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"O! Beware, my lord, of jealousy,
It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock
The meat it feeds on."
-William Shakespeare, Othello
michaela666 (01:34:22): Is it done?
aird92 (01:35:01): yep. success. it's all good.
michaela666 (1:35:24): And it went well? No snags? No interference from Jason?
aird92 (01:36:12): dude's damned clueless, r u kidding? went perfect.
michaela666 (01:36:54): You're sure? They shouldn't be underestimated, you know. The two of them together are quite powerful.
aird92 (01:37:17): i know this, ok? stop worrying. everything's fine.
My brain felt like it had exploded while I was sleeping and the pieces of brain matter were straining against my temples, trying to get out. My head hurt.
I squeezed my eyes shut against the bright Florida sun that was streaming through the window. Damn it, but my head hurt. Really, really bad.
Tentatively, I opened one eye. The room was blazingly bright. I closed my eye again. Maybe it was better to keep my eyes closed.
Wait.
I opened my eyes again.
Where was I?
Jason's room? Jason's bed? Why was I in Jason's bed?
How had I gotten here?
Damn it. I didn't remember going to sleep. I must have been really drunk when I went to sleep. Blackout drunk. I didn't think I'd ever been blackout drunk before. What did I remember from the night before?
A loud voice sliced into my temple. "I don't how many times I've told you that you two are not supposed to sleep in the same bed!"
That was why I had woken up. Hallam was yelling at Jason. Ugh. I pulled a pillow over my head, but I could still hear them.
"Jesus, Hallam, I carried her to her own bed, but she crawled in here with me," Jason was saying. "I couldn't get her to go back. Nothing happened. She was way too drunk."
I was? I didn't remember any of that at all.
Jason was my boyfriend. He and I lived with Hallam, who was our legal guardian. Hallam was pretty cool most of the time. He didn't have any problem with my going out and getting wasted or coming home at four in the morning. But he was insistent that Jason and I did not sleep in the same bed. He said he didn't want us to conceive our firstborn on his watch. But that was silly, because when Jason and I actually did get to have sex (which was rarely), we were careful. Really, Hallam was just a prude, and that was all there was to it.
"I don't want to hear excuses, Jason," Hallam said. "You two know the rules. You both agreed to them."
It was amazing how, in just a few short months, Hallam had begun to sound remarkably like a parent. He was only twenty-two, just five years older than Jason and me. But he sounded fifty.
"You're blatantly disobeying," Hallam went on.
"What was I supposed to do?" Jason said. "She could barely stand, she was so wasted."
Really? That wasn't good. Okay, okay. What had I done last night?
Um, I'd gone to a party on the beach with Jude and some of the other guys from work. I worked at a movie theater here in Bradenton, Florida. I remembered that I'd been drinking a lot of shots. I'd been talking to some guys around a bonfire. For a long time. And then . . . I'd lost Jude. I couldn't find him anywhere. And I was so drunk. . . So I called Jason, because I couldn't find Jude, and I was freaked out. Being alone like that. And drunk. And then . . .
And then, nothing.
God.
That was terrifying.
"She's been drunk a lot lately, hasn't she?" asked Hallam.
"She's seventeen," Jason said. "It's what young people do."
Jason was seventeen too, but when he said that, it sounded like he was so much older than me. In some ways, maybe Jason was. He'd been through a lot in his young life. Jason had spent his childhood on the run from men with guns, who were trying to kill him. He'd held his mentor Anton in his arms while Anton bled to death. Jason had shot five men in the head point blank to save me from getting killed. It made sense that Jason would seem older than me.
But.
"You're seventeen too," Hallam pointed out. "You're not getting fall-down drunk."
Why was Jason so much more responsible than I was? After all, while it was true that Jason had been through a lot, the last six months of my life had been no picnic either. I'd found out that my entire town was controlled by a Satanist coven who wanted me to kill Jason. Then I'd seen my parents and my aunt all shot dead in front of me. Yeah. Things weren't easy for me either. Most days, I felt older than seventeen.
"Well, someone's got to stay sober," Jason muttered.
Great. He didn't sound happy. But I guess I couldn't blame him. It didn't sound like I'd been much fun last night. I really shouldn't have gotten so drunk.
"Just keep her out of your bed," said Hallam. "I don't care how drunk she is."
I heard the door to Jason's bedroom slam as Hallam stormed out.
Sheepishly, I pulled the pillow off my head and looked at Jason. "Hey," I said.
"Good morning," said Jason, but he didn't sound at all happy about it.
Jason was probably one of the most beautiful human beings I'd ever seen. He had dusky skin, perfect and unmarred, huge dark eyes, and a shock of dark hair that tended to fall into his eyes. Looking at him, no matter where I was or what I was doing, nearly always took my breath away, made me tremble inside.
"I'm sorry?" I said. I hoped he wasn't going to be too mad.
Jason sighed. He sat down on the edge of the bed, next to me. "What are you sorry about?"
"Sorry I got so drunk," I said.
Jason shook his head. "It's not your fault," he said. He reached for me. Stroked my cheek with the back of his hand. "It's Jude's fault."
"Jude?" I asked. For some reason, Jason did not like Jude very much.
"He got you all messed up and then he just abandoned you," said Jason.
It was true that Jude had disappeared last night. But I wanted Jason to like Jude. Jude was probably my best friend. "We were at a party," I said. "I'm sure he just got distracted."
"Don't defend him," said Jason.
"He's my friend." I had to defend him. If I didn't, Jason would never start liking him. Ever.
Jason rolled his eyes. "I don't know why you spend so much time with that jerk, anyway."
"He's fun!" I said.
"Right," said Jason. He looked down at his hands. "Unlike me, right?"
"Jason!" I rolled over in bed, frustrated. My head pounded angrily at the sudden movement. "There is no reason to compare the two of you. You're Jason. He's Jude. You're both fun, just in different ways."
"I just feel like I never see you anymore. You're always hanging out with him. You're never hanging out with me."
"You sound jealous."
Jason shrugged.
"Jesus, he's gay!" I exclaimed. "He's like a girl."
"Except he's not a girl," said Jason.
"Oh my God," I muttered. I sat up in bed, carefully this time, so as not to upset my throbbing head. I crawled over to Jason. Hugged him from behind. "Don't be jealous of Jude," I murmured, kissing Jason's neck. "You shouldn't be jealous of anyone, ever. No one could ever be to me what you are. You're . . . Jason."
Jason turned his head and his lips met mine. "I know that," he whispered in a husky voice. It always made me swoon. It was the voice meant only for me. He didn't talk to anyone else in that voice.
I caressed his face. Ran my finger over the line of his jaw. He winced.
I leaned forward. "Are you hurt?"
"It's nothing," Jason said, standing up.
I flopped back on the bed. "What did you do? Did you get in another fight?"
"I . . ."
"Jason!"
"I'm sorry," he said. "But you should have heard this guy. He had it coming. That bastard."
"What happened?" I asked.
"I couldn't find you when I got to the party. But I found that jerk, Jude, and he said he put you in a tent. And you were fine." Jason glowered into space.
"A tent?" I had no memory of being in a tent.
"Yeah," said Jason. "That dickwad just dumped you there and ran off."
"At least he put me in a tent," I said. Wow. How drunk had I been? A thought suddenly occurred to me. "Oh God. You didn't beat up Jude, did you?"
Jason shook his head. "No."
"Good," I said. Because if my boyfriend had beaten up my best friend, it probably would have meant I didn't have a best friend anymore. And the thought of Jason punching skinny, prissy Jude was almost too much to handle. He would have destroyed Jude.
"Jude never could have gotten a punch on me," said Jason.
Of course not. I snorted.
"So I found the tent, and this guy was standing outside. I looked inside. You were in there, passed out. And you were only wearing your bikini."
"What?!" I demanded. I had gone to that party clothed, damn it. "Where were my clothes?"
"In the tent," said Jason.
So how did they get off? I didn't ask that question out loud. Concerned, I wiggled my pelvis. It felt . . . fine. "What happened?" I repeated.
Jason didn't look at me. "The guy outside the tent said that he wouldn't say anything if I . . ." Jason whipped his head around and looked straight in my eyes. "He said to save him seconds."
I covered my mouth with my hand. "Oh my God."
"Yeah," said Jason. "And Jude just left you there. With people like that around."
"So you beat up the guy outside the tent?"
"I did. I wasn't going to, because it wasn't like he did anything. I just told him to shut up, because you were my girlfriend. And he said, 'Your girlfriend looks like a drunken slut.' That's when I beat him up."
