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TO KRAIG, LEO, AND ANNIJA, WHOSE LOVE MAKES IT ALL WORTHWHILE; AND TO SUSAN, WHO BELIEVES IN ME SO MUCH I CAN’T HELP BUT BELIEVE IN MYSELF. 
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HE HAD greasy shoulder-length hair and a stained white T-shirt stretched tightly across his full, round belly. As he approached the nurses’ station near one end of the crowded waiting area, the odor of rotting fruit preceded him. Something about the wildness in his eyes and the trembling of his chin made me nervous. I looked over at Grandma, but she was engrossed in conversation with a man almost as old and blind as she was. 

“You killed her. You all killed her.” The man’s voice started low, nervous, and then grew in strength. He opened a grimy backpack and pulled out a gun. 

I froze. Grandma left off midsentence and gaped at the shiny weapon now pointed in our direction. The whoosh began in my ears, drowning out any other sound. As I jumped to my feet, a familiar tingle shot from my toes to my fingertips.…
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“DANCIA!” 

I pulled off my headphones and waited, hoping I was hearing the TV and not Grandma calling. I checked the clock: ten fifteen, which meant The Price is Right was on and Grandma should have been occupied. 

It came again, this time from the hall outside my room. “Dancia, can you come out, please? There’s someone here to see you.” 

Music blared through the headphones, and I leaned over to turn down my ancient silver CD player. Surely I had misheard Grandma. Someone to see me? Dancia Lewis, the incredible invisible girl? No way. 

I threw open my bedroom door, expecting to see my four-foot-tall grandmother entertaining a neighbor’s cat in our living room. Instead, a pair of well-dressed strangers sitting on the couch turned toward me in unison, got to their feet, and smiled. 

I restrained the urge to slam my door. On the right stood a teenage guy with thick chestnut hair, chocolaty brown eyes, and the kind of perfectly square jaw I thought only existed on models. He wore khaki pants and a white shirt—classic preppy gear, though on him it looked incredibly hot. The man on the left had black hair with wings of pure white at the temples, and unbelievable blue eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea. Not that I’ve ever seen the Caribbean, but I swear you could have cut and pasted his eyes right into an ad for the Bahamas. 

Meanwhile, I looked like I didn’t know how to operate a washing machine. My gym shorts had a glob of strawberry jelly on them from breakfast, my wrinkled gray T-shirt looked like it had been slept in (which it had), and my Seattle Mariners baseball hat had a dark ring around the brim. 

Grandma practically winced as her gaze traveled up and down my outfit. Her taste runs toward matching velour tracksuits, so I don’t usually worry about her opinion much. Still, this time I think she was right. 

She moved quickly, snatching the hat off my head, and I felt my curls spring instantly back into place. Without thinking, I tried to flatten them back down with my hands. I should have known it was a lost cause. I work pretty hard at being unremarkable, but there’s nothing I can do about my hair. It’s light blond and super curly. Very hard to miss. White-girl ’fro, if you know what I mean. I tried to dye it once, but you cannot imagine what happens to dry, frizzy hair when you dye it. It’s not pretty. 

Grandma dragged me the ten feet from my bedroom to the couch. “This is my granddaughter, Dancia Lewis,” she said proudly. 

“Miss Lewis, so nice to meet you. I’m Richard Judan, chief recruiter for Delcroix Academy.” The older man stepped forward and shook my hand. His voice was deep and smooth, like a politician’s or TV newscaster’s. 

“Delcroix?” I repeated, like some idiotic parrot. 

Delcroix Academy is this ritzy private school on the outskirts of Danville, where Grandma and I live. It’s about eighty miles from Seattle; too far to commute for work, but I’ve heard some people buy houses between Seattle and Danville just so they can send their kids to Delcroix and keep jobs in Seattle. Because, really, who would live in Danville if they didn’t have to? 

The school sits on a hill overlooking our town. An iron fence surrounds endless lawns, which are green even in the middle of summer, when the rest of Danville’s grass withers and dies. Enormous front gates open only for the buses that bring kids to and from school each day. People have to leave their cars in a special parking lot at the bottom of the hill and take the buses up, even the teachers. I guess it’s a security thing. Half the kids are probably royalty from some foreign country. They definitely don’t hang out in town. The kids at my school make fun of them the way you make fun of a movie star, or the president. Famous people you see from a distance, but never expect to meet. 

“Yes, Delcroix.” Caribbean Blue Eyes gave me a smile so white it gleamed, then gestured toward his sidekick. “This is Cameron Sanders. He’ll be a junior at Delcroix this fall, and he’s one of our student recruiters. He works with me over the summer to identify potential new freshman and tell them about the school.” 

“Call me Cam.” The boy stuck out his hand for me to shake. He was tall, way taller than me, and I’m a good five foot nine. In middle school I really had to slouch to hide the fact that I was the tallest girl in my class. Naturally, Grandma is always on me to stand up straight. 

“Hi, Cam.” I tried to wipe my hand surreptitiously on my shorts, because it had suddenly become damp, and the last thing I wanted was for him to think I was one of those people who always had sweaty palms. I couldn’t avoid meeting his eyes, so I looked, and instantly I got this fluttery feeling in my chest. Even though I knew it was impossible for a guy that attractive to ever notice a girl like me, his gaze felt warm and inviting. He had an air of athletic outdoorsyness, like he could run a marathon or climb a mountain and look gorgeous doing it. 

Reluctantly, I extended my hand. 

“Great to finally meet you, Dancia.” He closed his palm over mine, and I could barely keep from jumping when an electric shock rippled through my arm. 

It sounds weird, but I seriously felt something, like when I was five and accidentally put my finger in a socket. Static electricity from the carpet, I guess, except it felt stronger than that. I knew I couldn’t be imagining it, because it wasn’t exactly a good feeling, and if I’d imagined touching Cam, it would have felt good. 

Startled, I jerked my hand away and dropped my eyes, but not before I caught him smiling at me. It was a comforting smile, like he felt the shock too, and he wanted to tell me it was all right. 

Mr. Judan smiled as well. But his smile wasn’t comforting. It was triumphant. Like he’d won the lottery or something. 

We all stood there for a minute, me shifting uneasily on my feet and absently rubbing my hands together before I realized everyone was waiting for me to sit down. I grabbed a wooden chair from the dining room table—we call it that even though we don’t have a dining room, and the table sits in a space between the hall and the living room—and sat down beside Cam. 

“Now, what can we do for you?” Grandma asked the strangers. Her denture-bright smile flashed across the room, and I knew these men had gotten the poor thing’s hopes up. Recruiter…Delcroix…I could see her putting the pieces together. She was probably already having visions of me riding that bus up the road to the magic gates, which was insane because 1) we’re not rich, 2) I’m not particularly smart, and 3) we’re so not rich. 

Grandma’s been taking care of me since I was four, when my parents died, and we pretty much live on her social security. Grandma owns this house, which isn’t too far from my school, and we’ve got enough to eat. I babysit some kids from church when I want to buy new music or a book the library doesn’t have. I can’t afford a cell phone, but it’s not like I have friends to text, so it doesn’t really matter. 

Anyway, we definitely could not afford to pay private-school tuition. 

“We’re here to talk to you and Dancia about Delcroix, Mrs. Lewis.” 

“Why?” I asked, trying not to sound as suspicious as I felt. Despite my best efforts to keep my gaze planted on Mr. Judan, I kept stealing little glances at Cam from the corner of my eye. Even sitting down he was impressive. His hands, which were resting on his knees, looked strong and tanned. I tried to ignore it, but something about him radiated ultra-sweet and encouraging signals, like he wouldn’t be at all bothered if I jumped into his lap. 

Mr. Judan spread his hands as he spoke. “Dancia, I’m sure this is unexpected, but the decision of the board of directors was unanimous. We’d like you to join the incoming freshman class at Delcroix.” His voice practically purred with warmth. 

Grandma sucked in her breath. “Really? But we can’t…How could we…” She gestured around the room, and a blush spread over her papery smooth cheeks. 

That was when I started to get mad. Not at Grandma, of course, but at Mr. Judan. Because it was obvious we couldn’t afford Delcroix, and it wasn’t fair to make Grandma embarrassed like that. I mean, who were they kidding? The kids who went to Delcroix lived in mansions and had servants. They weren’t like Grandma and me. 

“Cost is not an issue, Mrs. Lewis. Many of the Delcroix students attend under a full scholarship. Cameron is one of our scholarship students, in fact. Dancia would have all her expenses paid in full.” 

“You’ll even get to live on campus,” Cam said to me. When Grandma’s blush deepened, he turned to her and added, “Not that there’s anything wrong with your house, of course. But on campus, Dancia can use the library or computer lab any time she wants.” 

