought I could smell something…herbal coming off the comforter. Everything had to be washed.


While my bedding swirled around in cold water and soap inside the washing machine I walked downstairs to get some food and check out the list Sal had indeed left taped to the kitchen table, along with a wad of twenties. I gave the list a general scan, seeing that the items listed were general house things. The list contained things like batteries, lightbulbs, Crisco, along with a note that I was free to shop for clothes while I was in town. That part was circled in red several times, so I got the impression that Sal really wanted me to do it. It wasn’t a suggestion.

“Hey,” Tobias called, coming into the kitchen now. “So what does the tyrant wish us to buy, and why can’t she do it herself?”
“Because she’s at the gym,” I said, pointing at the other note taped to the fridge. “So, why does she want you to come with me?” I asked, turning around to face him. “You can’t go into town, I mean, not without some sort of body paint and hair dye job, or they’ll kill you.”
“I’m to be your guide through the woods,” he said, a sarcastic smile twisting his lips. “No-one knows the woods better than me. The grocery store is right on the edge of one forest path. We’ll come up behind it. I’ll wait in the woods while you go into the store to avoid bloodshed.”
“Okay, cool,” I said, folding the grocery list into a square to then tuck into the front pocket of my jeans. The twenties went into the other pocket.  “Do you know where I can go to buy clothes? I think Sal really wants me to get some clothes. She wrote it on the list.”
“Yeah, I know where to go,” Tobias said, sounding uncomfortable. “Listen, Audrey, about last night….I didn’t mean to unload all my baggage on you like that. Being drunk isn’t an excuse.”
“No, it is okay,” I said, looking up to meet his uncertain gaze. “You reached a breaking point. That’s understandable, considering all that’s happened to you recently, and in the past. I can’t judge, since I just got here, and my home life isn’t exactly roses at the moment.” I paused, suddenly thinking about Erik. Jeez, wasn’t that a problem. I hope I can put off dealing with him until after we’re back at school. Maybe I can break things off and run away.
“What?” I asked, catching Tobias staring at me.
“Nothing,” he replied quickly, too quickly. A pinkish color filled his face, and he quickly looked away as the color traveled down his neck. “Let’s just get going as soon as we eat, alright? I want to get this over with as quickly as possible.”
Chapter 29
Trudging through the forest with Tobias was surprisingly calming, relaxing even. We saw a couple deer before they went racing away, startled by our loud conversation. We were discussing the characters of Criminal Minds, trying to figure out which one had to be a secret serial killer in their spare time, or would be most likely to snap. I was still on season 2, so my money was on Gideon, the ruler of the small BAU unit. He was just creepy, and I thought he would be the perfect person to be a serial killer. Tobias wasn’t so sure. He scoffed at my choice, laying his bet squarely on the Spencer guy.
“Never trust the quiet ones on shows like this,” he said, grinning at me. “They always snap and go batshit insane. Just look at the Shining.”
“That’s not what happens in the Shining,” I protested. “Have you even read the book?”
“No, but I saw the movie trailer for the movie on YouTube. Does that count?”
“Less than four percent,” I replied, frowning at him. “Movies always screw up the plot for the books their based off of. You got to read the book.”
“Have you read it?”
“Not yet,” I admitted. “But I’ve read Under the Dome, and the t/v series is nothing like the book at all.”
“Uh-huh,” he said, suddenly slowing down to a stop. “Keep going forward and you’ll end up at the back of the grocery store,” he said, pointing out the route. “I can’t go any further, or I’ll get spotted. I’ll wait a little farther back on the trail for you. Call me if you’re going someplace different.”
“Oh, okay,” I said, feeling a little disappointed. “Are you sure you can’t come into the store with me? I feel bad for just leaving you standing out in the woods like this.”
“Yeah, I’m sure,” he said, shrugging his hands into his jacket pockets. “So long as you don’t take too long, I’m fine. Go on, shoo,” he added, lifting his hand to wave me off. “Go get the list items. I’ll wait right here.”
I hesitated one last time before I turned, moving to walk back down the slightly slanted hill, following the tumbling loose stones and dirt to the dark gray I could see between the trees. That gray turned out to be the pavement parking lot of the grocery store, where a couple dumpsters were parked beside the backdoor and where a few mangy cats skulked. At the sight of me the cats ran off to hide behind the dumpsters and in between the recycling bins, staring at me with glinting eyes as I walked past. 
Starting to wish I’d forced that albino to come with me. This was fricking creepy.