"Oh," I said. I was quiet. "How bad?"
Jason shrugged. "I don't know."
"Did they have to call an ambulance again?" I asked.
"I don't know. I took you and left."
I didn't say anything.
"He was bleeding a lot, I guess," said Jason. "Maybe I broke his nose. I don't know."
"Oh God, you shouldn't have done that."
"Can you blame me? He was clearly a total bastard."
"I just don't think it's a good idea for you to do things that might attract attention to us," I said.
Jason sat back down on the bed. "Azazel, we're safe."
"I know," I said. "But I don't trust the Sons. And I just feel like every time you do something like that, it sends out a beacon to them screaming, 'Here we are!'"
"They probably know where we are, anyway," said Jason. "They're a huge, powerful organization. I'm sure they haven't just forgotten about me."
"Maybe they did," I said. "Maybe they did." I wished I could believe that. I wished I wasn't worried nearly every second of every day that the Sons of the Rising Sun were going to burst into our house, guns blazing, kill me, and take Jason. We were blackmailing them with information we had, and so far it seemed to be working. But every day, I worried that it wouldn't work anymore. They'd find some way around our deal. They'd come for us.
Jason lay down next me on the bed. He gathered me in his arms. I buried my head in his chest.
"We're safe," he whispered into my hair. "I swear we're safe. I swear I'll keep you safe."
And I wanted to believe him. I did.
"All I want to do is keep you safe," he said. "You know that, right?"
I lifted my head to look at him. He was so heartbreakingly beautiful. "I know."
"That's why I hit that guy," said Jason. "When it comes to you, Azazel, I just . . . I can't think straight. If anyone ever hurt you, I'd go absolutely insane. You're so important to me."
I kissed him. "I love you," I said.
"I love you," he said.
We kissed again, Jason's hands stroking my back. I moaned softly.
And Hallam stormed into the bedroom. "Out!" he thundered. "Azazel, get out of this bed!"
I got out of the bed, folding my arms over my chest and glaring at Hallam. "We were just kissing," I said.
"Sure," said Hallam. "It's all just kissing until someone gets pregnant."
I rolled my eyes. But I went to my own room anyway. I needed to find some ibuprofen.
* * *
It was nearly eleven-thirty, and I had to be at work at noon. I worked at the Regal Cinemas on Cortez, a ten-minute drive from our apartment if the traffic wasn't bad. Which it always was. Jude said that in the summer, there was no traffic in Bradenton at all. Once all the "snowbirds" left, no one was left in Florida except the people who lived there full time. Snowbirds were rich, old people who came to Florida during the winter to escape the snow up north. Since Jason, Hallam, and I had only lived in Bradenton since November, I had never witnessed a summer in Bradenton.
Bradenton was a very, very big town compared to Bramford, West Virginia, where I grew up. However, according to most people, it was a relatively small place. It was located about forty-five minutes south of Tampa and twenty minutes north of Sarasota, on the west coast of Florida. The rent there was a little cheaper than what you'd pay in Sarasota, which was why we'd decided to live in Bradenton. At the time, I wasn't in touch with my grandmother, who was insanely rich and lived in New Jersey, so we didn't think we'd have enough money to live in Sarasota.
When we first moved to Florida, we didn't really have much money. Hallam had a little bit of cash which he'd squirreled away. Jason and I had a fraudulent credit card. We were barely able to get enough money to move into a three-bedroom apartment. We got jobs as quickly as we could. Hallam insisted that both Jason and I finish high school, so we had to get jobs that wouldn't interfere with our studies. I started working at the movie theater, and Jason got a job waiting tables. Hallam, who was highly educated and British, somehow managed to swindle himself into a job as a professor at New College, the honors college of Sarasota. Both Hallam and I still had our original jobs. Jason, however, had been fired four times. He kept getting in fights. Currently, he had a job working at another restaurant, but he was in the kitchen, so he didn't have to deal with the public.
We had a very hard time at first, because we didn't have a car, so we had to rely on buses and on favors from co-workers. Sometimes it worked out, sometimes it didn't. Finally, Jason suggested that I should get in touch with my grandmother. She was my only living relative, besides my three adopted brothers.
I didn't want to contact Grandma Hoyt at first. I was worried that the Sons could use her to get to me, or that she might be in danger. After all, it was the Sons who had shot my parents. They didn't seem to have qualms about killing whoever got in their way. Jason and Hallam were sure that the Sons were out of the picture, so eventually I did.
Grandma Hoyt bought me a car, and started sending me a pretty decent allowance every month. It helped make our situation more comfortable, but I still worked, because I liked having the extra cash. Besides, with Jason working as well, if I stayed home, I'd be alone most of the time. I really didn't like being alone anymore. I got really freaked out when I was by myself in our apartment. I didn't know if I was really worried about the Sons busting in and shooting me or not. But I did know that I got very, very frightened, and I couldn't handle it.
So I worked. That afternoon, I was so hung over and miserable that I really wished that I didn't. But I dragged myself into the shower, got dressed, ate something, and went to work. The night before, I'd left directly from work and gone to the party, and I'd accidentally left my uniform in the staff workroom. When I arrived, Jude was waiting for me, holding my uniform.
"Girl!" he exclaimed. "I cannot believe you are standing!"
"Oh my God, Jude! How drunk did I get last night?"
Jude shook his head in awe. "You were wasted," he said. He handed me my uniform. "Better get changed. We've got to start slinging popcorn in two minutes."
"Ugh," I muttered, taking the uniform from him.
Jude was tall and very skinny. He was a quarter Cherokee, so he had dusky skin and dark eyes. (Like Jason, in fact, who was also a quarter Native American, but Muscogee.) Jude liked to wear heavy eyeliner, but at work, it was against the dress code, so Jude only wore a little bit. He also had three holes in each of his ears, plus a nose piercing. He had to take out all his piercings for work too. The theater couldn't do much about his hair, however, which he dyed various unnatural shades. Currently, his hair was electric blue. Last week, however, it had been bright orange. I'd seen it green, purple, and fire-engine red. Jude also made it a point to paint his nails. At the moment, they were purple and sparkly.
"Come into the bathroom with me while I change," I said. "I want to know everything about what happened last night."
"While you change?" Jude said.
"Yeah," I said. I took him by the arm and pulled him into the staff bathroom with me.
The staff bathroom didn't have stalls. It just had one toilet and a sink. It was for either men or women. Once inside, I locked the door, and pulled my shirt over my head.
"So where did you go?" I asked, folding my shirt and searching for my uniform polo.
Jude wasn't looking at me. He was staring at the floor, like he was embarrassed.
"I'm sorry," I said. "Does it make you uncomfortable that I'm taking off my clothes? I just thought . . ."
Jude looked at me, grinning. "No, girl, you're fine," he said.
"Okay," I said.
Jude took a deep breath. "I wouldn't have left you if I thought you were so drunk," he said.
"I didn't mean to get that drunk," I said.
"You weren't when I left," he said.
"Left?"
"I didn't leave the party," Jude said. "I just started chasing this yummy boy with long blonde hair."
I unbuttoned my jeans and wriggled out of them. "And?"
"Oh, he turned out to be straight."
"Sorry."
Jude shrugged. "Whatev." He glanced at me and then looked away. I was making him uncomfortable. I needed to try to remember that being gay did not make Jude a girl. Maybe I was being rude. "So, what do you remember?"
"Not much. I remember looking for you, not being able to find you, and calling Jason."
"Oh yeah," said Jude, "your boyfriend's intense, isn't he?"
Intense? That was one way to put it. "How do you mean?"
"He hospitalized that guy. I've never seen anyone fight like that. He was like a machine."
Damn it. Why was Jason always getting in fights? "He had to go to hospital, huh?"
"Yeah. Broken ribs."
Ribs? "Damn it," I said, shaking my head. I thrust my leg into my uniform khakis. Jason had to stop this.
"You remember the fight?" Jude asked.
"No. Jason told me about it."
Jude nodded. "You don't remember anything, then?"
I shook my head. "Not really."
"Is that weird?" he asked. "I've never blacked out before."
"Neither have I," I said. I remembered drinking, but I really didn't think I'd had that much to drink. The whole thing was weird. I buttoned my khakis thoughtfully. "Jason said something about that guy outside the tent. Like he said something about me."
Jude raised his eyebrows. "What did he say?"