Nice recovery, I thought. Truth is, our house isn’t much to look at. Two tiny bedrooms, a little kitchen, bathroom, and living room. You can vacuum the entire house from the plug in the hall outside my door. I know because I do most of the cleaning around here. Grandma’s got arthritis and can’t push the vacuum, or scrub the counters, or clean out the fridge, or much of anything that requires physical exertion. 

“I see.” Grandma dabbed at her eyes and settled back in her chair as Cam spoke. Grandma has foggy blue eyes that water all the time, so she’s constantly wiping their corners. Still, she’s a stickler for appearances. Even when she’s wearing her tracksuits—a pink one today, with purple trim—her hair is perfectly curled and she always wears makeup. 

It’s a little unnerving to know your grandma spends more time on her appearance than you do. 

“What if I don’t want to live there?” I asked. It wasn’t as though I could just ditch Grandma. She could barely carry grocery bags in from the car. 

“We ask all students to live on campus during the week,” Mr. Judan replied. “It’s an important part of the Delcroix experience, and a time to bond with your schoolmates. But you’re free to go home over the weekend.” 

“I was worried about it too, when I was a freshman,” Cam said. “But you’ll love it. You’ll get to know everyone really well because you spend so much time together. The food is great, and the library is perfect for studying. My dad lives in Seattle, and I didn’t even realize how loud our apartment was until I came to Delcroix. I go home for vacations and long weekends. It’s perfect, and my scholarship covers it all. Yours will too.” 

I had to admit to being impressed by the offhanded way he conveyed this information, like he wasn’t the least bit embarrassed about being on scholarship at a rich kids’ school. 

 “Why me?” 

“Delcroix is what we call an invitation-only program, Dancia,” Mr. Judan said, smoothing an invisible wrinkle in his pants. “We select each student individually because of the special gifts he or she will bring to our campus. We look for a very diverse student body. Some of our students are dancers, some are gifted mathematicians, others are poets. They all have different talents, but they have one thing in common: after they graduate, we expect them to do amazing things to better humanity, and they do. Our students go on to be senators, CEOs, principal ballerinas, and Nobel laureates. And we’d like you to be a part of our school.” 

“We think you’re something special, Dancia,” Cam said, leaning forward as if he intended to use his entire body to convince me of his sincerity. “We wouldn’t be here otherwise.” 

I snorted. Unattractive, sure, but I couldn’t help myself. The whole thing was absurd. 

“Special?” I said, keeping my voice calm. “I think perhaps you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I’m the one with the B average and mediocre ball-handling skills.” 

Grandma glared at me, but I held my ground and raised my eyebrows at Mr. Judan. No one was less exceptional than Dancia Lewis. I had made sure of that. Unless somehow they knew about…

Mr. Judan interrupted my thoughts with a voice that could have soothed an angry pit bull. “You are special, Dancia.” 

He was good. I found my shoulders relaxing even though I wanted to keep them tense. 

“To be honest,” he continued, “we might not have found out about you if the Danville Chronicle hadn’t run a story about what happened at the hospital. Once we heard that, we started talking to your teachers at the middle school. It wasn’t long before we knew that you would be perfect for Delcroix.” 

My heart started racing as I let myself complete the thought: unless somehow they knew about…my power. 
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I TOOK a slow breath. Cam tried to make eye contact with me, but I pinned my eyes on Mr. Judan and the perfect white wings of hair at his temples. He couldn’t really know, I told myself. I mean, sometimes I don’t even know what I’ve done until it’s over, and even then it’s not always clear. 

“You saw the article!” Grandma’s face practically split with the size of her smile. “Wasn’t that just remarkable? I don’t know what would have happened if Dancia hadn’t been there. There were children in that room. That man could have done something terrible.” 

“We were just lucky he tripped,” I said. “I didn’t really do anything.” 

“You threw yourself at a man with a gun who was threatening a room full of people. I’d say that was doing something,” Mr. Judan said. 

“It really wasn’t a big deal.” I turned away so they wouldn’t see the blush I could feel crawling across my cheeks. 

It happened about a month ago, and I can’t say I regret going after the guy. After all, he could have hurt Grandma. She may be a hundred years old, and I may sometimes cringe when we’re out in public because she lacks control of certain bodily functions, but she’s Grandma. She’s all I’ve got, and I wasn’t going to let anyone hurt her. 

Still, it was pretty horrible. 

We were at the hospital, waiting for Grandma to get her cataracts checked—even though it’s totally illegal, she lets me drive her home after they mess with her eyes. It’s pretty cool, if I do say so myself. How many fourteen-year-olds get to drive? Anyway, we were in the waiting room, flipping through old Highlights magazines, when this guy came in. He started swearing about how the hospital killed his wife and how we were all going to pay. His words slurred together like one long painful thought. The only thing I could think was to make sure he didn’t hit Grandma. 

So I went after him. Next thing I knew, he was sprawled on his back, not moving. Grandma said I rushed toward him, and before I even touched him, he fell backward and hit his head. Last I heard he was in a coma. They said I must have startled him and he tripped. Of course, they didn’t see the way he looked at me as he flew through the air—terrified, the whites of his eyes glowing against the red veins that snaked through them. 

I think he mouthed “Stop,” or “Please.” 

 Maybe both. 

I picture him every night now as I fall asleep, the stubble on his cheeks and dark circles under his eyes. When he first started talking, his voice sounded thick and muffled, as if he might start crying. 

“It’s quite rare for a child your age to do something like that,” Mr. Judan said. “We understand from your teachers that it was not the first time you’ve gone out of your way to protect someone. That’s a talent in itself, Dancia. A talent for courage.” 

And I thought I had been doing such a good job blending in. Stupid, nosy teachers. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. “It’s not like teenagers don’t ever help other people.” 

“No, of course not,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “But when you are young, your self-protective instincts are very strong. Stronger than almost anything else. When a child is able to overcome those instincts and put her own safety in jeopardy to help someone else, it’s truly exceptional.” 

I didn’t like his use of the word “child.” I was turning fif-teen in November, after all. And it wasn’t like I wanted to risk my life. I never planned to do anything to that guy. But for some reason when I see someone in trouble, my body takes over and crazy things happen. 

“Seriously, it’s amazing what you did,” Cam said. 

When I let myself look at him, a little pool of warmth formed in my stomach. He was staring right at me, and I couldn’t contain the mindless little smile that sprung up in response. 

“You were some kind of hero,” he added. 

I basked for a moment in his appreciative gaze, and thought about what he and Mr. Judan had said. They didn’t think I was a freak with magic powers. They thought I was a hero. 

Being a hero was definitely better than being a freak. Unless they wanted me to keep doing heroic things. That was absolutely out of the question. 

See, the problem is, I can’t control my power. Or I should say, in certain situations, like where people are hurt or threatened, I can’t seem to stop myself from using it. It’s a reflex, like throwing your hands in front of your face when someone hurls a ball at you. Thoughts just appear in my brain. I get scared, or mad, or overwhelmed, and think of something, and somehow, magically, it happens. Like when I imagined the guy at the hospital falling and knocking his head on the corner of an end table, or when I imagined a lifeguard chair landing on this jerk at the water park who was teasing a chubby girl about her swimsuit. 

It might sound cool, but it’s actually terrifying. Because when I use my power, even when I don’t mean for it to happen, people get hurt. Now, maybe those people did bad things and deserved what they got, but who am I to make that call? Maybe some people out there would be willing to take the responsibility for putting someone in a coma, but I’m sure not. 

I decided a long time ago to try my best not to use it. The consequences are just too great, and the mistakes, well…I don’t like to think about the mistakes. I’ve organized my life around this, and most of the time I’m successful. But then there are those times, like the hospital, where I can’t avoid it. The reflex takes over. 

“I’d probably flunk out after the first week,” I said, pushing aside thoughts of the hospital. “I’m only doing basic algebra, and I did terribly in chemistry. Don’t all the Delcroix kids take AP classes? I don’t see how I could keep up.” 

“No one flunks out of Delcroix,” Cam said. “Once you’re asked to attend, your grades don’t matter.” He sent an apologetic look at Mr. Judan, who raised an eyebrow. “I mean, they matter to colleges, and you have to apply yourself, but they won’t kick you out for your grades. Not everyone is good at regular schoolwork. Like Mr. Judan said, the other kids are artists, or dancers, or computer geeks. You’ll see. You’ll fit in somewhere.” 

Yeah, right. They had no idea who they were dealing with. Dancia Lewis blended in, she didn’t fit in. There’s a big difference. 

“We do have one rule at Delcroix,” Mr. Judan interrupted, “and we take it very seriously. We require all incoming students to sign the Delcroix Pledge. You must promise to use your talents only to advance the common good and to achieve the betterment of humanity. It’s simple, but very important. Delcroix will give you incredible tools and will groom your talents in ways you could never learn on your own. But those skills bring power, and that power must not be abused.” 

My mouth dropped open. A pledge? Are you kidding me? 

