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I CAN FEEL THE FUTURE CLOSING IN AROUND ME, suffocating me. This interview, this school is my last chance. There are no other options, no possibilities. I can hear it in the tone of voice Aunt Ellen uses when she talks to me. I can hear it in the way my teachers say my name. I can hear it in the biting whispers of the students around me.

The car bumps over uneven asphalt and I tug nervously on the hem of my skirt, picking at it until Fia grabs my hand and hisses at me to stop.

“Almost there,” Aunt Ellen says, as nervous as I am.

“Tell her to turn around,” Fia whispers. I elbow her in the stomach.

If I stay here, I will be forever cloaked in rumor and pathetic tragedy. Maybe I deserve that. I was never supposed to see anything. Maybe God made me blind on purpose. Seeing ruined everything, and there’s no way to get any of my life back. No way to get my parents back.

But I want—need—a different future than this. I have to get away from this place. From who I am here. I have to get away from myself. At a new school in a new city, I can be a new Annie.

The Keane School has to take me. It has to. Without it . . .

At least I have Fia. As long as I have her, that’s something. And I know she’ll never leave me.
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“AND YOU’LL NEED A MATCHING SCARF!” EDEN declares, draping one across Annie’s shoulders.

Annie laughs. “Actually, I don’t need matching anything. It doesn’t make a difference to me.”

“What are you even going to do while we’re there?” I mutter, staring at my empty duffel bag. Eden and Annie are packing like it’s a celebration, clothes strewn across Annie’s bed as Eden fusses over what she should bring.

I want to strangle her, I do, I want to crush her vocal cords because Eden keeps giggling like she can’t believe her luck.

I can believe mine: I have none.

“Oh, for the love,” Eden huffs, taking the scarf off Annie and folding it carefully into Annie’s bag. “Will you stop being the black hole of despair? We are going on a ski trip. To a fancy lodge. Who cares what we’re going to do? It’s a ski trip, Fia.”

“Actually, Clarice said they’re bringing in a companion instructor who will take me down the slopes. I guess we’ll use some sort of harness system? So I’ll actually get to ski!” Annie’s smile is both shy and brilliant at the same time, and it stabs right through black-hole me.

“That’s awesome.” I don’t have to smile for Annie, which is a relief. Eden glares at me, and I glare right back, giving off the deadest feelings I can. I know she feels them. She won’t admit it, not yet, but I’ve figured her out.

I’ve figured too much out. Too much, and yet I still know nothing. Except the way I feel all the time, like my skin is too tight, itching, iron bands around my lungs, and everything is wrong all the time. I don’t understand how Eden can’t feel it, feel how wrong this school is.

“Hey, it’s a full week away from classes.” Eden shrugs, gives me a peace offering of a smile. “That’s worth something, right? And maybe there will be boys! Oooh, Annie, what if your instructor is a guy? He’s going to be hot. He’s going to be so blisteringly hot you won’t even need a scarf! Maybe I’ll request a harness ride, too.”

Annie makes a face. “Yeah, because an old dude being into a fourteen-year-old girl is super attractive.”

“You’re almost fifteen, and I’ll be fourteen next month. Besides, I passed for sixteen all the time at home. You’ve never seen my ridiculous rack.”

I pretend to vomit into my duffel bag. So far, imaginary puke is the only thing I’ve packed. Annie laughs, relieved that I am part of this joking around. She always wants me to be part of things, to be involved, to be happy.

There is no room in my head for happy. Ever since we got to the school there’s been a swarm of bees in my head, and they buzz all the time, and they are angry and terrified. They only stop when I’m in the middle of training, when I finally let myself go and stop thinking, stop feeling, do nothing but what they want me to.

And then afterward, the wrong feelings come back so strong I throw up.

I pick things at random and throw them at my bed. The school provided us with snow gear, so all I need are clothes for the evenings. My fingers hesitate over a lacy black camisole tank that I wear underneath my terrible starched school uniform. I don’t need it.

But I need it.

Stupid, stupid. Whatever. I throw it into the bag, along with the push-up bra I know I don’t need but I need anyway.

Annie laughs at something Eden says, and unlike Eden’s stabby laugh, Annie’s fills me with a sudden desperate hope. Maybe this will be fun. Maybe away from the school the wrong feeling will stop and I’ll be able to breathe.

Maybe.
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FIA STOMPS ACROSS THE FLOOR ABOVE US. SHE’S NOT very big—it must take her a lot of effort to make that much noise. A door slams, and then, because it wasn’t loud enough the first time, she slams it again.

I am rubbing her toothbrush in soap tonight.

Heather sighs, pauses the movie. “Should I go talk to her?”

“No. She’s been a brat all day. She threw a fit like a baby when my parents were going out. She actually hid my dad’s keys.”

“Is it because she thinks you’re too old for a babysitter?”

“No, no, we like you.” I try to smile, but truth is, it’s starting to bug me that my parents hire a babysitter for us. I’m twelve, Fia’s ten. I can totally handle things.

Something crashes to the floor, and I’m pretty sure it was glass.

Well, usually I can handle Fia. She just gets so moody sometimes, and you can’t talk her out of it.

“Maybe we should—” Heather says, but then her voice disappears and

I can see.

I can see!

I don’t know what’s happening, and my brain feels like it’s going to explode, but I CAN SEE.

There’s so much light and so many colors that I want to close my eyes to process them, but I can’t. It’s like my body isn’t even here, just my eyes—my eyes that can see!

There are two people in front of me in strange seats, and we’re moving. A car! I’m in a car! How did I get in a car? I try to open my mouth to talk, but again I can’t do anything other than look.

The woman laughs and I realize she’s Mom. I remember now what she looks like! But she’s older, and smaller. That must mean the man is Dad, and he looks older and smaller, too, but handsomer than the snatches I remember from before I lost my sight.

I want to cry—I’m so confused and so happy and so overwhelmed—but I have no control.

“ . . . don’t know what’s gotten into the two of them today.”

Dad nods, and I can only see his profile as he stares straight ahead out the windshield. There’s something wrong with outside—not enough colors, everything white and fuzzy and moving. It makes me feel sick to watch it.

“We’ll have to ground Fia for hiding my keys.”

“And talk to her about dragging Annie into her little fits. Though I do feel bad we wouldn’t stay home for Fia but we’re heading right home when Annie was upset. Fia has to notice.”

Dad sighs. “We’ll be careful. I worry about—”

Mom screams.

Dad jerks the wheel and everything is spinning around me as I stay in one place, and there is glass and screeching, piercing noise, and then the car tumbles and smashes around me and there is blood and . . .

No one is screaming anymore.

“Annie!”

I open my eyes to the familiar embrace of utter darkness, and the screaming is back.

Heather shakes my shoulders and I realize I am the one screaming.

“What’s wrong with her?” Heather asks, her voice panicked.