I was probably being paranoid. "Jude, you don't think I was like roofied or something, do you?"
Now that I was fully dressed, Jude was looking right at me. "Why would you think that?"
"Jason said that when he found me I was only wearing my bikini. And the guy told him to save him seconds."
Jude made a horrified face. "Eew."
"Yeah."
"Well, are you okay? I mean, do you think . . .?"
"Oh, no. I'm fine. I mean, I don't think that happened. But maybe someone was trying?"
Jude crossed to me and hugged me tightly. "Omigod," he said. "I am so sorry. I will never leave you alone at a party again."
Work would have been torturous without Jude. He kept me laughing, whispering jokes about what the customers were wearing or saying when no one was looking. I really liked Jude. He was one of my favorite things about living in Florida. I'd always wanted to live someplace like this. Someplace warm. Near a beach. And being able to be close to Jason was a definite plus. Jason was my soul mate. Nothing could be too bad whenever he was around. But in all honesty, my life was far from perfect anymore.
Six months ago, my biggest problem had been that I thought I was the oldest virgin on earth. I wasn't a virgin anymore, but sometimes, I almost wished I could go back to my life before. Then, my parents were alive, and I loved them. I lived in a busy, crowded home full of teenage foster boys, but I didn't realize how great it was to feel loved like that. I didn't realize how great it was to trust people implicitly. Now, I didn't trust anyone. I had nightmares a lot. I dreamed about my parents getting shot. I'd see it over and over again, in slow motion. The surprised look on their faces. The blood. The way their bodies had crumpled. In the worst dreams, the ones that always made me sit up straight in bed, screaming, I'd see Jason's face when he was shooting the members of the Sons who'd killed my parents. He looked determined and dangerous. Frenzied. Angry.
After that nightmare, Jason would rush into my room, and he'd be so sweet and comforting that I'd wonder how I could ever feel frightened of him. He was perfect. He was wonderful. He was mine. He wasn't scary.
But other times, when the dream didn't go that far, I wouldn't wake up without screaming, just seeing the image of my dead parents engraved on the back of my eyelids. And I'd think about other things. I'd think about Michaela Weem, Jason's crazy mother, who had screamed at me that together Jason and I would destroy things. She had told me that Jason was destined for violence on a grand scale. She had wanted me to kill Jason. Michaela Weem had believed that Jason was too dangerous to live. And she'd been able to convince a lot of people that she was right. I tried to tell myself she wasn't. I loved Jason more than life. I would die for him. I would kill for him. He was all that I had.
But Michaela had been right about one thing. Once. She'd told us that together Jason and I would "drive men mad." And we had. When we kissed, a whole group of the Sons had stopped shooting and completely lost their minds. If she'd been right about that, maybe she was right about . . . But no. No. Jason was not going to enslave the world. I didn't think that. I refused to think that.
Between freaking out about the Sons trying to kill me, reliving the trauma of my murdered parents, and worrying that my boyfriend was actually the anti-christ (instead of the messiah, which was what the Sons thought), my life was not exactly a cakewalk. I longed for the days when I worried about my history exam or whether girls at school were gossiping about me. All of that just seemed ridiculous and childish now. Sometimes, I felt very old. Jude was right. Jason was intense. Ever since he'd appeared in my life, everything had been intense.
That was why I liked Jude so much. He made me feel normal, like a regular teenage girl again. One who thought about parties and boys and make-up. I used to think that kind of stuff was shallow, but now I wished like hell it was all I thought about. I missed it. I felt like my innocence had been stolen or something.
Thanks to Jude, the six hours of my shift went by pretty quickly. Afterwards, we sat outside of the theater, drinking huge sodas (one of the perks of working at movie theater). I was waiting for Jason to pick me up. We only had one car, and I hadn't wanted to monopolize it. Jude was just hanging out with me.
"You wanna go to that party at Rachel Kline's next weekend?" he asked.
"God," I said. "I'm not sure if I ever want to drink again."
Jude laughed. "I've heard that before."
"Hey!" I said. "I don't drink that much."
"You can hold your own, girl," said Jude, with a touch of admiration.
I rolled my eyes. "I just like to have fun. Is that so wrong?"
"You are fun," said Jude. "That's why I like you so much."
I'd always been such a goody-goody back in West Virginia. Now that I was free, I was able to make my own decisions. Hallam thought I was a teenage alcoholic, but then, Hallam didn't have a very high opinion of me. I was over-sexed. I drank too much. I didn't study enough. He was like the father I never wanted. Sometimes, I thought about packing up and moving to New Jersey to live with my grandmother. She had custody of my younger brother, Chance. But I didn't really think that Jason would be welcome, and there was no way I'd go anywhere without Jason. So I put up with Hallam, because I had to.
"Well, Jude," I said, "you're kind of fun, yourself."
"Kind of?" he said. "I am a blast, and you love it."
I laughed. Jude was a blast.
"So, party, then?" he asked.
"Maybe," I said. "I'll ask Jason if he wants to come. He might have to work, though."
Jude raised his eyebrows.
"Jason can come, right?"
"Keep him on a leash. He can't beat anybody else up."
I sighed. "I can't believe he did that."
"He was protecting you," said Jude. "It's sweet and all, and I understand, but didn't he get in a fight at school last week?"
"Yeah," I said, inwardly groaning. Jason had anger issues. "Speaking of Jason, where the hell is he?" He was at least ten minutes late.
"Call him," said Jude.
"I'll give him another minute or two," I said. "You don't have to wait if you don't want."
"Are you kidding? Of course I'm going to wait with you. I wouldn't let you sit outside the theater by yourself."
"Thanks," I said. But I remembered that earlier that day Jason had called Jude a jerk, and I wondered if it was a good idea for Jude to be there when Jason pulled up.
I scolded myself. It wasn't like Jason just started punching people for no reason. He had to be provoked. The guy he'd beat up last week at school, for instance, had been threatening some poor freshman girl and being really vulgar. To Jason's credit, he hadn't started the fight. He'd asked the guy to cut it out. The guy had started swinging. It was just really stupid to try to fight Jason. Jason was too good at beating people up.
"Maybe I will call him," I said to Jude. I got my phone out of my purse and selected Jason's name out of my recently dialed log. Holding the phone up to my ear, I waited while it rang.
Jason picked up. "Azazel."
"Hey," I said. "Are you coming to pick me up?"
"Crap," he said. "What time is it?"
I told him.
"I'm sorry," he said. "We've got a little situation here."
My heart started to race. A situation? It was the Sons, wasn't it? What had happened? "What?" I said, serious now.
"It's Lilith," he said.
To: Edgar Weem <eweem@risingsun.org>
From: Renegade Son <settingsun007@yahoo.com>
Subject: Monthly update
Edgar,
Not much has changed. Jason is still behaving violently. He's been badly beating several other boys in the area, both at school and work. He's still completely and utterly devoted to Azazel.
I look for other tell-tale signs, but he seems like a normal kid otherwise. Nothing else to report.
Hallam
The last time I saw my best friend Lilith, she was wearing a silk black robe and explaining to me that everyone in my entire town (including her) was a Satanist. She was telling me that my parents, my principal, and my teachers all thought that I was the Vessel of Azazel and that I was supposed to kill Jason for the greater good. The time that I'd seen her before that, I'd found out that she'd been sleeping with my then-boyfriend Toby for years. I wasn't really on speaking terms with Lilith anymore.
But there she was, sitting in the living room of our apartment in Florida, looking pretty much the same as she had months ago. Her hair was still red. Her boobs were still gigantic. And she didn't look the least bit sorry.
Standing in the doorway with Jason, I glowered at her. I'd wanted him to fill me in on the way home, but I hadn't really given him the chance to talk, because I'd spent the entire ride ranting about how I couldn't believe that Lilith had the nerve to show up at my house. If Lilith was expecting some kind of tear-filled, happy reunion with me, she had another thing coming.
"What are you doing here?" I demanded.
"Hi Zaza," she said, smiling tentatively.
The sound of my old nickname made me cringe. My parents used to call me that. "It's Azazel," I said.
"Sorry," she said.
I crossed my arms over my chest. "Well?" I said. "Why are you here?"
"Azazel," said Jason from behind me, "maybe—"
I turned on him, silencing him with a look. He backed away, making a hands-off gesture. "I'll let you two catch up," he said, and tried to duck into the kitchen, away from us.
"No way," I said. "You're not going anywhere." I clutched his arm and yanked him over to me, so that we were standing shoulder to shoulder. A united front. Against Lilith.