“A kid was expelled for hacking into a government computer system,” Cam said, no trace of a smile on his face. “He tried to sell the information he found there. We had to kick him out. He spent some time in jail as well.” 

The room was silent for a moment as everyone contemplated this story. My head was spinning. A part of me already desperately wanted to go to Delcroix, if only to be near Cam, while the other part wanted to run screaming from the room. 

“What are you good at?” I asked Cam. When I focused on him, I couldn’t think about anything else. 

“I’m good at communicating,” he said. “I’ve never gotten the best grades, but I’m always class president. People seem to like me.” He leaned back against our mangy couch and managed not to sound conceited at all. 

“You’re the president of your class?” I had no trouble believing that. He looked like he should be president of something. 

“I was last year. We’ll have new elections this fall. You could run, you know. The freshman elections are wide open because everyone’s still getting to know each other.” 

I couldn’t help it: I snorted again. “Me? Run for student government? I don’t think so.” 

“You can be anything you want at Delcroix.” As Cam leaned forward, his knee bumped against mine. I jumped about four feet into the air. 

Very cool, Dancia, I thought. Do you want Cam to think you’re a complete idiot? 

Grandma cleared her throat. “I’m going to get some lemonade,” she said. “Would you care for a glass, Mr. Judan? Cameron?” 

They both nodded and stood up when she did. 

“That sounds lovely, Mrs. Lewis,” Mr. Judan reached down to open his briefcase and pulled out some papers. “We can work on the enrollment forms while Dancia and Cameron talk.” 

“Wait!” I jumped up, shaking myself from my Cam-induced stupor. “I need to think about it a little.” 

Grandma gave me her best What, are you insane? look. “Dancia, what is there to think about?” 

The panicked words tumbled out of me. “I’m not sure if I want…I mean, I was really looking forward to going to Danville High and…my friends are all there and…what about the soccer team?” 

Grandma crossed her arms over her chest. I think she knew everything I said was a lie—except for the part about not being sure what I wanted. That was definitely true. But it was all happening too fast. Danville High might not hold any promise of friends, interesting classes, or good times, but at least I knew what it would be like. I knew how to control it, how to blend in. 

I knew none of those things about Delcroix. 

Mr. Judan’s mouth tightened and his eyes went cold. But then he smiled at me like that’s what everyone says when they’re offered a place in Delcroix’s freshman class with a full scholarship. “I have a good idea: why don’t you and Cameron have lunch tomorrow? You can think things over tonight and ask Cameron any questions that might come up.” 

Grandma practically seared me with her stare, so I turned to Cam and reluctantly said, “All right. How about noon at Bev’s?” 

Cam nodded. “Sounds perfect.” 

Mr. Judan gave an apologetic shrug. “After that we really will need you to make a decision. I hate to rush you, but we’ll need to do some placement tests and evaluate you so we can design the best possible curriculum. Freshman orientation starts in a week, and we’ll need to get some of this paperwork processed before then.” 

I swallowed hard. 

At that moment, all I could think of were those cartoons where Goofy gets stuck in front of a snowball rolling down a hill, and the snowball hits him, and he’s smushed into the side of it, and you can see him spread-eagled on the snowball as it keeps rolling down the hill. 

Because that’s exactly what I felt like. 
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ABOUT A half hour later, Mr. Judan flashed his ultrawhite teeth at Grandma and me one last time before he ushered Cam into a black Mercedes-Benz. They roared away the second the doors closed. 

As soon as they disappeared from view, Grandma rounded on me and shook a gnarled, arthritic finger in my direction. “What are you thinking? You don’t want to go to Delcroix? Do you have any idea how important that school is? What an honor it is to be chosen to attend? What possible reason could you have for not wanting to go? The money won’t be a problem because they’re going to pay for everything. And don’t give me that story about missing your friends and looking forward to high school. Last week you were telling me that you wished summer would go on forever. And what’s this nonsense about soccer? You said you’d never make the varsity team at Danville High.” 

Nice move, Dancia. Tell Grandma everything, why don’t you. 

Problem was, Grandma was one hundred percent right. I loved soccer but didn’t have the skills to make the varsity team. And I didn’t have friends, or classes, or anything to look forward to. It’s a sign of just how depressed I was about the whole thing that I had confided all this to Grandma. 

But while Danville High sounded depressing, Delcroix sounded terrifying. How could I blend in there? Being invisible and staying unattached were the only ways I knew to avoid triggering my power. The more emotionally  attached I got to someone, the more likely I was to use my power to protect them. I had stopped making friends in the sixth grade after my best friend, Aileen, got teased by a bully and I dropped a tree branch on his head. 

He went to the hospital. Twenty stitches and a concussion. 

While staying unattached kept me from acting on  behalf of someone else, being invisible kept me from using my power to defend myself. I made sure I didn’t fit into any of the school cliques so I wouldn’t develop enemies. I wasn’t too smart, too pretty, too nerdy, or too preppy. I was just Dancia Lewis, the girl who everyone recognized but no one knew. 

The trick to this was the Dancia two-step, which I’d developed over the years and found to work in most social situations. Step one, act bored and impatient, like you’re waiting for someone. This tends to keep people from approaching, but also makes you look reasonably cool. Step two, if they do approach, ask them questions about themselves. People love to answer questions like that. You can find an excuse to slip away later, and they’ll have a pleasant memory of talking to you, but no idea who you are. Step two was dangerous because sometimes I would forget I wasn’t supposed to be making friends, and end up in a real conversation. But I’d remember later, and the next time I saw the person, I’d start again with step one. 

What if the two-step didn’t work at Delcroix? What if I couldn’t blend in there? Would I start dropping tree branches on everyone? How many people could I send to the hospital before someone started to wonder? 

“You heard them talking about that pledge,” I said, trying to sound pitiful. At this point, sympathy was my only hope. “It’s weird, right? I mean, how could you pledge never to do anything that wasn’t good, or wasn’t going to advance humanity, or whatever he said?” As I spoke, actual tears began welling up in my eyes, which was embarrassing because I never liked crying in front of Grandma. 

Her face softened. “My dear girl,” she said, coming over to give me a hug, “what’s this really about, anyway?” 

Hugging Grandma is sort of like hugging a kid, because she’s so much shorter than I am. Sometimes I wish she were a few feet taller so I could feel like she was taking care of me, instead of the other way around. But still, it was nice, and I started to cry even harder. She held me for a minute and then pulled me over to the couch. She grabbed some Kleenex from the coffee table—we’ve always got Kleenex around because of Grandma’s eyes—and handed them to me. I blew my nose and started to feel a little more in control. 

“You’re a good girl, Dancia. You could make that pledge, even though I agree, it does seem a little silly. After all, if you were going to do something bad, you wouldn’t stop at breaking a pledge, now would you?” 

She smiled at me, and I laughed a little. Then she got serious again. “Is there something more going on? Something else I should know about?” 

This was the question I dreaded. Whenever something happened with my power, I’d get really depressed, and even though I tried to hide it, Grandma always knew. She’d ask all these deep, probing questions, which only made me feel worse. Eventually she’d give up, but not before looking at me with her droopy, worried eyes and saying, “If there’s ever anything you want to tell me about—anything at all—you know I’m here.” 

I wished I could explain my situation to her, but Grandma has enough problems. She’s got diabetes, high blood pressure, cataracts, and a bunch of other things I can’t even pronounce. I know because I go to her doctor’s appointments with her. She’s got handfuls of pills to take every day. I couldn’t add my problems to her list. It was already long enough. She shouldn’t have been saddled with raising a kid at her age, and I knew she didn’t get help from any of my other relatives. I guess they figured I had someone to take care of me, so why should they bother getting involved? 

“I don’t like being singled out,” I said. “They want to make a big deal about what happened in the hospital, and I hate that.” 

She nodded. “I know that’s how you are now, Danny, but you weren’t always that way. When you were a little girl, you loved being in the spotlight.” 

 “I did?” 

“You did. Dance recitals, school concerts, you name it. Your mother was like that too. She loved being onstage. I wish…” Grandma’s eyes filled, and this time it looked like real tears. I get nervous whenever Grandma starts talking about my mom, because then she starts crying, which makes me want to cry, and it’s all just too much. 

My parents died in a car accident when I was four. They got run off the road by some guy who was probably drunk. We were living in Seattle at the time, but it happened here in Danville. I think Grandma feels guilty about it because we were visiting her. She says sorry to me sometimes, as if it were her fault my mom died. 

I don’t really remember my mom, but Grandma has lots of pictures of her in photo albums. She pulls them out every now and then, after I’ve gone to bed, and looks at them and cries. I’ve seen her do it when I get up to go to the bathroom. I pretend I don’t notice. My mom was her only kid, so I guess she took it pretty hard when she died. She even changed my last name so it would be the same as my mom’s maiden name. Grandma told me once that she’s determined to keep my mom’s memory alive. As if we could ever forget. 