Coming around the building I was met with a much creepier sight than the skinny cats in the form of a lone man, smoking a cigarette. Or at least I hope it was a cigarette. I couldn’t see much of whatever it was, just that it gave off smoke as he held the thing to his mouth. The man’s dark brown eyes followed me with a vacant stare as I walked around him, and I found myself picking up the pace a little as I rushed towards the grocery store’s doors, which automatically slid open as I walked close enough. 

“Welcome to the Sour Apple Market,” a perky blond twentyish-something girl called as I walked further into the store. “Can I help you shop today, miss?”
“Yeah, sure,” I said, put immediately on guard by her extra-friendly attitude. Something about that plastic smile and fake enthusiasm freaked me out. “Can you help me find this stuff?” I asked, tugging the list from my pocket. “This is my first time here,” I added a bit lamely. 
The girl expertly plucked the scrap of paper from my hand and slowly unfurled it, peering at the handwritten words for a few seconds. “Yes, we have all of these,” she said, looking up at me with that smile still in place. “If you will just grab a cart and follow me, I’ll help you find everything you need, miss--?”
“Audrey,” I said, walking over to the corralled shopping carts, tugging one free of the herd. “Hey, um, do you know where I can go to get some used clothes? I didn’t bring a whole lot with me.”
“Sure,” the blond said cheerfully. “There are lots of places to choose from for clothing, although I wouldn’t recommend the Clothing Horse. That’s where they donate clothes for the homeless.”
“Okay, got it,” I said, the cart rattling across the linoleum floor as I turned the cart around, to follow after the woman as she took off walking. “So where can I go for low prices?”
“There’s the Quilted Owl, the Once-Loved, Now-Found store, and also Raven’s Roost, a popular children’s toy store/clothing place,” the woman said over her shoulder as she walked quite rapidly in her wedge shoes. “The Quilted Owl is where I would go seeking fashion, but the Raven’s Roost also has a lot of interesting things. I would say don’t bother going to the Once-Loved, seeing how most of their things are donated and usually smell.”
The woman continued to yammer on and on about clothes as she guided me towards my shopping items, and by the time we had found them all my mind was filled with all sorts of facts about Wolf Creek fashion that I didn’t really want to know. When I rolled my barely-filled cart up towards check-out, the blond said one final thing that made me snap to attention.
“So, have you been in town long?”
“No,” I said, dropping my gaze from hers. “I’m staying with my aunt.”
“Oh, okay,” the girl said cheerfully. “That’s nice, visiting family. Any idea for how long you’ll be in town?”
“Not really. I think I might be staying for the rest of the school year.”
“Oh, then you must be Audrey Blake,” the girl said, making me stiffen in surprise. “Rumors are flying about you, girl. There’s a pool going around about how long you’ll survive living in the same house as the murderer, Tobias Fairchild.”
What?
“He’s not a murderer,” I muttered, my eyes fixed on the ground. I don’t think she heard me, and if she did, the girl didn’t care.
“So what does your aunt do at night? People tell me that that shack Sally lives in isn’t that big. Does she lock the albino into his bedroom to keep him from wandering over into your room?”
“She doesn’t have to,” I said, trying to speed up so as to lose the irritant. Unfortunately, she clung to my slide like a burr, following me all the way towards the check-out line, and continued to pester me with questions. 
Did Tobias really have sketched-out crime scene photos from Lydia’s murder taped to his wall?
Did he have to be restrained to the bed at night?
Did I have to share a room with this psychopath?
Have I ever been sexually assaulted by the pale serial killer yet?
“Serial killer?” I said, stopping to look back at the shop assistant. “There’s only one death.”
“No, there was another death a few years back in the next town over,” she said cheerfully, looking pleased to have gotten a reaction. “Ava Reynolds of White Springs Valley was found drowned in the local lake a few miles outside of town, exactly like how Lydia was found. Some reporter made the link faster than the cops and connected the dots.”
Okay, that was…coincidental. 
“How do you know that Tobias had anything to do with that?” I asked warily.
“Because that’s where the Fairchild’s live at their family estate, of course,” she said with a small smile. “The family is quite wealthy, compared to these parts. It’s speculated that the reason they sent him to Wolf Creek in the first place was to gain some distance between the first crime. Guess they should have sent him to a psychiatric ward instead, for all the good that was.”