“She’s never done this before!” Fia sounds even more worried. “Should I call nine-one-one?”

I take a deep, shuddering breath. My head feels like it’s going to burst. The memory of light makes my eyeballs ache, and the space behind them is a physical pain. “Mom and Dad! I saw them!”

“What?”

“There was an accident! They got in an accident! I think they’re dead.” A low moan forces its way out of my throat and I start sobbing again. They’re dead. I saw it, I was there, they’re dead.

They’re dead.

“I’m going to call your parents,” Heather says. She walks out of the room and I can hear her speaking in hushed tones from the kitchen.

Fia takes my hands and pulls me close, stroking my hair the way I stroked hers when she was little and scared of the dark. “It’s okay,” she says. “It’s okay.”

I freeze. I know Fia’s voice better than my own, and I know the tone in it now. I’ve heard her use it on our parents hundreds of times. “Why are you lying to me?”

Heather sounds relieved when she walks back in. “I just talked to your parents. They’re fine. They’re going to head home early instead of going to a movie.”

“They’re okay?” I can’t believe it. I saw it happen. I saw it.

“Yup! Totally fine. Why don’t we turn the TV back on and I’ll make some popcorn.”

My stomach turns and I think I’m going to be sick, but I try to breathe deeply. They’re fine. Heather talked to them.

“I saw it,” I whisper to Fia.

“Maybe you fell asleep and dreamed it.”

“I don’t dream like that.” Until now, I didn’t even have an image for what my mom looks like. She’s only a voice in my dreams. I’ve been blind since I was four. I never see things.

Fia shifts uncomfortably, squirming next to me. “It’s going to be fine.”

She’s lying again.

An hour later I’m nearly asleep on the couch when someone knocks on our door.

“No,” Fia says, her voice so quiet I can barely hear it. “Don’t answer it. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know.”

“Can I help you, officer?” Heather asks, fear and confusion making her voice higher than normal.

“Is this the Rosen residence?”

“Yes. Is something wrong?”

And then our world ends.
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THE AIR STINGS MY NOSE. I BREATHE IN AS DEEPLY AS I can. It’s bitingly cold, but you can taste that it’s clean. And space! So much space! They hardly ever let us go outside in Chicago, and when we do it’s always supervised field trips in the city. There’s room here, room to think and to feel and to breathe. I could probably even get far enough away that I wouldn’t have to worry about Ms. Robertson listening in on me.

“What was that?” she asks, glaring suspiciously from where she is helping the shuttle driver unload our bags.

Oh crap, I hope she didn’t hear, I think. She didn’t. She has no idea what I’m planning. Don’t think about it, Fia, don’t think about it. She won’t know until it’s too late. I’ll wait until she’s sleeping. Don’t think about it.

Her glare deepens, and I smile innocently. I pick up my bag and Annie’s. Eden is already helping Annie across the heavily salted sidewalk to the lodge. When I walk into the rush of warm air, I let myself laugh. Pretending to be plotting is my new favorite Ms. Robertson game.

It’s not very hard to be creepy in my head.

There’s a room for us to congregate in while we wait for our keys, and it’s already set up with steaming hot chocolate. Everything smells like pine with a hint of dark, bitter coffee, and I’m not at the school, and there’s no training here so no one is going to hit me until I hit back, and maybe, just maybe, my head will be quiet.

Eden looks up at me with a puzzled expression, then raises her eyebrows in an I-told-you-so sort of look. I flip her off.

“Fia.”

Eden snorts and shakes her head, mouthing, “Busted.”

With a sigh I turn around to find Clarice, Annie’s staff mentor and hero. Clarice is teaching Annie about the visions she sometimes sees, helping her with them. Clarice is the best thing that’s happened to Annie in years.

I hate Clarice.

It’s a secret, like most things, but I hate Clarice with a burning intensity that scares me sometimes. I don’t know why. It’s not the same way I hate Ms. Robertson. I can’t help it. It’s like the feeling I get just before something bad happens.

Clarice is that feeling.

“Can I talk to you for a minute, Miss Rosen?”

“I don’t know, can you?”

An eyebrow rises, but she ignores my back talk. “In here.”

She leads me across the hall into a small room. There’s a fire in the fireplace, and soft leather couches, but the warmth and the potential of this place is gone now and I know with a sinking dread that the wrong from the school has followed me here.

“I have a project for you.”

“I thought this was a vacation.”

“For the other girls. But surely you know how expensive the instructor we hired for your sister is.”

“We didn’t ask for that. I can ski with her, or hang out with her here.” I step toward the door, desperate to get away from this conversation. “We’ll go back to Chicago. It’s fine.”

Her smile is colder than the air outside. “None of these things are free, Fia. The medical consultations? The private instruction? The specialized technology? Do you think your aunt is paying for any of it? Do you think she would be willing to if the scholarship dried up?”

Mention of Aunt Ellen makes the hollow space in my stomach gnaw at itself angrily. No. Clarice is right—she knows she’s right. No one else will do these things for Annie. No matter how I feel, no matter how awful the school is, Annie loves it and I love Annie.

I hate Clarice. I hate her so much it hurts. I wish she were like Ms. Robertson and could pick the thoughts out of my head, or, better yet, like Eden, so she could feel what I am feeling because I want to hurt her. I want her to feel how she makes me feel.

She sighs, stares distractedly out the window. “They say it’s easier to catch flies with honey than with vinegar. But sometimes flies refuse both, so you have to resort to smashing the life out of them.” Her gaze focuses back on me with a chilling intensity. “There’s a man staying here with two teenage sons. I’ll point them out to you tonight at dinner. What we need is simple. At some point in the next two days, you take this,” she holds up a small jump drive, “and upload the contents onto the man’s laptop.”

She hands me the drive and I think it should burn me but it’s lifeless plastic.

“Why?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“Well, why have me do it? Why can’t someone else?”

“Because I want to see what you come up with. Think of it as an exercise in practical problem solving. Extra credit. How do you manipulate one adult man and two teenage boys into giving you access to their rooms? More important, how do you do it all with nothing pointing back to you for blame?”

“And if something goes wrong?”

That smile. I want to punch holes in her perfect white teeth because they are wrong, they aren’t what she is really, she’s a monster.

“If I were you, I’d be very careful to make sure nothing goes wrong.”
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“—DIDN’T ASK FOR ANY OF THIS. I FEEL LIKE MY ENTIRE FUTURE has been stripped away, you know? I haven’t even finished my research grant applications, because what’s the point?”

I freeze in the hallway, certain that I am not supposed to be hearing Aunt Ellen’s phone conversation. Ice clinks in her glass, and then she sets it back on the coffee table with a resigned thud.

“No, he’s out of the picture now, too. Turns out neither of us wanted kids, but he had the option to get away. I know I shouldn’t blame my half sister for dying, but seriously, it was really selfish of her.” She laughs bitterly.