It’s hard to believe I used to like being in the spotlight. I vaguely remember school concerts before I learned about my power. But once I realized all those strange things that happened around me weren’t coincidences, life changed. 

“Grandma, don’t make me go to Delcroix.” I struggled to clear my throat. 

She shook her head. “I would never force you, Danny. But I wish you’d consider attending. Your mother would have been so proud of you, being chosen this way. She  always wanted the best for you.” Before she could catch it, a tear traced a line through her baby pink blush. “She dreamed about going there herself, you know.” Her mouth wobbled a little as she tried to smile. 

“Really?” It hadn’t even occurred to me that Delcroix had been around when my mom was a kid. 

“She wanted to be a singer,” Grandma said. “She was a determined little thing, your mother. She practiced and practiced, sang every chance she had at school and at church, hoping someone would notice and offer her a place at Delcroix.” 

“Was she good?” It seemed amazing, somehow, that I had never known this about my mother. I’d seen pictures of her singing, but I had no idea it had been a big deal to her. I figured it was like my playing soccer—fun, but not something you take seriously. 

Grandma laughed a little sadly. “She was good enough for Danville. Not good enough for Delcroix. She finally sent them a letter asking if they would let her audition, and they sent her a polite ‘no, thank you.’ She didn’t sing much after high school.” 

I paused, imagining the girl I’d seen in pictures. She had wide-set eyes, like mine, but she had straight hair and a big smile. She looked like someone you’d want for a friend. “And you think after that she would still want me to go to Delcroix?” I asked. 

I really hoped she would say no. 

Grandma didn’t hesitate. “Oh yes, I’m sure of it. It would be like her own dream coming true. I know the teachers at your middle school weren’t the best, and if I’d had some way to send you to private school before now, I would have. Danville High isn’t any better than your junior high. I know you’ll be bored there. You would be challenged at Delcroix. Imagine how it would feel to be surrounded by people who are so talented, so intelligent!” 

Grandma, bless her heart, thought the reason I got straight B’s was because I was bored. She was convinced I was some sort of genius who wasn’t being challenged. 

Okay, it’s true that I probably could have gotten A’s if I’d wanted to, but everyone picks on the smart kids, like they pick on the stupid kids. So I get B’s. It was safer that way. 

“Grandma, what if I do something wrong and they kick me out?” I searched desperately for some reason to explain why I was prepared to break her heart and the heart of my dead mother by not attending Delcroix. “It would be too horrible, don’t you think?” 

“So you think it would be better not to try?” She gave me one of those hard, square looks that make me feel like I’m five and have been caught stealing a pack of gum from the grocery store. “That’s not the Dancia I know and love. The Dancia I know isn’t a coward. She’s a fighter. She’s the bravest person I know.” 

Great. Now she was using psychology on me. And it totally worked, because I immediately started feeling guilty about disappointing my mother, and my grandmother, and not even being willing to try. 

“But, Grandma, I can’t leave you alone. You need me.” 

She frowned. “Dear girl, I know you do a lot of work around here, but that’s exactly the problem. You spend too much time taking care of an old woman. A girl your age should be playing with her friends, or going to the mall, or whatever children do these days. You need more than life in this house, and you’re never going to get it as long as you’re stuck here with me.” 

She looked upset, and I felt terrible because I never thought she’d blame herself for my being such a loner. I wanted to tell her it wasn’t her fault, that it was my stupid power that wrecked everything, but I couldn’t. 

“It’s up to you, Danny. I’m not going to force you to go.” As she studied my miserable expression, her face softened. “Why don’t you go out to lunch with that boy tomorrow and see what he thinks. Maybe he can help.” 

Cam. Oh my goodness, I had forgotten about Cam. 

Lunch, tomorrow, with Cam. 

A rush of fear and anticipation made me so dizzy, I had to sit down. 

“Okay, Grandma,” I managed to spit out. “That’s a good idea. I’ll have lunch with Cam. And then I’ll decide if I want to go to Delcroix.” 

How I would survive there—if I decided to go—remained a mystery. 
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BY ELEVEN the next morning I had worked myself into a complete panic. As part of my invisibility routine I’d made a point of accumulating a wardrobe of completely nondescript clothing. This had never particularly bothered me before because I’d never been invited to lunch with an incredibly hot guy. Now I realized with painful clarity that none of my clothes really fit—everything had come from a clearance rack at Walmart or the Goodwill—and the colors ranged from black to brown to tan. So basically, I’d be cleaner than yesterday, but not much more attractive. 

I locked my bike to a “No Parking” sign and walked into Bev’s Café—the only decent restaurant in Danville—right at noon. Some annoying oldies music blared from a jukebox across the room. Grandma loves Bev’s. It’s got black-and-white floor tiles, white tabletops, and red leather booths. She thinks it’s adorable. I just like the hamburgers. 

Cam had already grabbed a corner booth, and he waved at me. Pure terror swept over me. 

He was even cuter than I remembered. 

I took a deep breath and wandered over, trying to act as if I did this sort of thing every day. 

“Hey, Dancia. Glad you could meet me.” He lounged against the booth, his shaggy hair falling into dark eyes. 

“Yeah, hi.” The words stuck in my throat like I’d just swallowed a huge mouthful of peanut butter. Of course I knew he had only agreed to meet me because it was his job. But a girl could dream, right? 

I sat across from him, and a waitress bustled over. She brightened as soon as she saw me. “Dancia, sweetie, how are you? How’s your grandma?” 

 “She’s fine, thanks, Patty.” I hoped Cam didn’t think it was hopelessly geeky to talk to the waitress. Grandma and I came in here a couple times a month, and it was impossible not to know everyone. “How’s Ella?” Ella was her cat, and Patty doted on her the way most people doted on their kids. 

“What a sweet thing to ask! Actually, she did the cutest thing the other day…” As she handed us menus and filled our water glasses, Patty droned on about Ella’s latest adorable antics, which included shredding the living room curtains. Then she aimed a curious look at Cam. “Are you new to town? I don’t recognize you from the high school.” 

Cam held out his hand. “I’m Cameron Sanders. I go to school up at Delcroix.” 

“Oh.” Patty took a step back. She focused on his hand for a moment, and then wiped her own on her apron. “Delcroix? Really? You folks don’t come in here much.” She shook his hand with a quick, nervous jerk. 

“A terrible mistake.” He gave her a wide smile. “This place is great. From now on, I know where I’ll be coming on my days off.” 

Patty stared at him silently for a moment and twisted her hands together. I couldn’t tell if she was horrified or appreciative. I guess I hadn’t thought about how other people in town might view Delcroix. I mean, the kids in my middle school thought the Delcroix kids were rich weirdos, but we didn’t pay them much attention. Grandma, on the other hand, talked about Delcroix like you’d have to be some kind of god to go there. 

“Does one of your teachers really write speeches for the president?” Patty asked, the words coming out in a rush. “My sister said it wasn’t true, but I heard it was. And they said he might come for a visit this year.” 

Cam nodded. “They talked about him stopping by. But we don’t know for sure.” 

“Well, that would be nice.” She twisted her lips into an awkward grimace that I think was meant to be a smile. “I sure would like to see the president.” With that, Patty gave Cam a little nod that was almost a bow, and then she scurried away. 

I grabbed my glass and drank down about half. Maybe Delcroix was even more out of my league than I’d thought. 

With Patty gone, silence stretched out between us. Ask a question, I told myself. That always works. 

“So I guess you like Delcroix a lot, huh?” 

He paused and studied me with those big dark eyes. “I love it. I think you would too.” 

“What do you like about it?” 

“Well”—he gazed directly at me as he spoke—“I know a lot of kids who feel like they can’t be themselves at their school. They think they have to change themselves to fit into a group or feel accepted. That doesn’t happen at Delcroix. Everyone just is. Hard to believe, I know, but it’s the truth. You don’t have to pretend at Delcroix.” 

His voice dropped, and even though he couldn’t have planned it, his words traveled straight to my heart. Not have to pretend? What would that even feel like? 

“You can just be yourself, Dancia. Wouldn’t that be amazing?” 

Something about Cam’s voice was hypnotic. The restaurant, Patty, even the cheesy music faded away. I closed my eyes for a second and imagined walking down the hall of a new school, people passing by and saying hello, friends waiting for me as I got to class. I swallowed hard as tears pricked the backs of my eyes. 

When my eyes opened, Cam was studying me. His forehead wrinkled a little, like he was concerned. “I know it sounds strange,” he said softly, “but you aren’t the only one who feels that way.” 

How did he know what I was thinking? 

I waved my hand and struggled to sound nonchalant. “Actually, my middle school was fine. Really. I mean, there’s all the usual stuff with the geeks and the cool kids, but in general, everyone gets along.” 