"You're mad," said Lilith.
"Duh," I said.
Lilith nodded. "Of course you're mad. Why wouldn't you be?"
"You screwed my boyfriend behind my back and tried to get me to kill Jason," I said. "So, yeah, I'm pretty much mad. Pretty much hoped never to see you again. Pretty much want you to get the hell out."
Lilith's face fell. Then she nodded. "Okay," she said, standing up from the couch and slinging her duffel bag over her shoulder. "I understand."
"Wait," said Jason.
What? I looked at Jason, shocked. Why was he saying that? He was supposed to be on my side.
"She ran away from home," said Jason.
"So?" I said.
"So, she's got nowhere else to go," he said.
"I don't care," I said.
"She needs help," he said.
"She doesn't deserve my help," I said.
"Why not?" he asked.
"You know why not," I said. "Because of what I just said."
"The stuff about Toby?" he asked.
"Yeah," I said.
Jason nodded. "You still care about Toby?" he asked, not looking at me.
"No," I said. It was a moot point. Toby was dead, anyhow. The Sons had killed him the same time they'd killed my parents.
"Good," said Jason, turning to look at me, "because if I remember correctly, he was big jerk who tried to rape you. Twice."
Was Jason jealous of everyone suddenly? Good God. First Jude, now Toby? How could someone be jealous of a gay guy and a dead guy? What was next? Actors on TV?
"He was a jerk," said Lilith.
I looked at her witheringly. "The last time I heard the two of you talking, you said you loved him."
"I was an idiot," said Lilith. "I guess he told both of us that he loved us, didn't he?"
"Well, yeah," I said, "but he only said that to me because the coven forced him to date me so that I would stay a virgin for the ritual. I kind of don't think that counts. He really loved you."
"Which was why he took off after you right after you and Jason left, right?" said Lilith. "That was why he ditched me and got himself killed. Because he loved me?"
Okay, point. "Right, well, like Jason said, Toby was a jerk."
"So, it's stupid to be mad at Lilith about her relationship with him, then," said Jason.
Stupid? Did Jason just call me stupid? "I don't think it's stupid, exactly," I said.
Jason made another hands-off gesture. "Bad choice of words," he admitted. "I'm just saying that Toby was never really that important to you, anyway, right?"
Well . . . "I dated him for four years," I said. "So, I mean, he was kind of important."
"But not as . . ." Jason trailed off. "Not as important as me?"
"Of course not!" I said. "God, you're insecurity is getting to me!"
"I'm not being insecure," Jason said, looking hurt. "I'm just trying to moderate this conversation between you and Lilith. So don't get pissed at me."
It was hard to be mad at Jason. I bit my lip. "Sorry," I finally muttered.
"Me too," he said. "Sometimes the Toby thing makes me defensive."
I was the first and only person Jason had ever kissed, but I'd kissed Toby before Jason. We'd talked about it a few times. Jason felt a little threatened by the specter of Toby, even though he'd been, as mentioned, a really big jerk. I crossed to Jason and squeezed his hand. He kissed me on the forehead. I looked up into his huge, brown eyes. I melted.
"Whoa," breathed Lilith.
I snapped around to look at her. For a minute, I'd kind of forgotten she was there. "What?" I said.
She shook her head. "You two are just . . . whoa." Her mouth was slightly open. "You're really in love, aren't you?"
What did that have to do with anything? I looked back at Jason. "She can't stay here," I said. "She just can't."
"Zaza, you have no idea how sorry I am about everything," said Lilith.
"Don't call me that!"
"Bramford's apparently pretty horrible since your parents died and we left," said Jason. "The coven has gotten oppressive."
"I don't care," I said. I didn't.
Jason kept going. "They're convinced that they weren't successful in killing me because they weren't worthy. So everyone's been forced to participate in really bizarre rituals. Lilith's lucky to get out."
That did sound kind of awful. "So what?" I said, not ready to back down. "You don't want to be a Satanist anymore?"
"I never wanted to be a Satanist," said Lilith. "It was just peer pressure, you know? Everybody else was doing it. I wanted to run off with Toby. You heard me in the bathroom the night of Homecoming."
She had said something like that, hadn't she? Damn it. I didn't want Lilith around. Here in Bradenton, I was my own person. I was crazy and free and fun. Lilith would just remind me of who I'd been. Naďve, sweet, innocent. I wasn't that girl anymore. And I didn't need Lilith around to remind me of her.
I sighed. "If she stayed here, it couldn't be forever."
"No, I know that," said Lilith. "Just until I find something else. Get established. Maybe a few weeks. A month."
"Fine," I said.
"Really?" said Lilith. "Thank you so much." She leaped off the couch and hugged me. I didn't hug her back.
Finally, she released me. She stepped back, looking embarrassed. I didn't care. Lilith could stay here, but it didn't mean I was going to forgive her. It didn't mean we were going to be best friends anymore.
"What's Hallam think about it?" I asked Jason.
"Um, Hallam hasn't been home," said Jason.
"So, it's just been you and Lilith here?" I asked. "Talking? For hours?"
"Yeah," said Jason, giving me a funny look.
Lilith used to think Jason was really attractive. She used to joke about trying to have sex with him. Lilith was, well, promiscuous. I narrowed my eyes.
"Let me handle Hallam," said Jason.
* *
Hallam wasn't pleased with the idea of Lilith crashing on our couch, but he eventually gave in. He said Lilith wouldn't have much privacy in our living room. I offered to give Lilith my room and stay with Jason. Hallam, of course, vetoed that idea immediately. Given the option of Jason and I "living in sin" or Lilith not having privacy, he decided her privacy was the lesser of two evils.
Truthfully, I didn't want to share a bedroom with Jason because I wanted to have sex. Not just because I wanted to have sex, anyway. I liked falling asleep with him. Snuggling in his arms, feeling his smooth skin against mine. I liked waking up with him. I just longed to be as close to Jason as I could, whenever I could.
We got Lilith some sheets and made up the couch for her to sleep on. By this time, it was pretty late, and we all had to be up early the next morning. Hallam had his early class on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. He also had early office hours on Tuesdays. On Thursdays, he didn't go in until ten. Sometimes, on Thursdays, Hallam slept in, and Jason and I would sneak into the shower together. But more often than not, Hallam just woke up early anyway. He said it was habit.
We all went to sleep. The apartment was quiet, and I could hear Lilith shifting around on the couch, trying to get comfortable. We'd gotten the couch at Goodwill, because it had been cheap. It was less than comfortable. I tried to feel a little sorry for Lilith, but I just couldn't do it.
I was exhausted, and I fell asleep almost immediately after that. I dreamed.
In my dream, I was in the basement of my parents' house, wearing a silky black robe. The hood was over my eyes. The room was lit only with candles, and they flickered eerily. My hands were tied together. I was drunk. I stumbled as I tried to run away, but I was surrounded by other people, similarly clad in black robes. They caught me. They held me. I struggled, but they were stronger than me. Their hoods were over their faces, so I couldn't see who was who.
I elbowed random robed people. They fell back, but there was always someone else to take their place, holding me fast. They were chanting, intoning something in another language that sounded ancient and evil.
"Stop," I slurred. "Stop. I think I'm going to throw up."
Lilith was in front of me, lowering her hood. "Zaza," she said, "we have to finish the ritual."
Someone grabbed me from behind. I twisted, trying to wriggle out of his grasp, but I couldn't break free. "Hold still," said the person holding me, and I recognized his voice.
Toby.
I struggled harder, my heart racing. But Toby was pulling me, dragging me down on the ground. Toby was on top of me, the weight of his body smashing my bones, suffocating me. I really thought I was going to throw up. I was so drunk.
"Toby, stop," I pleaded.
Toby didn't listen. His legs were between my legs, forcing them open.
I screamed. "Jason!" I yelled. Where was Jason? Jason always saved me. I needed him. Where was he?
I pushed Toby's hood out of the way, but when I looked at him, it wasn't Toby under the hood. It was Jason. He was leering at me as he fumbled with the buttons of my robe.
"No!" I screamed and with all of my might, I pushed Jason/Toby off of me and I ran.
I scrambled up the steps in the basement, and flung open the door at the top.
Outside the basement, I was on the beach in Bradenton. I wasn't wearing anything except my bikini, and the breeze from the ocean whipped around me, pulling goose bumps out of my skin. I looked around, confused.
Jude was waiting for me. He took my hand. "Let's get you home," he said.