I didn’t quite know how to reply so I made some grunting noise in reply and I walked over to the check-out line, moving quickly through the line until I reached the register. Soon as I had my grocery bags in hand I ran towards the front of the store, passing through the sliding doors out into the outside world. As soon as I walked outside, a familiar figure peeled himself away from the side of the store and called out my name.
“Hey, Audrey,” Erik called, smiling broadly at me. “How’s it going? Doing a little shopping?”
“Doing Sal’s shopping,” I said idly, tightening my fingers around the plastic handles of the grocery bags I had twisted around my right wrist. “House shit like lightbulbs and batteries.” 
“Sounds boring as hell,” Asher said, still leaned against the store. “If you want to spice things up, I can introduce you to my weed-dealer friend. Guy has the best shit in town.”
“Uh, no thanks,” I said, backing up a little, glancing towards the woods. “I’m not really a user.”
“Bet you haven’t even tried, Red,” Asher said, coming closer now. “I can introduce you, if you want. I think I still got a joint or two in my pocket.”
“Dude, just back off,” Erik said, glaring over his shoulder at his step-brother. “Go wait for me in the truck,” he ordered in a low threatening tone.
“Whatever man,” Asher said, rolling his eyes dramatically as he wandered off, disappearing around the corner into the parking lot area.
I stared at the ground, kind of uncomfortable with meeting Erik’s friendly blue stare. I kept seeing those scars across Tobias’s back in my mind’s eye when I looked at him directly, and imagined how much it must have all hurt. Erik seemed to sense something was wrong because his tone changed as he spoke now.
“So, I was thinking that we should get together and do something fun, before school starts tomorrow. There’s going to be a party at Jenny Kate’s house tonight.”
“I don’t know any Jenny,” I said, still looking at the ground.
“No-one does. Jenny’s just a cover, so the parents don’t find out about the party.” 
“So, where’s the party destination?” I asked, glancing up at him curiously despite myself. 
“Down by Jasper Lake,” he said, looking a little smug. “Beach party, I should say. Swimsuits are optional, although it would be smarter to have one underneath your clothes because people will toss you without warning into the lake. There’s a tire swing hanging from this tree over the lake that people like to jump off of, and Natalia’s brother Kevin always buys lots of glow sticks. It sounds really lame, but it’s actually not.”
“It sounds like fun,” I said tentatively. “But…I don’t think I should go. I said I would hang out with Tobias, and-“
“Wasn’t that your excuse yesterday?” Erik interrupted, sounding a little annoyed. “Look, if you don’t want to go out with me just say so. Don’t use the albino as an excuse.”
“It’s not an excuse,” I said, bristling a little at his tone. “Tobias isn’t an excuse, he’s my friend. I like hanging out with him sometimes.”
“You have plenty of time to hang out with him. For Christ’s sake, you both live in the same house.” 
I didn’t like the edge in his voice now as he talked about Tobias, and I started to back away. Scowling darkly, Erik walked closer and reached out, grabbing hold of my arm. 
“So what is your answer?” he asked, squeezing hard on my hand just enough so that it hurt. “Are you coming or what? Everyone’s going, and if you don’t come it’ll suck.”
“Please let go of me,” I said, wincing a little as he added pressure to my arm. “It hurts….” I could feel myself wilting at his angry tone, starting to cave into his stronger will. I was about to give in and say that I would go, yes, when a low voice called out behind me. 
“Let go of her, asshole,” a soft voice said, and I glanced over my shoulder to see some boy I didn’t recognize standing there, looking tired and bad-tempered.  “Fuck off, Erik,” he said now. 
“Royce,” Erik said, the angry note in his voice lowering to one I assume was of respect. “Look, man, I’m just talking to my-“
“What, are you deaf?” the newcomer said, glaring at him. “Fuck off Erik, now before I bounce your skull against the pavement. Get the hell away.”
Erik backed off entirely, releasing his grip on my arm and backed up, starting to turn away. “I’ll call you later,” he called to me before he turned and hurried off, back to where the car was probably parked. 
I rubbed at the sore spot on my arm as I turned warily to face this new threat. While probably just as striking as Erik, this guy had a harder look about him, and that dark, sullen look in his hazel eyes was enough to make me want to back up slowly and run away as fast as I could. I still kind of wanted to do that, but I felt that was probably rude, given the circumstance. Oh, I probably should say something now, before the awkward silence got to be too long.
“Thanks, I said, passing the groceries over to my left hand, revealing a dark red indented ring in my wrist where the grocery handles dug in.