“Of course.” He nodded and picked up the menu. The magic string connecting us snapped and dissolved. “So what’s good here?” 

“You’ve really never eaten at Bev’s?” I couldn’t hide my surprise. “Didn’t you say you started at Delcroix two years ago?” 

He looked a little embarrassed. “I stay pretty busy at school.” 

I thought about what Patty had said, how the people from Delcroix never came down here, and I realized with a start that before Cam, I’d never met any kids from there. Sure, we made up stories about them, but we’d never actually talked to one. Which made them seem odd, all of a sudden, or maybe just snooty. But not Cam. Cam would never be snooty. I could tell. 

“Oh, I didn’t mean anything by it,” I said. “I just thought everyone in Danville ate here. They have really good hamburgers and fries. But stay away from the clam chowder.” 

He grinned. “Thanks for the tip.” 

When I got home two hours later, I marched straight up to Grandma and scowled. 

She didn’t even close her magazine. “How was lunch?” 

“Great,” I snapped. Amazing. Incredible. And I was now completely in love with a guy I’d probably never speak to again. 

“What did you and Cameron talk about?” 

“Nothing. School. Delcroix.” 

Everything. We talked about soccer and how the girls’ team needed a new forward. We talked about the cool electives Delcroix offered, like popular music, poetry, and independent study, where you could make up your own class. He told me about his dad, how he missed him during the school year but how fun it was to live on campus. I played it cool, pretended like I had lots of friends I’d be leaving behind, but I had the feeling he knew the truth. He wasn’t mean about it. He was…sweet. Caring. Understanding. He told me about amazing things they did, like getting to visit Cape Canaveral. One of the space shuttle pilots had gone to Delcroix, and does a tour for the advanced astronomy classes. Not to mention all the musicians who do guest lectures there. Not just classical musicians, either. Cool people. People I’d heard of. 

“And did you make a decision?” 

I set my jaw. “I’ll go to Delcroix, but if I don’t like it by Christmas break, I’m transferring back to Danville High.” 

 She flipped through a few more pages. “That sounds lovely, dear. An excellent plan.” 

“Aren’t you going to say anything else?” I snapped. “Like, I told you so?” 

“Why would I do something like that?” Grandma said, closing the magazine. “Now, what should we have for dinner?” 

I stomped off to my room, thoroughly annoyed by the knowledge that, as usual, Grandma had gotten exactly what she wanted. 
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I WOKE early the next morning after a night of very little sleep, and stumbled into the bathroom. Through puffy eyes I took in my usual attractive early-morning hairdo—half frizz, half ringlets—and a crease across my cheek from my lumpy pillow. 

I picked halfheartedly at a few blackheads. My whole body felt out of sorts. I’d spent the night fantasizing about Cam, imagining us as boyfriend and girlfriend, walking down the hall arm in arm. It was painfully delicious, even in my mind, and definitely not conducive to a good night’s sleep. 

But he was just being nice, I kept reminding myself; just doing his job. 

As if that could keep me from developing the crush of the century. 

I decided to go for a jog. Running usually helped clear my head. And now that I knew Cam, I had a figure to maintain. 

I dug through my hamper and found an old pair of running shorts and a relatively clean T-shirt with a picture of Danville Central Hospital on it. 

Grandma’s not much for doing laundry, and unfortunately, neither am I. 

Grandma’s door was closed, which was a relief because I had a suspicion she would want to talk about Delcroix as soon as she woke up. I tiptoed past her bedroom and through the living room, locked the door behind me, and started off at a decent pace down the street. 

According to Grandma, people in Danville used to make good money working at the mill or logging in the forests. But they stopped logging before I was born, and closed the mill, so now there’s just a lot of rundown houses and people without work. People like Grandma and me, who are just getting by. 

The bright side is that the forests nearby are young and thick, and there are trails within a few miles of my house. When I was a kid, Grandma would take me on picnics and nature walks, and I always loved it, even when I pretended not to. I feel better in the woods, like my problems aren’t so overwhelming. 

We’re close to Mount Rainier, which has always worried me a little because they say it’s only a matter of time before it erupts again, and it would be just my luck to get caught in a freak lava flow. But this morning all I could see was the peak off in the distance, covered with snow. It looked peaceful, and the air was damp and still. The slap of my sneakers against the road was the only sound I could hear, and I calmed down a little as I ran. 

Maybe things would be different at Delcroix, just like Cam said. Maybe I wouldn’t feel threatened. Maybe I wouldn’t have to try so hard to make myself invisible. Danville Middle School wasn’t exactly a good place to stand out, but with all the amazing kids at Delcroix, no one would be paying the least bit of attention to me, right? 

Even though I hated the idea of leaving Grandma alone, I had to admit that living at Delcroix sounded pretty amazing. No doctor appointments, no cooking or cleaning, a computer, a library I could use whenever I wanted.…And then there was Cam. Living at Delcroix meant I’d get to see Cam every day. 

Images of Cam seemed to block out all rational thought, so I didn’t see the kid running toward me until we were about to collide. He was looking over his shoulder and scowling at the road behind him, eyebrows knit together like a dark smear across his forehead. He had long legs and arms, black hair, and pale skin. I thought I saw the scrawl of a tattoo across one bicep. 

“Hey!” I yelled, ducking out of the way just in time to avoid being flattened. 

He stopped and spun around. His gaze darted wildly from my face to the road and back. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He brushed it off with an impatient, trembling hand. 

I saw panic in his eyes, and fear in the rigid, jerky way he kept moving, as if he couldn’t afford to stand still. 

“Are you okay?” I asked. 

He looked over his shoulder again, and then took a step closer to me. Grabbing my shoulders, he peered right into my face. “If a man asks if you’ve seen me, say no, okay?” 

Beautiful silvery-gray eyes stared out from spiky black eyelashes. I froze, unable to tear my gaze from his. 

“Okay?” he repeated, shaking my shoulders. His voice cracked. 

I gulped, my heart pounding in my chest. Suddenly I had a taste of the fear that seemed to consume him. “Should I call the police?” 

“No!” His voice cracked again. “No,” he repeated. “Just say you haven’t seen me.” 

He let me go and started running down the block. When he got to the corner, he took a right and headed in the direction of the open space on the edge of town. 

Just as the boy disappeared from view, a beige sedan appeared at the head of the street, several blocks away. It moved slowly, deliberately. 

As the car approached, I could see the driver looking carefully from side to side. He was blond and clean shaven, and mirrored sunglasses covered half his face. When he saw me, he pulled over and rolled down the passenger-side window, the seat belt pulling tight against his shoulder as he leaned to the side. 

He pushed up the sunglasses and arranged his face in a semblance of concern. “Excuse me, miss, but did you see a boy run by here? He would have been about your age, tall, with a tattoo around his arm.” 

My heart thumped hard, paused, and thumped again. The whoosh of a windstorm filled my ears. “No,” I said, trying to sound calm. “I haven’t seen anyone.” 

His mouth tightened, and then he manufactured a worried grimace. “Are you sure? See, my son and I had a fight, and he stormed off. I’m really worried about him. You’re absolutely sure you didn’t see him?” 

Now I knew something was up. Unless this guy fathered that kid when he was in elementary school, he was lying. And the kid had looked terrified. Why? 

“Look, I already told you no. Now, I’m right in the middle of a workout, so if you don’t mind…” With an annoyed look, I backed away and started running again. It took all my willpower to set a steady rhythm and keep my shoulders loose, as if I had no idea something unusual was going on. Behind me, I heard the car engine rev and the tires squeal. I shot a glance over my shoulder just in time to see the car turn in the direction of the open space. 

The same direction the kid had run, just a minute before. 

He was in danger. I couldn’t ignore it. And I was the only one who could help him. 

Helplessly, I fixated on the car as an image appeared in my head. A second later, both front tires blew out with a sound like a shotgun. The car began fishtailing wildly. There was a sickening sound of screeching tires and then crashing steel as the sedan slammed into a huge red pickup parked on the side of the road. 

I sucked in a deep breath, spun around, and sprinted toward the car, my heart beating so fast I couldn’t hear where one heartbeat stopped and the next began. 

A huge lump stuck in my throat. 

I hadn’t thought he would crash like that. 

Please, let him be okay. Please don’t let me have hurt him. 

A woman in a bathrobe ran out of the house behind the pickup with a phone in her hand. I got close enough to look over her shoulder as she peered into the car window. 

Thank you, oh thank you. 

He must have hit the steering wheel, because a crack ran down one lens of his sunglasses, and a thin line of blood connected his eyebrows. But he was alive. He swore loudly and pulled the glasses from his face. The seat belt I noticed earlier held him pinned to the seat, and he jerked it loose. 

The woman with the phone began asking him questions. “Are you all right? Can you hear me? Do you know what day it is?” 