I back slowly toward the room I share with Fia, trailing my fingers against the wall even though I know this small apartment well enough by now. Fia stirs in her sleep, whimpering, and I climb up to the top bunk and squeeze in next to her. It’s not enough space for two people.

There’s not enough space for the two of us anywhere, I guess.

 

“You should totally grow your hair out,” Bella says, tugging on the ends that hit at my shoulders. “It’s super thick and pretty.”

I smile, trying not to blush. “Thanks.”

She sits down next to me as other students pass us on their way to buses or waiting cars. “What are you doing today?”

I shrug, the concrete steps in front of the middle school hard under my tailbone. “Nothing.” I hope I sound casual. Bella’s the first person to really be nice to me since we moved here. I know people are intimidated by my disability. They’re either falsely sweet or just avoid me. Bella is a little too interested in it—constantly asking me questions, being shocked when I can do basic things on my own, going out of her way to “help” me when we’re in crowds—but at least she’s a friend.

“You should come over to my house! It’s a short walk. I can help you figure out how to do your hair.”

I open my mouth to say yes, desperate for any piece of normal, no matter how small, but then my shoulders slump. “I have to wait for my sister to pick me up.”

“She can drive us there.”

“Oh, no, she’s eleven.”

There’s a slight exhalation of air, and I cringe. Bella’s laughing. “You have to wait for your little sister to pick you up?”

“I just mean, I have to wait for her to get out of school and walk here. Then we walk home together. My aunt gets home late.”

Bella hmms dismissively. “We’ll wait for her and tell her to walk home alone. She can, right? Like, she doesn’t need someone to take care of her?”

There’s a slight challenge in Bella’s tone, and I wonder if she’s asking if I need someone to take care of me. “Yeah, whatever. We’re on our own most of the time.”

“Perfect!”

A few minutes of Bella’s chatter later (who is wearing what awful outfit, which girls give up second base, which boys want you to), Fia walks up and grabs my hand. “Come on, I’m starving.”

“I’m going over to Bella’s?” I clear my throat, hating that it came out like a question, and scowl. “You can walk back on your own.”

There’s a long pause, and then Fia says, “How will you get home after?”

“My dad can drive us.” Bella grabs my hand and pulls me up, away from Fia.

“Wait!” Fia tugs on my backpack, nearly making me lose my balance.

“What?” I snap, embarrassed and angry. I don’t want Bella thinking I’m pathetic or that my only friend is my little sister. Even if it’s true.

Fia leans close to me, whispering fiercely. “You shouldn’t go. You shouldn’t be with her.”

Bella snorts her laugh again. “Jealous much? I’m so glad I don’t have a sister. Come on, Annie.”

“It’s fine,” I hiss. “Just go home.” I’m glad for once I can’t see the expression on Fia’s face, because if it’s anywhere near as terrible as I feel, it would kill me.

But I still go with Bella.
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“I’VE NEVER SEEN YOU PUT ON MAKEUP BEFORE.” Eden eyes me curiously from where she’s finishing the braid in Annie’s hair. Her room is next to ours, but she came over as soon as she woke up.

“I’ve never needed to.” I need to, today. The weight of this knowledge is like an itch under my shoulder blades, muscle deep and impossible to reach. Because what I am going to do today is wrong, but I have to ignore that. I have to make it right so I can do it.

It’s terrifying how easy it is to let the wrong wash over me so I know how to use it.

“Wear the dark purple thermal top,” I say, avoiding Eden’s eyes, trying not to feel anything.

“Why?”

“Because you look hot in it, and I saw some cute boys here yesterday.”

“Seriously?” Her voice catches between disbelief and an excited squeal. “How did you see cute boys that I missed? And since when are you so interested in boys?”

I shrug. “Not like we have a lot of opportunities at the Keane School of Endless Estrogen.”

Eden cackles.

I glare at my push-up bra. I wish I were wearing a sports bra. Then I tug my camisole down a bit, knowing I need Eden’s much-older-looking body for today to work.

I am using Eden for her boobs.

Okay, that part of the wrong is almost funny enough to laugh about. But not quite.

And now—I feel sick, so sick—I have to get rid of Annie, because Annie will ruin what I need to accomplish. I don’t know how or why, but I know she can’t be there. I want nothing more than to spend the day with her, but instead I will spend the day drowning in wrong so that I can protect this life Annie loves so much.

I step out into the hall and nearly run into Clarice. These are the instincts I have to ignore. The ones that say hurt her, hurt her now, hurt her before it’s too late.

I’m crazy, I know it, it’s wrong to feel this way.

But I want to hurt her.

“I need you to take Annie,” I say instead of smashing my elbow into her stomach.

“Why?”

“Because I have work to do today and I can’t do it with her around,” I say instead of slamming my palm against her nose.

She smiles. “I see. What do you have planned?”

“I don’t know yet,” I say instead of slamming my foot into her knee and crippling her. “But Annie won’t work.”

“Fair enough.” She slips past me (if I had a knife, I could—no, I’m not evil) and knocks on the door before opening it. “Annie! There’s my girl.”

MY GIRL. NOT CLARICE’S.

“Come on, I want to get you all set up and introduce you to your instructor as soon as she gets here. Have breakfast with me in my room.”

Annie smiles, pleased as always to have so much of Clarice’s attention. Annie loves Clarice. Clarice helps Annie. It’s wrong to feel the way I do about Clarice. My fingers clench so tightly they ache.

“See you on the slopes!” Eden crows. I want to say something, anything cheerful, but it will be a lie and my throat closes on itself.

I walk in after Annie and Clarice leave and close the door behind me. If I can operate in the middle of this much wrong, if I can fake out my own instincts, I can fake my own emotions, too.

I am excited.

I smile slyly at Eden, give her what she needs to feel so I can rope her in. “How would you like to be sixteen for the day? Because there’s a pair of super hot brothers perfect for sharing long ski lift rides with.”

And a small, wicked part of me revels in the wrong, revels in knowing that even if I don’t know exactly how I am going to pull this all off, I can.
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“FIA, CAN’T YOU REMEMBER TO PUT YOUR SHOES away?” Aunt Ellen says.

I sigh and lean against the headboard, my bed squeaking beneath me. I almost wish Aunt Ellen would yell. She sounds so . . . tired when she talks to us. Fia mutters in reply and then stomps to our room, throwing something with a loud thump against the wall. My guess? The shoes.

“I hate weekends,” she says, bouncing the mattress as she climbs on next to me. “At least when she’s gone she doesn’t ignore us.”

“I just heard her talking to you.”

“Oh, right, nagging. Yes, that counts. I feel so loved! Best aunt ever.”

“Fia, I—”

Light bursts around me and I’m falling, everything around me dizzy with motion and images. I feel sick watching them but I can’t close my eyes.