“No problem,” the guy said gruffly. “So…you know who I am?”
“Not really,” I said, shrugging. “You sit behind me in fifth period, right? Tried to get me to buy a pocket knife?”
“Yeah,” he said, shrugging. After a second, he pulled his right hand free from his jacket pocket, awkwardly extending it towards me. “Officially, I’m Royce.”
“Audrey,” I said, reaching out my own hand to take his. His grip was strong, and was faintly slimy with something. 
Royce seemed to realize that at the same time I did and quickly withdrew his hand. “My car,” he explained lamely, wiping the hand on the hem of his shirt. “It was leaking oil earlier. I was trying to fix it.” 
“Oh, no problem,” I said, shifting from foot to foot. “So, get the car fixed?”
“Not yet. I’m still trying to work on it. I was here to get Marv to take a look…you don’t care about my leaking truck, do you?” He dropped his gaze, shaking his head. “Fuck. I’m rambling again. Sorry.”
“No problem,” I said again, turning to go. “So, thanks. Have a nice day, good luck with the truck-“
“How’d you get here?” he asked abruptly. 
“I…walked, through the woods,” I said, reluctantly halting my escape. “I was using the forest paths.”
“Yeah, and let me guess,” he said grimly. “Your guide is out there in the woods somewhere, waiting to show you the way back home. Tobias Fairchild.”
I didn’t say anything, just dropped my gaze to the ground. “I better go,” I muttered, starting to walk off. “Like I said, good luck with the truck.”
“Wait,” Royce said, grabbing for my hand. I swung around and raising the groceries to hit him with it, and he backed off. “Sorry,” he said, hands held upraised to signal surrender. “I just need to talk to you for a sec, while you’re here. Actually, I’ve been wanting to talk to you, but you’re never alone or you disappear right before I can talk to you.”
“Okay,” I said warily. “If it’s about a knife, then I don’t-“
“It’s not,” he said curtly. “Look. You’re Tobias’s friend, right? Do you think he killed my…do you think he killed Lydia?”
“No,” I said, staring at the ground again. “He couldn’t do something like that. I don’t know why everyone thinks that he did.”
“I don’t think he did either.”
I snapped my head up to look at him in surprise. 
“That got your attention,” he said, smirking faintly. “Can you talk to Tobias and get him to hang around after school tomorrow? I want to show him something.”
“He won’t do that,” I said, a touch wary still. “We have to leave the school fast every day. Why don’t you just come by the house?”
“Because your aunt has a shotgun loaded with rock salt and she shoots at me when she sees me in the yard,” Royce replied. “She thinks I’m there to pick a fight. Don’t blame her, considering my attitude when I first found out my girlfriend was murdered.”
I paused, thinking for a second or two. No way I was leading this guy back to Tobias. For all I know, this was some trick to get me to lead him to the albino so he can kill him, or at least beat the shit out of my friend. “Is your phone on?” I asked.
“What?”
“Is your phone on?” I repeated, digging around in my pockets with my free hand, finding my phone and started to pull it out. “I’m going to call you as soon as I talk to Tobias, and I want to make sure your phone is on.”
“Oh,” he said, the confusion dissipating. “That’s clever.”
I handed him my phone with the contacts already open and he filed in his number under ‘R’.  As he passed it back to me, he spoke again.
“You will make sure he calls me, right? This is important.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said, nodding as I slipped the phone into my pocket, turning to go. “See you later.”




Tobias had been pacing around on the top of the steep incline, but as soon as he saw me he stopped and started walking towards me. 
“Thank god. For a second or two, I thought you were kidnapped or something.”
“Almost was,” I said as I climbed the steep incline, feeling each breath come out as a burning ragged gasp. “Erik showed true colors and was going all psycho when some guy came around and practically told Erik that he was going to crush his skull under his foot if he didn’t, and I quote, ‘back the fuck off’.”
“Sounds pretty badass,” Tobias said, holding out a hand to pull me over the lip of the hill. “Who should I send the thank-you flowers to? Is it Wolverine or Batman or some other badass Marvel or D/C comic dark hero?”
“Shut up,” I huffed, grateful to come to a stop now, and just rest. “And I don’t think you should send flowers. That’s just creepy.”
“Oh, okay,” he said, smiling faintly. “So, who was it?”
“Actually, can we just walk and talk?” I said, glancing over my shoulder and swallowed. “I want to get some distance, and I actually need to discuss something with you.” 
Chapter 30
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