I woke up out of breath, my heart beating out of my chest. Well. That was a new nightmare.
For a few minutes, I just lay still under the covers, the fear paralyzing me. I wanted to get up and go crawl in bed with Jason, but I couldn't move. So I didn't. I stared at the ceiling until sleep pulled me under again.
The next morning, my alarm woke me at 6:15. I slapped it off and lay back on the bed. I didn't want to get up. But I dragged myself out of bed and into the shower. I got the first shower every morning, because I had to blow dry my hair, which I did in my bedroom while Jason was showering. Hallam's class wasn't until eight, so he showered after Jason. He grumbled a lot, because he ran out of hot water at the end of his shower.
Lilith was asleep on the couch, so we tiptoed around her as we left for school. Jason and I walked the five blocks to Bayshore High School every morning. In the morning, it was fine, but sometimes, in the afternoon, when we walked home from school, it was eighty-five degrees and humid. I often arrived home sweaty and gross. Whenever I could, I asked Jude for a ride home.
Bayshore High School was much bigger than my old high school. Nearly every day that I walked inside, I felt a little overwhelmed by its size and by the amount of people that went there. It was also strange to go to a school that was landscaped with palm trees. It made me feel like I was living on a television show or something. Of course, all the schools on television shows were in California. Florida definitely wasn't California.
Everything was different in Florida than it had been in West Virginia. We were still on block scheduling, but Bayshore was on an AB schedule, which meant we had different classes every other day. In West Virginia, I'd been in Honors classes, but due to the fact we hadn't requested our transcripts from Bramford, Jason and I were in general classes at Bayshore. General classes were very, very different. It was hard to learn anything, because our teachers spent most of their time trying to get the class to be quiet and listen. No one seemed particularly interested in doing that. Also, I felt like there was more work assigned in general classes, but it was all busy work. It was like the teachers had given up on us and just wanted to keep us from making trouble.
I was making good grades, though. So was Jason. Sometimes, Hallam asked us questions about college, but neither of us had really done anything on that front. At this point, it was practically too late. Back in Bramford, I'd sent in my application for WVU in the fall. I'd been so sure that I'd end up in Morgantown. Toby and I would both be there. And Lilith. My life had been all planned out then. Simple. Easy. Now, with the Sons and the Satanists and Michaela Weem, things like college didn't seem that important. I was alive, wasn't I? That was all that was important.
Jason and I arrived at school at 7:35, ten minutes before first period. We walked each other to our lockers, dropping off our book bags and getting our books for first block. Then we parted ways (without kissing, because PDA was strongly frowned upon) because we had different classes on different sides of the school.
It was an Odd day (or an A day), so my first class was history with Mr. Sutherland. Jason had Mr. Sutherland too, but on Even days (B days). I couldn't figure out why they called the schedules Odd and Even. They didn't coincide with the day of the week. It didn't make any sense at all. Mr. Sutherland also taught AP History, but neither Jason nor I had any AP classes. Still, Mr. Sutherland seemed to expect a little more of his general classes. Maybe it was because he was from England, and they had higher standards there.
Mr. Sutherland really liked me, to the point that Jude was always teasing me about being a teacher's pet. Jude had first block with me on Odd days. Mr. Sutherland thought that I was "brilliant" and "talented," and he couldn't understand how I'd ended up in a general history class. I appreciated that he had such a high opinion of me, but sometimes, the way he fawned over me was really, really annoying. I blamed him for single-handedly making everyone in my history class hate me.
I met Jude at the door to Mr. Sutherland's class. We made our way to our seats the back corner. Mr. Sutherland wasn't much for seating charts, which was good, as far as I was concerned. If I got separated from Jude, this class would be unbearable.
"Tell me all about this Lilith chick," said Jude as we sat down.
God. How could I? There were some things I just couldn’t share with everyone. It made me sound nuts to say that my family had turned out to be Satanists. No one would believe me if I said that Jason and I had been chased across the country by a secret society bent of global domination. I shrugged. "She was my best friend in West Virginia," I said.
As far as Jude knew, I'd moved here because my parents died. That was it.
"Was?" asked Jude.
"Well, she was sleeping with my boyfriend, so I kind of wasn't speaking to her anymore."
"She was sleeping with Jason?" Jude asked.
The bell rang.
"Excuse me," said Mr. Sutherland in his British accent.
No one listened to him. "No," I said. "Not Jason."
"Class!" said Mr. Sutherland. "Quiet down for announcements."
The room still didn't get quiet.
"A different boyfriend?" asked Jude.
"Yeah," I said.
"Who you're not dating anymore," said Jude. "So what's the big?"
Why didn't anybody understand this? "She betrayed me," I said. "I don't trust her."
"Next person to speak loses free time," said Mr. Sutherland.
Free time was Mr. Sutherland's way of keeping his classes in line. Everyone got five minutes to chat at the end of class, unless they misbehaved. Losing free time meant you had to do menial tasks for Mr. Sutherland like passing out papers or cleaning up trash from the floor or emptying the pencil sharpener.
Everyone got quiet.
"Thank you," said Mr. Sutherland.
The loud speaker beeped. "Good morning Bayshore High. This is your principal, Mr. Dingle."
He started out announcements like that every day. Like we didn't know who he was. And if you dealt with teenagers every day, would you really advertise the fact your last name was Dingle?
Mr. Dingle was a strange man. He was young, blonde, and tan. He always seemed very excited, and he carried a bell around with him, one of those silver ones with a wooden handle. If students were doing something he didn't approve of, he would ring the bell in their faces and say, "Now, now. Let's make a better choice, okay?" He'd rung the bell at Jason and me many times for kissing in the hallway. I really didn't like him.
A soft murmur began in the classroom as students began to talk again.
"You think she'd do it again?" Jude whispered to me. "Are you worried about Jason?"
Was I—? That was silly. "Of course not," I said. Jason would never do that. He was devoted to me.
"Jenna, that's your free time," said Mr. Sutherland.
I shut my mouth.
Mr. Dingle continued, "The most important announcement this morning is that my bell has been stolen."
Really? That was great! Awesome. I hated that bell.
Other students seemed to share my sentiment, since a few laughed and one guy emitted a whoop.
"Class!" warned Mr. Sutherland.
"Anyone with any information about the whereabouts of my bell should contact me or your teachers. When I find out who has taken the bell, he or she will be punished severely."
I rolled my eyes. Everyone in class laughed.
"That rocks," said Jude.
I grinned. "Yeah."
The entire classroom had erupted in conversation.
"Quiet!" yelled Mr. Sutherland, but it was a lost cause. Any further announcements were drowned out by the rest of the class talking.
"So," Jude said, "why is Lilith here?"
I sighed, picking up my purse to look for a pen. "She ran away from home. She's staying with us for a few weeks."
"Aren't her parents going to be looking for her?"
I shrugged. "She's eighteen. I don't know what they can do."
I couldn't wait until Jason and I were both eighteen, which wouldn't be until the late spring. Jason's birthday was soon, but mine wasn't until May. When that happened, we wouldn't need Hallam anymore. We could move out and be on our own.
I searched through my purse with my hands, not really looking at it. I felt for the small cylindrical plastic of my pen. Instead, my hand brushed cold metal. What was that?
I pulled it out of my purse to look at it, and everyone got quiet suddenly.
Damn it. It was Mr. Dingle's bell.
How had it gotten in my purse?
I looked at Jude, confusion and surprise all over my face.
He grinned at me. "Way to go, Azazel!" he said, applauding.
The rest of the class joined in, cheering. Well. On the plus side, maybe they wouldn't hate me anymore.
Mr. Sutherland was staring at me, slack-jawed. He looked crushed. After all, here I was, his star student, a delinquent. Except for the fact that I hadn't taken the bell! How had it gotten in my purse in the first place?
Mr. Sutherland smiled. "Well, Azazel, I guess we'll be spending some afternoons together." And he actually looked excited at the prospect. Eew. Mr. Sutherland ran afterschool detention.
I stared at the bell in my hands. Where had this bell come from?
"I'm going to have to write you a referral," said Mr. Sutherland.
Great.
michaela666 (6:33:02): You're going to see her today, right?
aird92 (6:33:44): everyday, u know that.
michaela666 (6:34:12): It worries me. If she figures out what you've done, there could be bad repercussions.
aird92 (6:34:53): u worry about everything. she doesn't suspect anything.
michaela666 (6:35:33): And Jason? Does he suspect anything?
aird92 (06:35:48): stop worrying. geez!!!