The man barked something at her, but I couldn’t hear what he said. The rushing still clogged my ears, though it sounded muted now, like the distant roar of the ocean. He grabbed a cell phone and held it up, glaring at the woman until she backed away from the car. As soon as she gave him room, he leaned over his cell as if wanting privacy, and began to speak in a low voice. A few seconds later he flipped his phone closed and pushed against the car door. It didn’t budge, and he swore again. 

I eased my way toward the sidewalk when I saw a couple of other people coming out of their houses. Clearly the situation was under control. The lady in the bathrobe started calling the police or a hospital while the man with the sunglasses pulled himself out of the car window, Dukes of Hazzard style. He paced back and forth, muttering nasty phrases and looking furious. Once again I started running—nice and slow so it didn’t look like I was running away. 

Relief rolled off my shoulders in waves, along with a strange, unfamiliar sense of triumph. 

Usually after something triggers my power, I feel horrible. I tell myself I shouldn’t have gotten involved, that I should have fought the instinct to throw my power at someone like a ten-ton truck. Invariably, I seem to end up hurting someone, and I worry about the person I hurt—if I did the right thing or not, and if I had the right to be making that decision at all. And this time I could have seriously hurt that guy. If he hadn’t had his seat belt on…Well, the very thought of it made me cringe. 

Despite that, I had the oddest sensation of wanting to laugh in Sunglasses Guy’s face. All because he’d been following a tough-looking kid with a tattoo who I didn’t even know. 

This was precisely why I needed to keep myself separate from normal human beings. Clearly I was deranged. I should have been feeling guilty, and here I was enjoying the memory of that guy pulling himself out through the window of his car. 

I turned the corner and headed toward the open space, following the kid’s path without even thinking. Of course he was gone. When I got about three-quarters of the way down the block, the noise of the accident began to fade, and the quiet of early morning resumed. I glanced at my watch: barely six a.m. It always amazes me that so much can happen in such a short period of time. 

That’s when I heard the sound of footsteps. 

I slowed down. I tried to breathe shallowly so I could hear better, but my heart was beating too fast. A few blocks away, the open meadow stood empty and quiet. 

Had Sunglasses Guy come after me? The footsteps continued, and I darted a look over my shoulder. 

 Nothing. 

I slowed down further, and the sound grew softer, barely audible. Too scared not to look, I stopped and spun around. 

The street was empty. 

I wiped the sweat from my forehead and forced myself to smile. Tattoo Kid must have really gotten to me. Now I was imagining that I was being followed. How ridiculous was that? 

I started walking, my gaze darting back and forth across the street. When I heard a noise again, I yelled, “Who’s there?” 

A woman opened the front door of a tiny bungalow with peeling yellow paint. She looked up and down the block and then stared at me, obviously thinking I must be crazy, yelling at myself like that. I laughed nervously and started running. 

A few houses down, a fat orange-and-white tabby cat padded down a driveway to sit in the middle of the sidewalk. It sat there, licking one paw and staring at me. 

I stuck out my tongue and picked up the pace. This time I didn’t stop until I got home. 
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A WEEK later, as Grandma and I pulled into the Delcroix Academy parking lot, I was filled with confidence and optimism about the year to come. I emerged from the car ready for the first day of school, smiling at everyone I saw, knowing I would be a success at anything I tried.…

Ha! Actually, as I unbuckled my seat belt and prepared to haul myself out of our old Volvo station wagon, I decided that agreeing to go to Delcroix was the worst decision I had ever made. 

Because the more I’d thought about crashing that car, the worse I felt. They used the accident on the news that night as an excuse to talk about the importance of seat belts, and to show gory pictures of what can happen if you aren’t properly buckled. They showed pictures of one guy who’d hit his head on the windshield and died two days later from a brain injury. I could have done that. Killed someone. 

I couldn’t blend in at Delcroix. I crashed cars on a whim and dropped branches on kids’ heads. Within a week of starting school I’d probably send an anvil crashing down on some Delcroix genius and end up the subject of a top-secret government investigation. 

“I’m so proud of you, Dancia, for deciding to give Delcroix a try. I’m sure it seems a little intimidating now, but I know you’re going to love it here.” Grandma beamed at me, happiness radiating from her watery eyes. 

I mustered a half smile. “Yeah, right. Well, I guess I’ll see you on Friday.” I leaned over to give her a kiss on the cheek, and then jumped out of the car before she could say anything else. 

I walked around to the back of the Volvo and whacked the trunk panel right next to the latch three times, hard, so the door would open. When it finally did, I scooted my hideous, second-hand silver-and-black trunk back and forth until I could haul it out and let it fall to the ground with a thud. They said we were each allowed to bring one trunkful of stuff, and that it would be collected from the parking lot and taken to our room while we were at orientation. 

With my belongings settled, I took a look around. Rows of parking spaces lined the narrow lot. A lone oak tree sat at one end, about twenty feet outside the edge of the iron fence that encircled the bright green, perfectly manicured Delcroix grass. The tree had spreading, scraggly branches and an uneven crown. On one side, the dark green leaves dipped low enough to touch, while on the other, the stump of a branch fifteen feet high sprouted thick bunches of new twigs. 

The uneven branches were soothing, for some reason, and the tree looked almost big enough to hide behind. 

Always good to know you’ve got options. 

I stood for a minute looking at Grandma through the window. She waved and then slipped on the enormous plastic sunglasses she wore over her regular glasses. She was ready for a morning of mall walking in matching blue-and-white velour and bright pink lipstick. Being close to the car made me feel a little better, and I thought for a minute about asking her to stay, at least until the bus pulled up. 

But no one in high school waits with their grandma for the bus. I’d made a huge fuss that morning about her leaving as soon as I unloaded my trunk, and she’d agreed that she would. I guess she figured she’d already won the war by getting me to try Delcroix, so she’d let me win this one battle. Now part of me wished she’d fought a little harder. 

Reluctantly, I waved back, and she slowly drove away. I didn’t have any choice then, so I turned around and started checking out the kids who would be there to witness my doom. 

I mean, my freshman year. 

They arrived in a line off Highway 78 in big SUVs and fancy new Subarus, tires crunching on the gravel. I wondered if I would be the only kid who didn’t have a trust fund. Okay, to be honest, everyone around here drives Subarus, and some of the kids looked downright normal, but I didn’t waste time looking at them. I focused on the super-rich ones. Isn’t that what anyone would do? 

A small group began forming on one end of the parking lot: girls wearing ultralow shorts and tight T-shirts that showed off their perfect boobs and flat stomachs, and boys standing a few feet from them wearing jeans or lowrider shorts, pretending that they weren’t checking out the girls. Their trunks were scattered around beside them, lots of shiny black boxes with silver rivets at the corners, and overstuffed duffle bags that looked ready to burst. Some trunks were painted bright colors, or decorated with team logos or skateboard stickers. None looked quite as old and dingy as mine. 

As I looked around, I realized the crowd was different from what I used to see at my middle school. Other than the rich kids, the groups I was familiar with—the jocks, the nerds, the brains, the goths—weren’t there. I mean, there were kids you could probably throw into those categories, but they were hanging out in cliques of two and three, while all these other types of kids kept arriving. There were long-haired girls in leotards, boys with dreadlocks, a girl holding a pair of drumsticks, kids with lots of piercings in unusual places, and nerdy-looking guys with button-down shirts tucked into pants that practically came to their armpits. They were all different ethnicities too, whereas Danville was mostly white. 

A few guys started throwing a Frisbee back and forth, and a sporty-looking girl wearing Adidas soccer shorts and running shoes joined the game. She was the kind of girl I hate on sight—long straight brown hair in a perky ponytail, perfect body, tanned skin, and seemingly no fear of dropping the Frisbee or making a fool of herself. 

“Do you play?” 

I was focusing so hard on the girl I had decided to hate (her name would have to be something sweet and charming, like Beth or Sarah), the voice at my side startled me. 

“Huh?” I tore my eyes from Perfect Girl to examine the much more normal specimen at my side. This girl, I was relieved to see, was short and had hair almost as curly as mine. Only she apparently hadn’t learned not to comb it, so it surrounded her face like a black cloud at least two feet in diameter. She wore a white button-down shirt and jeans, despite the fact that the sun was August-hot even at nine o’clock in the morning, and they’d told us to wear comfortable clothes because we’d be doing some of our orientation activities outside. 

“Frisbee. Do you play Frisbee?” She had a cheerful voice and broad smile. 

I shrugged and tried to look standoffish. “Not really.” 

“Me neither! I’m hopeless at Frisbee. I aim one way and it goes the other. My name is Esther, what’s yours?” She seemed oblivious to my attitude, and grinned as she dropped a backpack on the ground beside us. It was made of soft brown leather and probably cost as much as my grandma’s Volvo. There was a trunk a few feet from us that matched perfectly. I figured it probably cost as much as our house. 

 “Dancia.” 

“Wow, that’s a really cool name. What does it mean?” 