Oh no, not again, not again!

I wait to hear my parents’ voices, but everything is different. I’m inside—a house? I don’t know whose. I don’t know how I got here, or if I’m even really here at all. I can’t feel myself. All I can do is watch, the same as before.

A girl—maybe my age?—with hair so light it’s almost colorless, backs into the hallway, something on her face so immediate and overwhelming I instantly recognize it as terror.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers over and over, her eyes glued to the dirty-looking carpet beneath her feet.

“Sorry? You’re sorry? I’ll show you sorry,” a man growls. He looms over everything; I can’t see anything else, and I know why she’s scared because I’m terrified. I want out of here, there’s too much to see, my brain is going to explode, and then—

He raises his arm and slaps her across the face. She barely cringes, stumbling a bit but not doing anything to defend herself. Fight! I want to scream. Run away!

Then he hits her again and she loses her balance, trying and failing to grab for a railing at the top of a flight of stairs. She falls.

“Annie? Annie! What’s wrong? Annie!”

I roll over the side of the bed and throw up onto the floor, my head still spinning and my eyes aching with the memory of sight.

“You were having a seizure or something. I’m going to call nine-one-one.” Fia moves but I reach out and grab her arm, squeezing it.

“I know his voice. How do I know his voice?”

“You’re not making any sense!”

It hits me with another wave of nausea. I know his voice because I’ve been in that house. I’ve ridden in a car with him.

“What color is Bella’s hair?” I ask.

“Tell me what’s going on! You’re hurting my arm!”

“Just answer me!”

“Blond! Really light blond.”

“White?” I whisper.

“Yeah, almost.”

“I saw her. Like I saw Mom and Dad. I saw her, Fia! She’s in trouble! We have to go help her. Her dad . . .”

“No,” Fia says, all hesitation gone from her voice.

“You don’t understand, I saw—”

“No! I told you it was a bad idea to be her friend, and this is an even worse idea. Don’t you remember the newspaper story?”

I cringe. Heather had been so freaked out by my hysterics, she told the local newspaper that I’d predicted my parents’ death. But the thing is, if I hadn’t seen it, if they hadn’t been coming home early for me because of the panicked phone call . . .

Everything would be different.

“What if he kills her?” I’m trembling, disconnected from my own body and feeling worse than I have since that night.

“Trust me, Annie. This is bad. We do nothing. Nothing. Okay? You don’t know what you saw, or why, or if any of it was real. You don’t say a word to anyone.”

I nod, let her pull me close and stroke my hair. But I can’t get the expression on Bella’s face out of my head.
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I HAD NO IDEA BOYS WERE THIS EASY.

It’s so obvious what to do, what to say, when to touch their arms, when to laugh. The only part that is a struggle is not beating them down the slopes. That aspect of flirting I am not a fan of. Turns out, I’m a natural at skiing.

Eden, much less so. Though she manages to make her constant falling into an excuse to hold hands with the older brother, Ty, as often as possible. Which leaves me with Ryan, whose face is so open even Annie could read him. I fall on purpose a couple of times and let him help dig me out of the deep powder.

“Come on, guys,” Ty says, posed aggressively next to the sign for a double black diamond trail. “Let’s do this one.”

Eden laughs. “Yeah, I’d prefer making it to the bottom in one piece, thanks.”

I can tell how nervous Ryan is, how much he wants to be the brave one, how much he doesn’t want to go down that trail.

I look at him and bite my lip. “I’d rather not.”

Relief washes over his face and he stands taller. “I’ll go with the girls. We’ll meet you at the lifts.”

“Pansy!” Ty calls as he turns and rockets down the mountain.

Eden goes ahead of us gratefully, and I smile at Ryan. “Older siblings, right?”

He fakes a laugh.

“My sister is good at everything,” I say. “Sometimes I don’t even want to try things she does because I know I won’t be as good at them. She never says anything, but I know she notices. I wish I could just do something first for once.”

“I swear Ty gets away with murder, too. If I pulled half the crap he does, I’d be grounded for life.”

“Yes! You get pushed into the ‘good child’ role, and if you ever dare do anything outside of it, it’s all ‘You know better. We’re so disappointed in you. Blah blah blah.’ One of these days I’m going to do something totally crazy, and no one is going to be able to believe it.”

He smiles, but there’s a determined set to his eyes. “Me, too.”

This is all such a lie. I know I wouldn’t be the good child. I never was. My parents depended on me, but I was in trouble more often than not. And Annie couldn’t be a more supportive older sibling.

But this foundation, this bonding? I’m going to need it later. I don’t know why, I just know I will. It’s both scary and oddly thrilling, rushing headlong into this con without knowing where it’s going.

A bit like skiing a new trail, actually.

But Ryan is so sweet, so earnest, whatever I’m going to do makes me sad.

Not sad! Not with Eden nearby. Not sad at all.

As the sun sets and dinner with the rest of the schoolgirls approaches, Eden and I hold on to the day by agreeing to let the boys buy us hot chocolate at the outdoor café. Eden is flushed and practically glowing as we wait for them.

“This is my favorite day ever.”

I remember to feel happy, too. I am happy! Feel how happy I am, Eden. “It’s been pretty awesome. How are the boys feeling about it?” I nudge her slyly. “Come on. We both know I know what you can do.”

She looks around cautiously, like maybe someone will figure out what we are talking about by the expressions on our faces. “Okay, fine. You got me. I had forgotten how amazing it is to be around a boy I like who likes me back. I can feel what he feels and what I feel, and then all the feelings compound and build on each other until it is like the ultimate high. Forget drugs—just give me cute boys.”

I laugh. “Okay, now I might actually envy you your freaky feelings thing.”

“We need to get the heck out of that all-girls’ school.”

“Or you need to start liking girls.”

“I so would if I could, just to feel like this more often. I’m already dreading the withdrawal. I don’t want today to end.”

I link my arm through hers, because Eden is a very touchy person and it’s the right thing to do to get her completely on my side. I know she’s still wary of me—I’ve never been nice to her—but I need her, because I need both Ty and Ryan tonight. “I think I know how to make that high last at least a few hours longer. It involves some serious rule breaking, though. You in?”

Her dark brown eyes crinkle up at the edges and she leans against me, lips pursed to smother her devious smile. “Oh, I’m in.”

I spot the boys walking gingerly back to us across the packed snow. “Follow my lead.”

I take my hot chocolate with a grateful smile, looking up through my eyelashes at Ryan. “I wish they had night skiing.”

“Me, too!” He leans forward, then shuffles his feet, unsure of how close he should stand to me. I shift my hips so I’m closer to him.

“Isn’t there anything to do in the evenings?” I ask.

Ty shrugs. “Nah, not really. You can go into town, but . . .” “But we’re here with chaperones,” Eden finishes.