Mr. Dingle turned the bell over and over in his hands. "This is very simple, Azazel. Just tell me how you got the bell."
He didn't believe me. I didn't blame him. It sounded like something stupid that a kid would say to get out of trouble. "It just showed up in my purse, I swear," I said.
Mr. Dingle's office was covered in pictures of him holding a surf board. Where in God's name did he go surfing? We were on the Gulf. There weren't any waves here! Sometimes he was with other guys with surfboards. Sometimes he was with different blonde, pretty girls. Weird.
"You can't expect me to believe that," he said.
"I know it sounds stupid," I said. "And I really hate your stupid bell. But I didn't take it. I've been framed."
Mr. Dingle shook his head. "Why would someone do that?"
Why would someone do that? As I'd been walking up the office, I'd had time to really look at the bell. It was silver, with a wooden handle. Nothing weird about that at all. But there was something about the bell I'd never noticed before. On the front of the bell, engraved into the metal was a picture of the sun, rising over the ocean.
The Rising Sun.
Someone was trying to give me a message. The Sons. But I couldn't very well tell Mr. Dingle that, now could I?
We went round and round for over an hour, which was kind of cool, because it meant that I missed the rest of Mr. Sutherland's class. On the other hand, I was freaked out, expecting the Sons to bust through the windows of Mr. Dingle's office at any second. They'd be in black. The glass would shatter, flying out, cutting our skin. It would be quick. One gun shot in Mr. Dingle's head. One in mine. We'd slump dead over his desk, blood seeping into his papers. The Sons would use silencers, so no one else would ever even know. At some point, one of the secretaries would come in. She'd scream.
But that didn't happen. Instead, Mr. Dingle assigned me a week of detention, starting tomorrow, so I could arrange transportation if necessary. He told me he was going to call my parents.
"My parents are dead," I told him.
He looked a little taken aback when I said that. Sorry for me. That pissed me off. How dare Mr. Dingle feel sorry for me? But after checking my records, he promised he'd call Hallam. Wonderful. Like Hallam needed another reason to hate me.
I returned to my 2nd/3rd block class. Apparently, word had spread. I was like a celebrity or something. Whenever I walked in, everyone started clapping and cheering. Our teacher, Ms. Ritter, calmed everyone down as best as she could. I sat down in my regular seat and tried to concentrate on the math lesson. All I could think about were the Sons. They'd put that bell in my purse for a reason. Why? What were they planning? Why were they messing with me?
After 2nd/3rd, Jason and I had lunch. It was 10:30 at that point. We had the earliest lunch shift in the school. I was never hungry at 10:30, so I usually just bought some yogurt from the vending machine. Jason, however, being the growing boy that he was, ate lunch. It kind of pissed me off, but I was used to it. I'd grown up in house full of teenage boys. They ate. A lot. And they never got fat; they just got taller. And taller. When I'd first met Jason, he'd been about 5'10". Now he was pushing six feet.
Jude and I didn't share a lunch shift, but I'd see him in 6th/7th block. That meant that I sat alone, waiting for Jason to come back with his tray every day. Except today, everyone in school was stopping to congratulate me on stealing Mr. Dingle's bell. At first, I tried to explain that I didn't know how I'd got it, but no one believed me, so eventually, I just started smiling and shrugging like I was proud of myself.
Jason sat down with me, carrying a tray loaded with chicken fingers and corn. "What the hell?" he greeted me.
"I didn't do it," I said. "It just appeared in my purse."
"Really?"
Did he think I would lie to him? "Really," I said. "But I think I know who did do it."
"Jude?" he asked.
"What?" I glared at him. "Jude didn't do it. Why would you even think that?"
Jason shrugged. "So who did it then?"
"The Sons," I said.
"What?" said Jason. "Why would the Sons steal Mr. Dingle's bell?"
"Have you ever looked closely at that bell? It's got a picture of a rising sun on it. They're sending me a message. I don't know what it means, but it's not good."
Jason took a bite of a chicken finger. "You're paranoid."
"You don't believe me?"
"It doesn't make any sense. Sorry. The Sons wouldn't steal a bell to send you a message. They'd just, I don't know, kill you."
"But the sun—"
"Coincidence."
"So how did the bell get in my purse?"
"I don't know," said Jason.
"Someone set me up. Who would do that?"
"I don't know."
"It's not like anyone hates me around here. No one even knows I exist."
At that moment, two girls stopped by my table. "You're Azazel, right?" one asked.
"You stole the bell?"
I rolled my eyes. "That's me."
"Awesome," said one.
"Yeah, you rock," said the other.
"Thanks," I said.
They walked away.
"You were saying?" asked Jason.
"Well, no one knew who I was before this," I said. "I'm telling you. The Sons are the only thing that makes any sense."
Jason shook his head. "I know you're always freaked out about them, but you're wrong. And it doesn't make any sense."
I couldn't believe it. I had clearly been given a message from the Sons. A warning. And Jason didn't believe me. "It does make sense."
"No," said Jason, "it doesn't. Look, the Sons know to leave us alone. The minute they try anything, Hallam will go public with the information that Edgar Weem is my father. Weem would never take that chance."
"What if someone's working without Weem's knowledge?" I said.
"Impossible. He's too high up in the Council for something like that to happen. And he protects his own interests." Jason reached across the table and took my hand. "Hey, Azazel, I know it's hard for you. If there was any way that I could go back in time and protect you from all of this, I would. I'm so sorry that any of this ever happened to you. And I know it scares you. But it's over. Okay? It's over. The Sons aren't chasing us. The Satanists are dead. We're safe. We're safe now."
I squeezed his hand. I wanted to believe him. I really did. But . . . "What if we're not?" I asked.
"We are," he said.
I pulled my hand back. I hugged myself. "I want you to take me to the shooting range again."
Jason put down his chicken finger. "Jesus, Azazel, not this again."
"You haven't taken me in weeks," I said.
"Because you don't need to know how to shoot a gun," he said.
"I do so," I said. "I need to, even if no one's after us, so that I can feel safe."
"We went twice a week for a month," said Jason. "You know the basics. You're fine. We don't need to go again."
"What if I get out of practice?" I said. "And my aim still isn't very good. I need to shoot more or else I'm going to lose everything I know."
Jason sighed. "All I want is for us to be normal kids. But you can't let this go. You keep living like we're still being chased. We're not."
"Jason . . ." He made me feel bad. I knew that all Jason had ever wanted was a normal life. I didn't want to be the person who was ruining that for him.
We were quiet for a while. Jason shoveled corn into his mouth. I opened my yogurt and began to eat. A few more students stopped by to congratulate me on my stealing of Mr. Dingle's bell.
"I have detention," I said when they were gone. "For a week."
"That sucks," commented Jason.
"Yeah, it really does. Because I didn't do it."
Jason shook his head. "Why would someone frame you like that?"
I kept my mouth shut. I knew why. If Jason didn't want to believe me . . . But maybe he was right. Maybe I was being paranoid. After all, I was the only one who had nightmares. Jason was fine. He was well-adjusted. He loved living in sunny Florida and going to class every day. For him, our life was like paradise. For me, it was . . . Well, it wasn't paradise.
* * *
After school, I found Jude and asked if he minded giving Jason and I a ride home. He didn't mind. I met Jason at our regular meeting spot in the front of the school. Jason smiled when he saw me, but his smile faded when he saw Jude.
"Hi Jason," Jude greeted brightly.
"Hi," Jason muttered.
I wished Jason wouldn't be so blatantly rude to Jude.
"Jude's going to give us a ride home," I said.
"We can walk," said Jason.
"It's too hot," I said.
"It's not a problem," said Jude. "Really."
Jason shrugged his backpack further up on his shoulder. "Fine," he said. "Let's go."
The three of us trudged silently to the student parking lot and Jude's car. Jude drove an old Ford Aspire, which he'd painted bright purple. I offered to sit in the back, but Jason shook his head at me. He didn't want to sit up front with Jude. So Jason squeezed into the back seat of the car, and I sat up front. Jude turned on the car and blasted the air conditioning. He backed the car up, and we pulled out of the student parking lot.
"So, what did I miss in Mr. Sutherland's class?" I asked.
"Not much," said Jude. "Everyone was so excited about the fact you stole the bell that not much got accomplished. How'd you do it, anyway?"
"I didn't," I said. "Someone set me up."
"Did you do it, Jude?" Jason asked pointedly from the back.