“I dunno. I guess my mom made it up.” 

Esther laughed. “Well, it sounds cool. So, are you as nervous as I am? I think I slept about thirty minutes last night.” 

Unwittingly, I smiled. “I think you have me beat. I slept at least an hour.” 

She sighed dramatically, her dark eyes twinkling. “I’m jealous. Will you poke me if I fall asleep during something important? With my luck, I’ll end up in detention before school even starts.” 

Esther, I suspected, had never spent a day of her life in detention. 

We chatted for a few minutes. Esther asked all sorts of questions—where I was from, what my middle school was like, what I was looking forward to at Delcroix. It took me that long to realize that she had used my own tactic against me. It was impressive, actually, the way she drew me out. The difference was that Esther alternated between asking questions and telling me all about herself. Before I knew it, we were talking like old friends. 

Except, I wasn’t supposed to be making friends. 

Just as I was realizing I needed to put the brakes on the conversation, a bus pulled through the huge black gates at the far end of the parking lot, and both our mouths snapped shut. The bus was shaped like the old yellow cheese that had picked me up every day for middle school, but this one had been painted steel gray. It ground to a stop by the gates, so I hitched my backpack over my shoulder, grabbed the end of my trunk, and started dragging it in that direction. Even though I should have ditched Esther then and there, I guess I was just too nervous at the thought of handling this all by myself. 

I turned back around to her. “Are you coming?” 

She nodded quickly and picked up her backpack. Her trunk had a handle on one end and wheels, and she started pulling it behind her. She grinned at me, and I reluctantly smiled back. Esther had an air of confidence, like she assumed we were now best friends, and it was strangely magnetic. 

She started talking again right away. “Do you think we’ll all fit on one bus? Or maybe they make two trips? I can’t believe they don’t let you drive up to the school yourself. My dad says that’s a good safety precaution, but I think it’s a little much, don’t you?” 

I gave her a nod, but didn’t speak. I focused on dragging my trunk and not letting it whack me on the back of my heels with every step. She barely seemed to notice, talking about how her mother was a lawyer who worked in the district  attorney’s office, and how her dad had driven her to orientation, which was a really long drive because they lived outside Seattle, but he said he’d take her because it would be such an incredible experience. According to Esther, six people in the United States House of Representatives and two in the Senate had gone to Delcroix, not to mention the guy who’d just become the new Supreme Court justice. Naturally, I had known nothing about this, but Esther actually seemed to know and care about politics. 

Besides that, Esther clearly liked to talk. I mean really, really liked to talk. 

I decided that was okay, because if she kept talking, I wouldn’t have to. 

We joined the group of kids milling around in front of the bus. The door opened with a hiss, and two guys jumped out. I stopped and stared. It was Cam and another guy I didn’t know. Just looking at Cam erased all my doubts and fears, and brought back that hopeful feeling I’d been left with at Bev’s. 

Cam shook his shaggy hair from his eyes and held up his arms. His biceps bulged impressively from under a dark green T-shirt. A gold dragon hovered over the word  delcroix on the front, and the word STAFF was sprawled across the back in matching gold letters. 

“Hey, everyone, could I get your attention for a minute? Trevor and I have a few things to tell you before we board the bus.” 

The girls began to whisper to each other as soon as they got a look at him. 

“You can have my attention any time you want, Mr. Gorgeous,” Esther said under her breath. 

“I’m Cam Sanders. I’m a junior at Delcroix. I’m one of the orientation staff here on campus early to help get you settled. With me is Trevor Anderly.” He motioned toward the other boy, who also wore a STAFF T-shirt. Trevor was a few inches shorter than Cam, with close-cut blond hair and light blue eyes that seemed to take in every person in the crowd at once. When he locked his gaze on me, something about that stare made me shiver. 

“Trevor’s also part of the orientation staff and one of the team leaders. He’ll be giving you a tour of the buildings and grounds. The rest of the upperclassmen arrive next week. For now, you have Delcroix all to yourselves.” 

There was scattered clapping, which Cam acknowledged with a smile, even as he raised his hands for quiet. “As you probably know from the packet you received in the mail, the next couple of days will be dedicated to orienting you to Delcroix and getting you settled into the Residence Hall—or the Res, as we like to call it. Today we have some welcome activities planned, and you’ll have time to get unpacked and meet your roommates. Tomorrow you’ll get your class schedules, meet with your advisers, and get to know your teachers. Wednesday you’ll break into your freshman teams. Your classes start on Thursday, but don’t worry, we’ll keep you busy until then.” 

A murmur started in the crowd, and a few people raised their hands. 

Cam shook his head. “I’m sure you have lots of questions, but let’s save them until we’re up at the school.” He turned to the bus and patted the door fondly. “This is the old Silver Bullet,” he said. “She’ll take you to and from school, and today she’ll be running extra trips to get your gear up to the Res as well. If you go home for the weekends, you must be back in the parking lot ready to catch the bus at seven thirty a.m. on Mondays.” 

“Classes start at seven forty-five, and if you miss the seven thirty bus, you’ll be late,” Trevor said. He shoved a casual hand into his pocket, but nothing about the tone of his voice matched the pose. “I wouldn’t miss the bus if I were you. They don’t appreciate it when you’re late.” 

“Yeesh,” Esther said. “Does that guy think he’s the Grim Reaper or something?” 

I hid a smile. I had a feeling Trevor wouldn’t appreciate a freshman making fun of him. 

“Now,” Cam continued, “you can leave your trunks over by the grass, and everyone file onto the Silver Bullet. We’ve got a lot to cover today, so let’s get started.” 

The crowd bunched into a rough line and started up the steps. No one said much. I guess we were all a little nervous. Even Perfect Girl, who I saw a few feet ahead, plucked nervously at the waistband of her shorts. 

Cam stood by the door, smiling at all the kids as they went by. Trevor glowered at us from the back of the line. When I walked by Cam, I started to drop my eyes, but he waved and threw an arm around my shoulders like we were old friends. 

“Dancia, great to see you,” he said, giving me a squeeze. “Let me know if you need anything, okay?” 

I think I might have nodded, but to be honest, at that moment everything got a little fuzzy. Once he put his arm around me, the entire world went dark and quiet, and all I could see or hear was Cam. He was warm and smelled a little woodsy, like a pine forest in the hot sun. Close up, his eyes drew me in, soft and inviting. 

Then his arm was gone and he was waving at someone else in the crowd. But the message had been sent, and the other kids nearby looked at me with a kind of respect. 

“You know him?” Esther hissed as soon as we were on the bus, her forehead wrinkling with amazement. 

“He was my recruiter,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. 

“Your recruiter?” Esther repeated. “What do you mean?” 

“He came to my house with Mr. Judan to get me to go to Delcroix. Didn’t they come to your house?” 

She shook her head. “No, I just got a letter in the mail. I think someone might have called my mom. But why would they need to recruit anyone? Everyone knows how amazing the school is.” 

“Oh, yeah, right.” A little ping of discomfort colored my voice as I tried to imagine why they would have sent someone to my house and not to hers. “Well, it’s probably because I live in Danville. They must visit the people who are really close by.” I didn’t mention going out to lunch, which now seemed downright odd. 

“Yeah,” she echoed. “Well, whatever. I can’t believe he touched you.” Her smile told me she didn’t care about the recruiting thing, and I breathed a sigh of relief. 

“Esther!” A girl waved at Esther from the back of the bus. 

Esther squealed in reply, “Hennie?” 

The girl had long dark hair and olive skin. Her eyes were dusky brown, and a little dimple stood out in her cheek. Indian, I guessed. Even though she was prettier than Perfect Girl, something about her nervous expression made it impossible to hate her. Her gaze kept darting around the bus, and when she’d waved at Esther, she’d looked hesitant, as if unsure she’d be welcome. 

Esther dragged me down the aisle until we came to a stop in front of Hennie. “Dancia, this is Hennie. She and I went to camp together for years. We were best friends until she moved to L.A.” She leaned over and gave Hennie a sideways hug. “What are you doing here?” 

Hennie’s face brightened, and she giggled. It was a delicate, musical sound, the kind I dreamed about making every time I opened my mouth and a snort came out. “What do you think? We moved back to Seattle. My dad found a new job when I got the invitation to come to Delcroix. Can you sit with me?” She patted the seat next to her, then froze, her hand covering her mouth in shock. “Oh, I’m sorry, how rude! You’re probably sitting with your friend. I didn’t mean to…” 

“No, no.” I waved my hand at them. “Don’t worry about it.” 

“Yeah, don’t worry about it. Dancia’s sitting with me.” 

I spun around, not recognizing the voice behind me. Then my mouth dropped open. It was the dark-haired kid I had crashed a car to protect. Except now he looked anything but scared. 
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IT TOOK me a second to shake off my shock. 

“Who are you?” I asked. 

