“You know what Saturday is, don’t you?” Rohan asks.
My stomach twists with fear and excitement.
“Of course we know,” Mira says. Despite the

crowded lunchroom, her voice is soft. She looks down

at her tray while she says it, her dark cheeks flush-
ing in embarrassment. “You haven’t stopped talking
about it all month.”

Rohan grins at her discomfort. Mira’s right—
Rohan hasn’t dropped the subject since the end of
November. Now, a few days before winter break, it’s
practically all he can talk about.

“And I’'m not going to stop talking about it now,”



he says. He pushes his glasses back up the bridge of
his nose, his brown eyes gleaming with excitement.
“This is our one chance to finally be among the
cool kids. No one has ever completed the Dare. All
we have to do is spend one full night in the Carlisle
Hotel. That’s it. If we do it, we’d be the most popular
kids in Gold River, like, ever.”

Mira sighs. This is the same thing he’s said every
day since the word spread that the seventh-grade
Dare would take place this Saturday at ten. Everyone
who wanted to be anyone was expected to show up
and test their bravery.

“I don’t know,” Mira mutters.

Rohan turns to me.

“What about you, Jasmine?” he asks. “Can 1
count you in?”

I look to Mira. She and 1 have spent countless
nights talking about the Dare. The truth is, I don’t
really mind the idea of staying overnight in the
Carlisle Hotel; if I’'m honest, I want to know why I’ve
always felt drawn there. But Mira is scared to death
of it. Unlike me, she grew up here, which means she’s
grown up with all the scary stories associated with
the hotel. Rumors that it never reopened because a



bunch of people had mysteriously died there. Or that
it’s haunted. Or cursed. That it still craves human
souls and will snatch up anyone brave—or stupid—
enough to step foot there.

That’s the whole point of the Dare: Around here,
kids believe that if you stay a full night, you’ll never
be allowed to leave.

Despite my dreams drawing me in, I'm still not
sure. It could be dangerous. Mira, though, is pretty
convinced—she most definitely does not want to go
in. Ever. There’s no way to answer without upsetting
ecither of my new friends, which is the last thing I
want to do.

“Ill go if Mira goes,” I reply.

[ hope it’s the right thing to say, but it’s clear from
the glare she shoots me that it isn’t.

Rohan whoops with glee.

“See! You can’t chicken out now, Mira. If the new
girl is willing to do it, you have to as well.”

She doesn’t look at either of us, just stares at her
tray of food.

A second later, she flinches as something smacks

the back of her head.

I look over to see a fry drop to the floor.



She grumbles, but she ignores it. She always ignores
it. And yet, kids still pick on her, maybe because she
tries so hard to pretend the bullying doesn’t exist.

Rohan lowers his voice and leans in.

“Come on, Mira,” he says. “We need this. You
know we do. If we do this, maybe they’ll leave us
alone. 'm not saying I believe it will make us pop-
ular, but it might make us safe. I don’t want to keep
dealing with this all through high school. You know
it will only get worse.”

Mira keeps staring at her tray.

“How do you know?” she asks.

“Because everyone—"

“No,” she interrupts. “How do you know we’ll
make it the entire night?”

Rohan reaches across the table and takes her
hand. “Because the three of us are a team. We can
do anything,” he says. He looks at me when he says
it, and it makes my heart warm to know he thinks of
me as a true friend, even though I’ve only been here
a few months. I didn’t have any friends like that back
in Florida.

Another fry flies past us, just barely missing my
ear. Behind us, a table of kids erupts into laughter.



I glance over my shoulder to see Bradley among them.
Most of the kids look away when I glare at them, but
not Bradley. He acts like he runs this town, and I
guess in a lot of ways he does; his dad is the mayor,
and he lives in a manor nearly as big as the Carlisle.
This is something he points out all the time, when-
ever I'm in earshot. Somehow he knows I live in a tiny
house on the outskirts.

Bradley isn’t scared or ashamed of anything. He
stares right back at me and sticks out his tongue.

My hands ball into fists. Ugh. I wish I could
show him.

There is a way I could show him.

I look back to Mira and say, “All I want to do is
wipe that smug smile off Bradley’s face. I don’t know
why he’s such a jerk to us.”

Without missing a beat, Rohan points to himself.
“Band geek.” Then to Mira. “Mathlete.” And me.
“New girl.” He shrugs. “We’ve basically got targets
painted on our backs.”

“It isn’t right,” I say. It’s not that I was popular
in Florida—honestly, it was the opposite. So far,
Rohan and Mira are the best friends I’ve ever had.
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But the fact that we’re being picked on, let alone by
someone as boring as Bradley, makes my blood boil.
I thought these tourist towns were supposed to be
friendly to everyone, but I guess there are mean peo-
ple everywhere.

“Of course it isn’t right,” Rohan says. “But there’s
not much we can do to change it. Some kids are meant
to be bullies, and some are meant to be picked on. It’s
like the natural order or something.”

“Don’t tell me you actually believe that,” I say.

He shrugs again and goes back to eating his
sandwich.

“Of course I don’t believe it,” Rohan says. “But
that doesn’t matter so much when people like Bradley
do. The only way we’re going to change things is to
make him realize we aren’t his victims. And we do
that by proving we’re braver than he is. We do it by
staying overnight at the Carlisle.”

Mira groans as another fry lands on her sand-
wich. This fry definitely had a bite taken out of it.
She pushes her tray forward and stands.

“I’m not hungry anymore,” she says. “I think I'm
gonna go to the library until recess.”
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“Just promise me you’ll think about it,” Rohan
pushes. “We can do it together. You don’t have to be
scared.”

Mira bites her lip. “I’'m not scared,” she says after
a moment. “I just . .. it feels wrong. Like we’re play-
ing into their game. Besides, you know it’s illegal to
step foot on the Carlisle property. What if we got
caught?”

“It’s a risk I'm willing to take,” he says.

Something smacks into the back of my head.
I reach back and pull a fry out of my curls. Anger
burns inside me, but I don’t look back to Bradley. I
don’t want to let him know he gets under my skin.

The words leave my lips before I can stop them,
before I even realize I was going to speak them: “Me
too,” I say. I lock eyes with Rohan. “I’m in. But no
pressure, Mira. Rohan and I can do it alone if you
don’t want to.”

“T’ll think about it,” Mira says with a sigh. She picks
up her tray as she stands to leave. “I just don’t know if
being popular is worth doing something like this.”

“It will be fine,” Rohan says. “It’s just one night.
The stories are just stories—I bet there are some high

schoolers hanging out at the hotel trying to scare us
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off. Nothing bad ever happens. Kids have been doing
the Dare for years, and no one’s died.”

Instantly, my dreams flash into my mind. Walking
down the long, flickering white hallway. The impos-
ing door at the end.

The terrible fate behind it.

Maybe Rohan is right. Maybe no one new has
died staying overnight at the Carlisle.

At least, not yet.
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