"Me?" asked Jude. "Why would I get Azazel in trouble? She's my BFF."
In the backseat, Jason snorted.
I turned around and glared at him.
"Why would someone set you up?" Jude asked.
"Yeah," said Jason. "Why, Azazel?"
I ignored Jason. "I don't know," I said. "Probably because they didn't want to get in trouble for doing it." It was a message from the Sons! Why didn't Jason believe me?
"That's screwed up," said Jude. "Sometimes people are idiots."
"Yeah," I said.
"So, anyway, everybody was really excited about it," Jude continued. "And Mr. Sutherland barely got to talk about the kidnapping of the Limburger baby or whatever."
"Lindbergh baby," Jason corrected.
"Right," said Jude. "So, did you tell Dingle that you didn't do it?"
"Yeah," I said. "But he didn't believe me. I have detention for the rest of the week."
"Oh no," said Jude. "That totally sucks. What about Thursday? You're supposed to work right after school."
"I'm just going to ask Mindy to trade shifts with me," I said. "Think she will?"
"Probably," said Jude. "I'm really sorry that you have detention. Especially for something you didn't do. And I'm going to miss you on Thursday. Damn it."
"Yeah, it blows," I agreed. "So who's the Lindbergh baby?"
"Charles Lindbergh's son," said Jason from the back.
"Who's Charles Lindbergh?" I asked.
"I don't know," said Jude.
"We've been talking about him in class all week," said Jason.
"Really?" I asked. "It's hard to concentrate in that class. Everyone's so noisy. They always get Mr. Sutherland off topic by asking him about his life when he lived in England."
"Oh, right," said Jude. "Lindbergh like flew a plane over the Atlantic in the 1930s, right?"
"Right," said Jason, sounding disgusted with both of us.
"So what happened to his baby?" I asked.
"It got kidnapped," said Jude.
"Oh," I said. "That sucks. Did they get him back?"
"I don't know. Mr. Sutherland didn't get to that," said Jude. "Apparently, at first, they thought it was a practical joke, because Lindbergh liked to hide the baby in the closet and pretend he didn't know where he was."
"That's kind of messed up," I said. "Who would hide a baby as a joke?"
"The guy flew across the Atlantic after six other people had died trying to do it. Maybe he was just crazy," offered Jason.
I laughed. Jude didn't.
Hmm. Maybe this dislike was a two-way street.
"I always thought," said Jason, "that would be a good way to pull off a kidnapping."
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"I mean, kidnap someone in their own house," said Jason. "Tie them up and knock them out, and keep them in their own attic."
"How would you get in and out of the house?" I asked.
"I don't know," said Jason. "Never worked that part out. But it would be super cool, after you got the ransom money, to be like, 'Yeah, they were two stories above you the whole time.'"
"That would be impossible to pull off," said Jude. "Besides, why would you want to kidnap someone?"
"I wouldn't," said Jason. "Not really."
We had arrived at our apartment. Jude parked the car in the parking lot. I wanted to invite him in, but I knew Jason wouldn't be cool with it. So I just said goodbye to Jude, and Jason and I got out of the car.
When we got inside, Lilith wasn't there. She'd left a note that she was off job hunting. Hallam was still at work, so we had the apartment to ourselves for a while. Usually, I got right to work on my homework after school. I should have today, especially since I was working later. I had to go in for about four hours that evening. But I wasn't feeling like doing homework. I was frustrated and confused about the turn of events at school. I wanted to talk to Jason about it, but after what he'd said at lunch today, I felt like it would be a bad idea. Instead, I hunted through the refrigerator for a snack.
Jason dropped off his books in his bedroom and joined me in the kitchen.
"Hey," he said. "I'm sorry about the way I reacted to what you said at lunch."
I closed the refrigerator. "You mean you think I could be right about the Sons?"
"Well," said Jason, "no. I don't think they're after us. But I'm sorry if I made you feel stupid for thinking it. After everything that's happened to us, I can see why you'd be jumping at shadows."
"I don't think that's what I'm doing," I said. "There was an engraving of a rising sun on that bell."
"And that's a weird coincidence," said Jason. "It's understandable that you'd freak out. And it is weird. That bell ending up in your purse."
"Why do you think it happened?" I asked.
"Somebody's idea of a practical joke, I guess," said Jason. "Like you said. Maybe that guy from the party that I beat up."
"You think?" I said.
"He'd be holding a grudge against you."
"Who was he? Does he go to our school?"
Jason shrugged.
"Jude said you put him in the hospital. Would he have even been at school today?"
Jason shrugged again. "Maybe he got one of his friends to do it. There were a bunch of people at that party."
Maybe Jason was right. There was probably a better explanation than the Sons of the Rising Sun being after us. "You really think we're safe?" I said.
"I'm sure of it," he said.
I sighed. He was probably right. I was overly excitable. That dream I'd had last night hadn't helped things either. "I had a nightmare last night," I said.
"The one about your parents?" Jason asked.
"No," I said. I explained it to him. But I left out the part where Toby turned into Jason. I didn't want Jason to think that any part of me, even subconsciously, was ever afraid of him. "It was probably just because Lilith showed up," I said.
"It sounds horrible," he said. "I'm sorry I wasn't there."
"I wanted to come crawl into bed with you," I admitted, "but I was so scared. And I knew it would just piss Hallam off."
Jason folded me into his arms. "Screw Hallam," he whispered into my ear. "If you need me, you come to me. Don't let him stop you."
I hugged him back, liking how safe I felt with arms around me. His strong, strong arms. I snuggled against his chest. Jason stroked my hair. He kissed my forehead.
I looked up at him, into his eyes. My breath caught in my throat. He was so beautiful. Looking at him, close like this, I was so overwhelmed by how gorgeous he was. And he was mine. My beautiful, strong, wonderful Jason. His head dipped down and our lips met.
His lips were soft, supple against mine. But his arms held me close against him, pulling me tight against his body. I touched his neck, followed the outline of the muscles in his shoulders with my fingertips. He ran his hands over my back, my waist. His hands around my rib cage, I felt so small. I kissed him harder, parting his lips with my tongue.
Jason made a little noise in the back of his throat. He broke away for a minute. "How long do we have until Hallam comes back?" he whispered.
"Almost an hour," I said.
"Your room or mine?" he asked, gazing into my eyes hungrily.
Less than fifteen minutes later, we were in my bedroom when we heard the front door opening. We tensed against each other. Jason clenched his jaw. "I'm going to kill him," he muttered.
I sighed and kissed him again. "Maybe," I said, "if we're just really quiet . . ."
Jason kissed me. "He'll find us," he said.
"Yeah," I said. Stupid Hallam.
A voice called out my name from the living room. But it wasn't Hallam.
It was Lilith.
Stupid Lilith. Grr. Jason and I never had any time alone together. And here she was, ruining everything.
"Augh," I groaned. "It's Lilith."
Jason sat up. "Guess we need to see what she wants."
Lilith was moving through the house, calling my name. She knocked on my door. "Azazel?" she asked.
"Yeah?" I said, trying to sound as annoyed as I felt, but finding that there was no tone of voice quite strong enough.
"It's me," she said.
"One second," I said. Jason and I put ourselves back in order, and I opened the door. "Hi, Lilith." I glared at her.
"Oh," she said. "Was I interrupting something?"
I didn't answer.
"I'm so sorry," she said.
"It's okay," said Jason from behind me, straightening the edge of his shirt. "You didn't know."
Why was Jason telling her it was okay? It was not okay. It was anything but okay. I wished like hell that Lilith was not in my house. "What do you need?" I asked her.
"I just . . ." she trailed off. "You know, maybe I should go watch some TV or something."
"No," said Jason, "don't be silly."
Don't be silly?! What was wrong with him?
"It's too late," I said. "Besides, it would be weird with you here. Just tell me what you need."
"I was wondering if I could use your computer?" she asked. "To check email and stuff?"
"Fine," I said. "It's in the living room. Knock yourself out." She could see the damned thing. Why come ask me about it?
Lilith looked at the carpet. "Um . . . I don't know the password."
I sighed heavily, but I gave her the password.
"Thanks," said Lilith. "You guys go back to what you were doing." She pulled the door closed.
What we were doing? Not bloody likely. I looked at Jason. He looked at me. He shrugged. "Soon," he said.
"It's been like three weeks," I said.
"I know that," he said. He kissed my forehead. Then he left my bedroom.
I plopped down on my bed.
"Azazel?" called Lilith from the living room.