I twist my ski boot, letting the hard shell dig into the ice beneath. “I heard there was a Jacuzzi.”

“It closes at nine,” Ty says. “And you need an executive room key card to even get in.”

My smile turns challenging as I look at him. “And who do we know with one of those?”

“We have to be in our rooms by nine,” Eden says. “And a bikini wasn’t exactly on the packing list.”

I shrug. “Because that’s so much different than a bra and underwear? Pretty sure we brought those.”

Ty’s mouth drops open, but he’s not the one I have to win over. He’ll do it in a heartbeat. It’s Ryan I have to convince.

“We could get in trouble,” Ryan says, his mouth a worried line.

I reach out, glad I already took my gloves off, and touch his cheek. “Yeah, we could. Good kids wouldn’t do this.”

“Three a.m.,” he blurts out.

“What?” Ty asks, shocked.

“Let’s meet at the Jacuzzi at three a.m. Dad will be asleep. No one has to know. Besides, what else are we going to be doing then?”

Ty laughs. “Umm, sleeping?”

I gaze admiringly at Ryan, then raise a mocking eyebrow at Ty. “Boring much?”

“Fine,” he says, squaring his shoulders. “Three a.m. We’ll prop the door open for you.”

Eden giggles, hiding her face behind her hot chocolate. “Good thing I’m better at sitting in a steamy room than I am at skiing. I love today.”

I lean even closer to Ryan, anchoring him so he doesn’t change his mind. When no one is looking, I slip my hand into his and squeeze.

It’s a lie, but it’s the lie he needs.

I’m going to hell.





ANNIE

Ten Months Before Keane
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I STAND, CLUTCHING MY BACKPACK STRAPS, TRYING not to bounce up and down with nerves. Bella meets me here after fourth period so we can go to lunch together. It’s always the first time I’m around her during the day.

Please, please don’t be dead, Bella. I had Fia check the news all weekend to see if Bella’s dad was arrested, but there was no mention of anything. Fia finally snapped at me and refused to look anymore, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.

“Hey,” Bella says, breathless.

“I’m so glad you’re here!” I beam, stupid with relief. It didn’t happen. I’m not crazy. I don’t see things that are real. Or maybe I am crazy, but again: it didn’t happen. Which means maybe I didn’t really see my parents, either!

Bella does her snort laugh. “Yeah, super glad to be here, too.” She shifts and there’s an odd creaking sound. I turn toward the lunchroom and then I hear a clicking noise between her footsteps. Footstep—only one foot.

“What’s wrong?”

“Crutches. Broke my leg. I was wondering if you’d notice. I feel like such a freak, everyone staring. You must feel like this all the time.”

My stomach sinks and before I can stop myself I blurt out, “Is your dad in jail, then?”

There’s a long pause, and Bella’s voice is totally flat when she answers. “What do you mean?”

“I just—your dad. And the stairs.” I scramble for some way to explain what I’m saying. “How you hurt your leg.”

There’s a click of the crutches, and Bella’s voice moves farther away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I tripped. I’m clumsy. Everyone knows I’m clumsy. Why are you talking about my dad?”

I reach out a hand, desperate. “I saw—I thought I saw—I mean, I just thought maybe your dad . . .”

“You saw? Last time I checked, you’re blind.” Her tone is one I’ve never heard before—not directed at me, anyway, only at other girls when she gossiped.

I’m so scared for her. She’s here, but she’s hurt, and I know what happened. I have to help her. “I know about your dad,” I whisper. “Bella, you can’t let him hurt you like that. You have to talk to someone.”

My hand hangs in the air, begging her to take it.

Now she sounds the way she looked when I saw her—terrified. She tries to laugh but it comes out strangled. “You are such a freak. I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Is this what you do for fun? Make up sick stories about people’s families? You really are insane, you know that? Stay away from me.”

 

That afternoon as I sit on the steps alone, waiting for Fia, I hear muffled laughter and sharp whispers. But Bella doesn’t bother to keep her voice down. “I Googled her. Did you know she actually claimed to see her parents die before it happened? Someone needs to remind her what being blind means.”

“Let me carry your backpack for you,” another girl says, and I flinch as something metal clips my shoulder.

“Oh, sorry,” Bella says, syrupy sweet. “These crutches are so confusing, and I didn’t see you there.”

“Touch her again and I’ll break your other leg,” Fia snaps, and I want to sink into the earth and disappear.

I’d never noticed before how mean Bella’s laugh is. “Oh my gosh, Freak and Baby Freak!”

The crutches click like exclamation marks as Bella and her new entourage leave, still cackling.

Fia sits next to me and takes my hand in hers. “Oh, Annie,” she says with a sigh. “I told you not to say anything.”

“I should have listened.” I lean my head on her shoulder, miserable.

“You should always listen to me.”





FIA

Four Months at Keane
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IT’S ALMOST LAUGHABLE HOW EASY IT IS TO STEAL Ryan’s cell phone. Turn the ringer all the way up, slip it into the pocket of his father’s suit jacket in the dining hall that night. I’m gambling that no one will call or text Ryan before I do, but I feel good about it. He’s not that popular.

I am the first girl he ever held hands with.

I hate myself.

But if this is a game—it’s a game, make it a game, Fia. It’s a game and I’m going to win because I am very, very good at games. I have all my pieces in play and I will win.

A note slipped under Ms. Robertson’s door that night saying Eden is planning on sneaking out at three a.m. Sorry, Eden. You were a very effective piece of the game, but your part is done.

Also I still don’t like you.

As soon as I hear Ms. Robertson hauling Eden back to her room, I slip out and go to the main desk.

I dial Ryan’s cell from the phone there.

It rings several times—don’t go to voice mail, don’t!—and then a groggy voice answers.

“Ryan!” I whisper, letting myself sound on the verge of tears. Tears are a lie and I am so good at lying. “It’s me, Lucy. Ashley got caught by her mom! I barely managed to avoid it. Are you guys already at the Jacuzzi? I don’t think we can meet you. And . . .” (I hate myself I do I hate myself so much) “Ashley is the one who had the condoms. I’m so sorry.” I pause. “Ryan? Are you guys at the Jacuzzi?”

“Who is this?” a man’s stern voice says. I squeak and hang up the phone.

Then I run. Their suite is perfectly placed on a corner on the second floor. It was way too easy to follow them there after dinner and case it. I freeze just out of view and wait.

The door opens. I don’t hesitate—I can’t. I slip around the corner and watch as their dad storms down the hall in his robe. If he turns around, if he waits to make sure his door clicks closed and automatically locks, I am caught.

He doesn’t so much as look over his shoulder. It was the condom mention, I think. Hadn’t planned that one but it felt right.

Oh, Ryan, I’m so sorry.

Their dad left a few lights on and I hurry through their main room into the master bedroom. His laptop is on the desk. I flip it open, and a small part of me hopes—prays—that he has it password protected.

I am greeted by a grinning photo of Ty and Ryan. Their laughing faces are a knife in my gut. This is a good dad, I think. A good man.

I put in the jump drive and wait while it uploads, then I hide the folders in an obscure location where someone who doesn’t password protect his personal laptop certainly will not think to look.

The drive is ejected. The laptop is closed. I leave as silently as I came.

Ty and Ryan will be punished, and that sucks. But they’ll be okay.

I know—deep down inside—that their dad will not be okay after what I did.

When I get back to our room, I climb into Annie’s bed, lying as close to her as I can. She doesn’t wake up, because when she is happy she sleeps so deeply nothing can wake her up.

Everything is wrong.

But I won the game.

Annie will keep being happy.





ANNIE

Six Weeks Before Keane
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FIA AND I EAT LUNCH ALONE TOGETHER EVERY DAY. She walks me to my classes. She hisses at mean girls when she thinks I can’t hear her. I had to make her promise not to get in a fight with Bella, even though Bella hasn’t so much as talked to me since last year. Fia hates her.

I’m too tired to hate her. And I understand, I think, why Bella is so scared of me. I know her secret, and she can’t lash out at her dad, so she went after me instead. Made sure no one would talk to or believe me.

No one calls. No one comes over. We sit on Aunt Ellen’s couch (because everything here is still Aunt Ellen’s, always) and Fia describes the TV shows to me.

I want to cry, all the time, because nothing will ever change. I hate living here, I hate this school, I hate myself. This is all my fault, and I’m so trapped, and because I’m trapped, Fia is, too.

I don’t know what I’d do without her, but I hate that she’s tied to me. It’s not fair to her. She shouldn’t be stuck in the same life I am. The life that will never change.

Then I get the letter.

The Keane School.

A future—my future. Hope. I am full to the brim with it, because I know without a doubt that this school is my way into a new life, a better life. A happy life. A life where I won’t see anything that will mess it all up. Where no one will know I’m a freak who destroys everything.

I want it more than I have ever wanted anything, and I cannot wait for my new life to start.





FIA

Four Months at Keane
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I WON THE GAME. AND I LOST.

Because I know now—without any doubt, without any false hope—that I am theirs. The look on Clarice’s face when I nodded at her this morning. It was triumph, but it was also greed. It made my stomach hurt, made my lungs incapable of pulling in enough air.

I proved my worth.

Now we all know what I can do, how easily I can win. And we all know that I will do it for Annie, that I will do whatever I have to for her to be happy. Sweet-like-honey Clarice will keep her happy. The school will take care of her.

And I will do what they tell me. My future stretches out, a continuous, unending path of wrong. I cannot see any way out. I have no power in this game. They hold all the cards.

Because Annie is all I have in the whole world, and I will never leave her.





Excerpt from Mind Games

Keep reading for a sneak peek at Mind Games
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FIA

Seven Years Ago
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MY DRESS IS BLACK AND ITCHY AND I HATE IT. I WANT to peel it off and I want to kick Aunt Ellen for making me wear it. And it’s short, my legs in white tights stretching out too long under the hem. I haven’t worn this dress in two years, not since I was eight, and I hated it then, too.

Annie’s dress is just as stupid as mine, but at least she can’t see how dumb we look. I can. I don’t want to be embarrassed today. Today is for being sad. But I am sad and embarrassed and uncomfortable, too.

It should be raining. It’s supposed to rain at funerals. I want it to rain, but the sun bakes down and it hurts my eyes and everything is sharp and bright like the world doesn’t know the earth is swallowing up my parents.

My parents. My parents. Mom and Dad.

Annie cries softly next to me, her head bent so low we’re nearly the same height. I’m glad she can’t see any of this, can’t see the caskets, can’t see the mats of fake green grass around them. Just show us the dirt. They are going in the dirt. I would rather see the dirt.

I reach out and take Annie’s hand in mine. I squeeze it and squeeze it because she is my responsibility now, and no one else’s. I’ll take care of her, I promise my parents. I’ll take care of her.





FIA

Monday Morning
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THE MOMENT HE BENDS OVER TO HELP THE SORROW-eyed spaniel puppy, I know I won’t be able to kill him.

This, of course, ruins my entire day.

I tap my fingers (tap tap tap them) nervously against my jeans. He’s still helping the puppy, untangling the leash from a tree outside the bar. And he’s not only setting it free, he’s talking to it. I can’t hear the words but I can see in the puppy’s tail that, however he’s talking, he’s talking just right, all tender sweet cheerful comfort as his long fingers deftly untwist and unwind and undo my entire day, my entire life. Because if he doesn’t die today, Annie will, and that is one death I cannot have on my conscience.

Why did he have to help the puppy? If he had walked by like he was supposed to, I could have crossed the street, followed him into the alley, and ended his life as anonymously as possible.

Now he is more than a photo and a location. He is panting-puppy salvation. He is legs that stick out at grasshopper angles as he gives the spaniel one last ear rub. He is shoes scuffed up and jeans worn thin and dark hair accidentally mussed. He is eyes squinting because of forgotten sunglasses and heavy backpack throwing off his balance. He is too-big ears and too-big smile and too-big eyes and (too-big too-big too-big) too real for me to end.

I stay in the shadowed recesses across the street. Why did they send me on this one? Why couldn’t it have been stealing bank account information from a CEO or blackmailing a judge? I could have done those. I do those. All the time.

I haven’t messed up this bad in two years. I’ve done everything James asked me to, everything Keane wanted me to. I’ve kept Annie safe, and so what if how we’re living is no way to live, at least it’s alive. James let me come alone on this trip, and I know it’s a test to see if I’m really theirs, if they can trust that my need to protect Annie cements me to them forever, no matter what horrors I’m doing. I can’t mess up.

Technically I haven’t yet, I could still do it, I could still keep Annie safe and sound in her room where she sees nothing but fractured visions of life. Maybe she’s already seen this, maybe she knows it ended for us the moment this boy helped that puppy and became a person to me.

That dumb dog has killed us all.

But the decision is made and I have to cross the street and finish what I’ve begun. Now. I can’t plan it. Planning isn’t safe—it begs for Seers to spy on you. I have to just go.

My feet step onto the asphalt, carry me across, and I don’t know what to do. For so long my brain has been trained to ignore the wrong pulsing constantly, trained to work in spite of knowing everything I’m doing is always bad. Now I am thinking only for myself, using my instincts for my own good.

Which, for whatever reason, means this guy needs to come with me now, somewhere I don’t know yet, but I feel like north is the right direction. I am about to become the grateful owner of the silky-eared engineer of my destruction.

“You found my puppy!” A voice that is not my own but what he needs to hear slips out of my mouth, and the instant his eyes meet mine (gray, he has gray eyes, I would have closed his gray eyes forever), I know I have him for as far north as I need to go, and after that I will figure it out.