"What?" I demanded.
"Do you mind if I sign on to the AOL Instant Messenger?"
"No," I said. "No, that's fine. Do whatever you want."
Clearly, she would anyway.
To: Renegade Son <settingsun007@yahoo.com>
From: Edgar Weem <eweem@risingsun.org>
Subject: Re: Monthly update
Hallam,
I appreciate the update. I know you have a soft spot for Jason, but you must realize that the boy is not what he appears to be. Please continue to keep an eye on him. If the situation escalates, especially the violence, it may be necessary for us to step in. Of course, we'll try to avoid that at all costs.
Edgar
I waited until the last possible second to get to detention, so I was almost late. Mr. Sutherland met me at the door to his classroom. He smiled at me. "Hi Azazel," he said. "I was beginning to think you wouldn't show up."
I looked past him into the classroom. Several other students were sitting inside at the desks. I didn't recognize any of them. None of them looked particularly like people I wanted to get to know either. There was a burly guy with a bandana tied around his head. He was wearing several large gold chains. One guy was wearing a white tank top which showed off his tattoo-covered arms. Another guy had greasy hair pulled into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. There were two girls as well. They both wore large hoop earrings and lots of makeup. None of them looked at me as I came inside and sat down.
This was stupid. I did not belong in detention. I hadn't done anything wrong. I was a good kid. I made good grades. I did not belong here with all these delinquents.
Mr. Sutherland shut the door to his classroom. "Well," he said, "today in detention, one of you will be alphabetizing my books by author." He gestured to a large bookshelf which was groaning under the weight of all the books on it. Mr. Sutherland had to be kidding. "The others will be scrubbing down my desks."
Ugh. Why did Mr. Sutherland have to make detention into work?
The burly bandana guy raised his hand. "Hey, isn't there some law that you can't make us do manual labor?"
Mr. Sutherland shrugged. "I'm not really familiar with your American laws," he said, smiling.
"Bullshit," said the tattooed guy.
"Watch your language," said Mr. Sutherland. "Anymore of that and I'll have you after school for another day." He smiled. "Now. Would anyone like to volunteer to alphabetize?"
No one said anything.
"Fine," said Mr. Sutherland, "then, Azazel, I think that's a good job for you. I'm certain you know the alphabet. I don't know about the rest of these guys."
Thanks, Mr. Sutherland. Insult the rest of the people in detention at my expense. That would make this a great, great experience for me. What a jerk!
But I got up and went to the bookshelf. While Mr. Sutherland instructed the other students in the technique he wanted them to use to wash the desks off, I began pulling all of the books off the bookshelf. Within a few minutes, I was surrounded by stacks of books. I sat down Indian style on the ground and began going through them, looking for authors whose last names were at the beginning of the alphabet. I was astonished when one of the books I picked up was Holy Blood, Holy Grail, by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh, and Henry Lincoln. I'd read this book sometime last year, in the wake of my literary love affair with Dan Brown and The Da Vinci Code. It was the book on which Dan Brown had based his book. The book was extremely intriguing, all about the Holy Grail, secret societies, and conspiracy theories. That kind of stuff used to really interest me. Until I met Jason, and I found out that the Sons were the real thing. Secret societies were interesting when I didn't have to intimately interact with them. It was weird that Mr. Sutherland had this book.
I held it my hands, turning it over and staring at it, memories rushing back to me. It had only been a few years ago that I'd read it, but it seemed like forever. I'd been so young and silly then. I remembered having passionate conversations with my dad about the book, trying to convince him that there really were secret societies behind the scenes, pulling hidden strings. He'd just laughed at me. Everyone had. In the end, it had turned out that I was right. I half-wished I hadn't been.
"Would you like to borrow that book?" Mr. Sutherland asked.
He was standing directly over me.
I looked up at him, startled. "Um, no," I said, "that's okay. I've read it already."
Mr. Sutherland crouched down so that he was on my level. "You have?" he asked, sounding pleasantly surprised.
"Yeah," I said. "I used to be really into that kind of thing."
"That kind of thing?"
"Secret societies and stuff," I said.
"Oh," said Mr. Sutherland. "Well, it happens to be one of my interests as well." He began searching through the stacks of books I'd made. "I have several books on various similar subjects. A few on the Knights Templar, some on Freemasonry. I'd be happy to let you borrow them."
I shook my head. "That's okay, Mr. Sutherland," I said. "It was just kind of a phase. I'm not into it anymore."
"Really?" he said.
I nodded, going back to the books.
"Is that why you took the bell?" he asked.
"What?" I said, looking back up at him.
"The bell," said Mr. Sutherland. "It has an engraving on it. Very intriguing. It reminded me of something . . ." He began paging through the book he was holding. "In here somewhere . . . Yes. Here it is." He showed me the book. On the page was a picture very similar to the engraving on the bell. It was a picture of the run rising over water.
My heart started to beat faster. "What is that?" I asked.
"It's a picture associated with an ancient secret society from the Renaissance," said Mr. Sutherland. "They've long since died out. There were called the Rising Suns or something like that."
I swallowed. "Really?" I managed.
"Did you see the resemblance as well?" he asked. "Quite remarkable, really. I wonder where Mr. Dingle acquired that bell."
"I didn't . . ." I trailed off, shaking my head.
Mr. Sutherland smiled. "Oh, of course. You told Mr. Dingle you didn't take the bell, didn't you?"
"I didn't take the bell," I said. I felt like I was strangling. I could hardly breathe, let alone speak.
"Of course you didn't," said Mr. Sutherland. "Would you like to borrow this book?"
I nodded.
He offered it to me. "Anytime that you'd like to talk conspiracy theories, just let me know," said Mr. Sutherland. "You're a very intriguing young lady, Azazel. Very intelligent."
I snatched the book out of his hands. "Thank you," I said, my voice shaking.
Mr. Sutherland's lips curved into a deep smile. "Certainly," he said.
He stood up and went back to supervising the other students.
I looked down at the book he'd given me, my hands trembling. Oh my God. Why hadn't I seen it before? I was so stupid. Mr. Sutherland. He was from England. I'd found the bell in his class. And he was interested in secret societies?
Mr. Sutherland was a member of the Sons. It was so obvious to me now. He was after me. And now I had to spend every day this week in his classroom for detention. Surely he wouldn't hurt me in front of these other students. Would he?
It made sense. He was here to watch both Jason and me. That was why we both had him as a teacher. And he had planted that bell in my purse himself. He'd wanted to get me into detention somehow. He was planning something. What was he planning? Why had he done it? What were the Sons going to do to me?
He'd even mentioned the Sons. He'd gotten the name slightly wrong, of course, but that hardly mattered. He'd sent me the message loud and clear. I knew what was going on. He must know that I knew. I stared at the books I was supposed to be alphabetizing, too terrified to move. At any second, I expected Mr. Sutherland to whip out a gun and shoot us all. Any second.
But detention just dragged on. Mr. Sutherland didn't do anything else suspicious. And eventually, I even went back to alphabetizing. By the time it was time for me to leave, I had even gotten all of them back on the shelf, in alphabetical order.
Mr. Sutherland dismissed us from detention, but as I was heading for the door, he said, "Azazel, would you stay a second?"
No. I wouldn't. I couldn’t. This was it. If I stayed, he would take out his gun. Calmly shoot me between the eyes. Step over my body. Leave the school. No one would ever hear from him again. "Okay," I said.
Mr. Sutherland handed me a slip of paper. "This is my address," he said. "I wouldn't give it to just anyone, but I feel like we have a little bit of a connection. You're a special girl. I have more books like the one I lent you at home. Stop by sometime. I can let you borrow them."
Go to his house? Was he crazy? Did he think I was stupid? If I went there, he'd kill me for sure. I wasn't going anywhere near his house. He should realize that. Luckily, at that second, my cell phone rang. That was probably Jude, who was waiting to take me to work. "I have to go, Mr. Sutherland," I said. "Someone's waiting for me."
"Okay," said Mr. Sutherland, smiling easily. "Just hang onto my address though. Drop by any time."
It took all my will not to run out of the room. Instead, I walked. I took very large steps, and I got out of there as soon as I could. I got into Jude's car, still clutching the slip of paper that Mr. Sutherland had given me.
"Hey," said Jude. "You look freaked. What happened?"
I shook my head. I couldn't talk about this with Jude. I wanted to beg off work and go see Jason immediately. Jason would have to believe me now. And he'd know what to do. "Nothing," I said.
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