Planning is not my friend. Impulse is.

“This is your dog?” he asks, and his voice is deeper than I thought it would be and as kind and warm and untainted by violence as I knew it would be. He takes me in, my wide blue eyes, china doll lips, long brown hair: I am the picture of teenage innocence.

I lean down and pull the dog toward me. No tag on the collar, I get to name it. “Yes! Thank you. My dad—” I hesitate and look toward the bar. His gaze follows mine and then snaps back, sympathetic color flooding his face on my behalf.

Guys are so easy.

I stand, keeping my eyes on the dog as though I can’t bear to meet the boy’s instead. “Well, uh, he was supposed to be back two hours ago. I got worried. Chloe needs to eat.”

“I didn’t find her,” he says, his voice soft and bright to try and compensate for my embarrassment. “Just untangled her. She’s a great dog.”

My cue to look up and recover. “She is, isn’t she? She’s my best friend in the whole world. Oh, gosh, that makes me sound like a loser.” I giggle just like I should. He smiles. (His gray eyes, they will haunt me forever with what I would have done—what I still could do—what I still should do—oh, Annie, have you already seen this? Did you know when I left that I’d kill us both?)

“No, not at all. I love dogs. I had a German shepherd growing up; I still miss him.”

I twist the leash around my hand, drawing his attention there. Small hands, safe hands, hands he probably thinks he might like to hold once he figures out whether or not I’m too young for him. It makes me sick to look at my hands. “There’s a deli a few blocks away where I can get something for Chloe. Do you—I mean, if you aren’t doing anything, I’d love to say thank you for helping my puppy, and if you wanted to come along, I could—it’d be my treat?”

I know he’s going to say yes before it comes tumbling out of his lips and I smile in shy delight. He wants to get away from the bar of my pretended shame, and he wants to get to know me better and figure out whether or not I’m old enough for him to be interested in.

What on earth can this stuttering-arms-and-legs-and-nervous-hands guy have done to get on Keane’s hit list? I’ll have to find out. Because I’m going against Keane (oh no, oh no, they will kill us both) and I need to know as much as I can to try and fix it. When they give me things to do, they never tell me why. Just what. They want me operating on as little information as possible. I’m not like the other girls, the ones who choose to help them, who like money and power.

They know I have no choice, but if I did, they’d all be dead.

“It’s this way.” I walk in the direction we need to go. It feels right, in the same way you feel a drop coming up on a roller coaster before you go over the edge. I’m falling, but I’m falling exactly how I’m supposed to.

“I’m Adam, by the way.”

“Oh,” I say, with another giggle. “Yeah. I’m Sofia.” I almost miss a step. I told him my name—my real name. Why did it come out like that? I always lie. “My friends call me Fia, though. Or, well, I guess my dog does, since I already told you she’s my only friend.”

He laughs again. He likes me so much and he wants to know how old I am—I can read it in every line of his body. “Do you live around here?” he asks.

“Just visiting. Kind of a field trip, I guess.” I see his eyebrows rise involuntarily and even though I am a dead girl walking I smile, really smile. He’s scared now, but not of what he should be. “I’m seventeen.”

A relieved exhalation. “Oh, good. No offense, but you look young.”

“They always tell me I’ll like it when I’m older.”

“They said the same thing when I was the awkward, horrible, six-foot two-inch wonder at thirteen.” He smiles, remembering, and I wonder what he was like then. I wonder what he is like now. “I’m nineteen, by the way, just in case maybe I look a lot older or younger than I really am.”

“No, you look exactly like what you really are.” He does not lie, this nineteen-year-old boy. With his body or his face or his mouth. My finger taps out the why-why-why of his death. “Do you live around here?”

“Studying, actually. At the university hospital.”

“Are you going to be a doctor?” My voice is tinged with a bit of awe. I think it’s right for what he thinks of me, but my eyes are tracing the lines of the empty sidewalks stretching out in front of us. I still don’t know where we are going; I let the dog trot to the end of the leash.

I wonder if Keane has a Seer (other than Annie) talented enough to see me yet. I wonder how I am going to hide this from the Readers and the Feelers. I wonder how bad it will hurt to die, and if I will mind so terribly much after all.

“In a way. I’m really more on the research side than treating people. When do you graduate?”

I turn with my smile, ready to make something up, and I see them.

Three men. Dark clothes, thin jackets, nothing notable about any of them. They are not looking at us as they approach from the next street over. They are coming for him or for me or for both of us.

Dear, dear intuition: Why did you lead me in this direction? Because being ambushed by three men is not my idea of a good plan. At least they aren’t women; my thoughts and emotions are still safe. Men can’t get in my head.

“Come on,” I say, tugging the leash and hurrying down the sidewalk.

“What kind of field trip are you on? Will you be in town for a while?”

“I have no idea. My plans changed about five minutes ago.” I look over my shoulder to see the men, three (tap tap tap—I hate the number three), thick shoulders, one gun between them based on the way the guy in the middle is walking (that was a mistake, they should all have guns—guess they’ll find out), matching our pace and getting closer.

Maybe I don’t remember what it’s like to not feel wrong all the time. Maybe without the constant low hum of pain in my head, the twist of my stomach, that feeling you get just before something bad happens that you can’t know is going to happen but you know anyway, the feeling that has been my constant companion these last five years—maybe without it I’m nothing. Maybe I can only choose right when I’m choosing on someone else’s orders. Maybe I am about to die even sooner than I thought.

I lean over and scoop up Chloe, burying my face in her silky fur. Okay. I can die today. If I die, they’ll never know I didn’t do what they told me to, and Annie will be safe. Keane can’t use her to punish me if I’m dead. But I’m going to get Adam out, because otherwise this whole thing was pointless.

“In here.” I veer into a narrow alleyway between looming brick buildings. It’s open on both ends, good, no recessed doorways, not as good, but it’ll do.

“Is this a shortcut?” he asks, looking back over his shoulder to see what I keep looking at.

I set Chloe down and unhook her leash. “Shoo,” I say. She looks up at me with her sorrow eyes, and I let out a low growl from the back of my throat. “SHOO!” Tail between her legs, she scampers out of the alley and to safety.

That’s one of us.

“What did you—why did you let your dog go?”

“Not my dog.” I put my hands on my hips and look up into Adam’s confused face. “Listen carefully. I was here today to kill you.”

An unsure smile twists his lips as he shifts his weight, trying to figure out how to tell me my joke isn’t funny. “Uh, that’s—”

“If I were going to kill you, you’d already be dead. I don’t know why you’re supposed to die, I’m hoping you can tell me, but right now we don’t have time because three men are about to come in the alley and either they want to kill you or me or both of us. Which sucks. So stay out of my way and I’ll try to get us out.”

He opens his mouth to ask what I’m talking about when the three men turn into the alley and slow down, approaching us with wary eyes and tight smiles. Their smiles are lies.

Most smiles are.

“There you are,” I say. I stand in front of Adam, casually putting myself between him and the three men. Dark hair on the right—movements tight, too much muscle mass, won’t be quick. Sandy blond in the middle, packing the gun, will try not to engage in hand-to-hand because he’s psychologically dependent on his weapon. Stubble on the left—lean, fluid movements, my biggest problem.

They stop right in front of me, and I still haven’t figured out which one of us they are here for.

“James didn’t tell me I’d have backup,” I say. Their eyes flicker to each other, only a split second, but it’s enough. They aren’t with Keane. “He really needs to warn me about these things. Would’ve saved me the trouble of pretending to flirt with Lurpy.” I jerk a thumb toward Adam, deliberately not saying his name. “You guys got it from here?”

Sandy blond with the gun smiles, his teeth wide and white and even. “Yeah, of course. We’ll take Adam with us.” Bingo. They know who he is.

“What?” Adam says, his voice breaking a little on the word, like it’s sharp in his throat.

Keane didn’t send them, and I’m not their target, but now they probably know I’m with Keane. Well, thank you again, north. I really must be broken if trapping us in an alley with people who want Adam was the best I could do. “He’s all yours. As soon as you tell me the password.”

“The password?” Dark hair too-thick muscles answers, and I wish it were only him because he is slow.

I laugh. “Kidding. I keep asking them to set us up with code words, you know? Cooler. Oh well.”

Stubble doesn’t smile. He hasn’t stopped studying me this whole time, and even though I know they’re here for Adam (why, you stupid sweet boy, what is it about you?), I know Stubble wants me just as much now, if only to figure me out the way I’m desperate to figure out Adam.

Stubble gestures. “We’ve got a ride for you. One block back, on the corner of Fourth, black sedan.”

“Great.” I stretch my arms up like I’m exhausted and ready for a nap.

“What’s going on here?” Adam asks, his voice tight with nerves behind me. He’s still hoping this is some sort of elaborate joke. “I’m not going with anyone.”

“Nice meeting you guys,” I say, pulling my purse over my head. I throw it at Sandy blond with the gun, then drop to the ground and pull the knife out of my boot.

Dark hair is hamstrung before he realizes what’s happening, on the ground screaming, clutching at his forever-ruined right leg. Out of the game. Sandy blond fumbles my purse, finally dropping it and going for his gun. I slash his right forearm—he won’t aim as well with his left hand—but where is Stubble? I don’t have a position on him.

Drop flat on the ground, now! I feel the whisper of a fist’s breeze, then flip onto my back, kick up with both feet, and catch Stubble under the jaw. Stunned, not enough to keep him down; Sandy blond is swearing but about to pull out his gun. I flip back onto my feet, kick his hand (gun is on the ground, keep track of the gun), then a downward slam kick onto Sandy’s bent knee. It cracks at the wrong angle. Now two of them can’t chase us, only one left.

Arms circle me from behind, around my waist pinning my arms, and my knife is useless (bad bad bad—I am not big enough for this, I knew Stubble would be a problem). Slam my head back into his? No, he’ll expect it. I go limp and slip down a few inches, freeing my elbow, no leverage but it’s something. I jam my knife into his thigh but, curse him, he doesn’t drop me, just tightens his arm and I lose the knife.

Someone yells—Adam, Adam is still here, I’d forgotten about him—and I turn my head to see him grab the gun from the ground. Sandy blond was reaching for it, but now Adam has it and I don’t know if this is good or bad because his hand is shaking so much he could kill any of us and I lied, I don’t want to die, I really don’t. I’m not ready for it.

Sandy blond tries to stand, pushing himself up against the wall, but Adam screams, “Stay down! And you!” He points the gun at us and he is trembling—oh please, soft gray eyes don’t shoot me. “Drop her! Now!”

Stubble backs up a step but doesn’t let me go—he is squeezing so tight can’t breathe—spots in front of my eyes. Please don’t shoot me, Adam. I want to get to know you, figure out why you are in this mess, get you out of it. I want to see Annie again. James will be so pissed if I die. I’ll never get to dance with James.

“Calm down,” Stubble says. “My name is Cole. We’re not here to hurt you.”

“Put her down!”

“Adam, lower the gun. She’s the only one here who will hurt you.”

“Then why did you attack her?” Adam’s voice is shrill, tight with panic. My ribs, oh my ribs, they hurt.

“You’re not thinking straight,” Stubble—Cole—says. “She attacked us. We came in the alley to help you and she attacked us.”

“But you had a gun!” He waves it wildly.

“And she had a knife. She probably has more weapons in her purse. I need you to help me. Put the gun down carefully, and then reach into my jacket pocket. There’s a stun gun in there. It’s nonlethal, and I’ll use it only once to make sure this girl can’t hurt any of us, and then we’ll talk and no one else will get hurt. You have my word.”

I hate stun guns, I hate them so much. LET GO OF MY RIBS. I push my feet against the ground and slam my head up into his chin because he isn’t focused on me anymore. His arms loosen and it’s all I need. I throw myself back and twist and I’m free, my hand slipping into his pocket as I stumble away from him (oh my ribs, my ribs hurt).

But Cole doesn’t come for me; he rushes Adam and the gun. Cole has the gun now. I drop to the ground as the crack echoes through the alley and I roll toward him, stun gun out into his leg with a sound as bright as the charge, and then he is down but he won’t be for long, so I stand and jam the stun gun into his chest and he convulses and I don’t stop until his eyes roll back.

Adam—where is Adam—the gun went off! Where is Adam? He has to be okay. I look and he’s there, leaning against the wall, face white with horror. My eyes sweep his body. There is no blood, no blood anywhere, oh thank heavens he didn’t get shot.

“You’re okay,” I say, my shoulders slumping with relief. No, not relief yet, I turn and Sandy blond has a phone out, so I use the stun gun on him, too. He goes down faster than Cole. Dark hair is pale and vacant with shock, holding his leg, totally unaware of anything around him. He needs better training.

I pick my purse off the ground and drop the stun gun inside, then turn back to Adam. He’s staring at me funny. Well, why wouldn’t he be? I’ve shown him what my hands can do, and a small, worn-down part of me mourns that he won’t think he wants to hold them anymore. I feel like I’ve lost something, but that’s stupid. I lost it all a long time ago.

“I thought he shot you,” I say.

“Fia,” he says, his voice strangled. He’s not meeting my eyes, looking down instead. “He shot you.”

I look down, too, and he’s wrong, there are no holes in my body, but then I look to the left and my blue sleeve is soaked dark with blood and then burning (horrible ripping tearing burning) comes, focused where the bullet went through my upper arm but radiating out through my whole left side.

Well, crap.
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