Esther, the traitor, ditched me as quickly as she had befriended me. She was now sitting next to Hennie and chattering at a frenzied pace. They were holding hands like long-lost lovers, with huge smiles on their faces. If they weren’t so happy it might have smarted a little that I was so easily forgotten and left to the sharks. 

Er…the shark. Wow. Once I focused on him, I realized the shark was way better looking than I’d remembered. He must not have showered that morning, or been sick or something, because he looked totally different now. He had thick black hair that covered his forehead and partially covered his steel-gray eyes. Spiky lines from a tattoo peeked out from the edge of his shirt. His face was all angles, with high cheekbones and hollows underneath and a sharp chin. He wore a dark T-shirt that hugged his wiry torso. 

He rolled his eyes. “Come on, you know me,” he said. “In fact, I owe you a favor.” 

“What do you mean?” I tried not to stare at the tattoo, but it kept catching my eye, like something was crawling on his arm. 

“You got that guy off my tail. So I’m forever at your service.” He bent over in an awkward half bow. 

“Forget it.” I surreptitiously scoped the bus for another open seat. The last thing I wanted was to think about that day and what I’d almost done to Sunglasses Guy. Just the memory of the car crashing, and the look of fear on the boy’s face when he’d grabbed my shoulders, was enough to make me sick all over again. 

“Can everyone sit down so we can get going?” Cam called from the front of the bus. 

The boy patted the seat beside him. “I don’t bite, I swear.” When I continued to hesitate, he gave me a tiny, almost apologetic smile. “I suppose I should introduce myself. My name’s Jack, and regardless of what you might be thinking, I’m a very nice person.” 

“Really?” I said suspiciously. “Why was that guy following you?” 

Jack waved away the question. “Oh, it was a misunderstanding. No big deal.” 

“A misunderstanding? It didn’t look that way. You looked scared.” 

He shifted in his seat, the smile fading. “Yeah, well, I don’t like being followed.” He peered out the window and popped a few knuckles. A second later he turned back to me again. “I think they’re waiting for you,” he said, nodding toward the front of the bus. 

I realized with horror that I was the last person standing, and Cam was looking expectantly at me. 

“Oh. Right.” I slunk into the seat and forced a laugh. “So you’re just Jack, huh? No last name?” 

He grinned, shifting his long legs and moving his backpack so we had more room. “Jack Landry.” 

The bus seats were dark green pleather, enough room for two but just barely. I tried to make sure our legs didn’t touch as we rearranged our positions on the seat and the bus started rumbling across the parking lot. But Jack didn’t seem to have the same concern. Every time he leaned against me I had to stop myself from lurching out of the seat. 

The problem was, I could have been sitting next to an alien for all the experience I had with guys like Jack. My middle school wasn’t exactly chock-full of dangerous- looking guys with tattoos. Not that I’d spent much time scoping out the boys at Danville Middle. Since I figured boyfriends were right up there with best friends for having the potential to set off my power, I didn’t bother. I ignored them, and for the most part they ignored me. 

“I do appreciate it,” he said. “Not everyone would go out of their way to help a stranger.” 

“No problem.” I glanced away, hoping he’d drop the subject. 

“What did you say to him? I thought he was right behind me.” 

“I told him I hadn’t seen you, like you said.” 

“That’s it? You must be convincing.” A note of skepticism seemed to underlie his words. 

Was he skeptical of me? What could he possibly think I had done? 

I shrugged, trying to look unconcerned. “Well, you’re the one who told me to say it. You must have thought it would work.” 

“I guess.” He stared at me as if he were waiting for some sort of explanation. 

As I was thinking of something to say that might distract him, the bus stopped and everyone got quiet. A cloud of dust drifted through our open window. The big iron gates that circled the school loomed in front of us. The driver held something up to a square, black-armed device that stood just to the left of the road leading up to the school. It issued a loud beep, and then, with a sound like a roller coaster going up the first big hill, the gate slowly began to retract. 

When the gate had opened wide enough for the bus, we pulled forward. I lost sight of the gate after we cleared the opening, but you couldn’t miss the mechanical voice calling out loudly, “Caution, the gates are closing! Caution, the gates are closing!” 

A second later the clang of heavy metal bars slamming together echoed through the bus. 

Jack jumped and whipped his head around, as if expecting someone to sneak up behind him. 

The bus fell silent. Everyone seemed to watch, fixated, as the gate disappeared from view. Then someone broke the quiet with a burp, and you could almost hear the relief in people’s voices as they laughed and restarted their conversations. 

“I guess some kids think they’re still in middle school.” I tried to smile, but it was hard when Jack’s face looked so pale. He didn’t respond. 

I studied my fingernails. Jack’s hands were in his lap, his knuckles white. When I looked up, I saw his throat moving as he swallowed. He craned his neck around to look at the road behind us. 

“They must be serious about the whole security thing,” I offered. 

“Security?” Jack asked. 

“You know, protect the students and visitors.” I gestured toward the rest of the bus. “Keep the bad guys out?” 

“Keep the bad guys out, or us in?” 

He said it under his breath, and I wasn’t sure if he meant for me to hear. But his words settled between us, heavy and impossible to ignore. When I looked down, I realized I had clenched my hand into a fist. Deliberately, I released each finger, one by one. 

“You’re kidding, right?” 

He snorted. “Yeah, I’m kidding. Why would they want to keep us in? We’re just kids, right? Just a bunch of kids.” 

He turned away to stare out the window, a little smirk playing around his lips. I considered saying something else, but Jack’s eyes didn’t look quite right, and I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. I turned back to the aisle, where Cam stood next to the driver. 

“Now that we’re here,” Cam said, “I’d like to tell you a bit more about the place where you’ll spend the best four years of your life. Or at least, the best four years thus far.” A group in the back of the bus hooted and clapped, and the noise drowned out whatever Cam said next. 

Hugely relieved by Cam’s somehow comforting presence, I turned my face toward his and tried to erase the memory of the gates slamming shut behind us. 

Cam started describing the history of Delcroix: It had been established almost sixty years ago by a couple who wanted to make sure that kids with special gifts were nurtured and challenged. Their names were Peter and Cindy Delcroix, and they died in the late eighties. They left the school a huge endowment to keep it going. 

What followed was more detail about Delcroix than any student could ever want to know—except maybe Esther. I’m sure she was fascinated. I wouldn’t have thought it possible for Cam to be boring, yet I found myself losing interest and sneaking glances at Jack. With one finger he tapped out a rhythm on his chest a few inches below his collarbone, not even pretending to listen. He’d regained some of his color—though his skin was still incredibly pale—and his eyes had lost the wildness I’d seen earlier. 

“You okay?” I finally asked. 

“Sure,” he said. “I’m fine.” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat. “I’m fine,” he repeated. 

I hesitated and then said, “I’m nervous too, if that makes you feel any better.” 

Jack laid his head back against the seat. “I haven’t gotten much sleep lately,” he admitted. 

 “Me either.” 

“I wish we didn’t have to live on campus,” he said. “I don’t like the idea of being surrounded at night by a bunch of teachers. Gives me the creeps.” 

“They said we could go home on the weekends. Are your folks nearby?” 

He shook his head. “I’m from Portland. But I can crash with a friend. What about you? You live in Danville?” 

I nodded. “I live with my grandma. She’s pretty old. I need to go home over the weekends to help her with housework.” 

“Your grandma, huh? What’s she like?” he asked. 

“Grandma?” The question caught me by surprise. No one ever asked about my grandmother. “She’s okay. My parents died when I was little, so she’s like my mom, I guess. What about you? Are your grandparents around?” 

Jack shook his head. “I don’t really know,” he said. “No one ever introduced us.” 

I laughed uneasily. “Isn’t that something parents usually do?” 

“Not my parents.” 

“Oh.” I knew plenty of other kids at school with screwed-up parents. In fact, sometimes I wondered who those kids were, on all those TV shows, who had moms who stayed home and helped them with their homework, and dads who put on ties and drove off to work in shiny black cars. I mean, I’m not saying those kids don’t exist. I just wondered if I’d ever meet any. 

It occurred to me that Esther was probably one of those kids. And Hennie. Maybe Delcroix was full of them, and I was the only one with a screwed-up family. 

Me and Jack, maybe. 

“So…how does it feel to be invited to the great Delcroix Academy?” Jack asked. 

I laughed. “If it’s so great, I’m not sure why they want me around.” 

Jack nudged me with his elbow. “Come on, you must have some special talent. World-class mathlete? You don’t look like a computer geek. Maybe spelling bee queen?” 

“Hardly. I’m not sure why I’m here, actually. I’m pretty much mediocre at everything. What about you?” 

“I’m their token poor kid. Economic diversity and all that.” 

“No way.” I shook my head and started to relax for the first time that morning. “They’ve already got me.” 

Ten minutes later, after a tour of the grounds that I barely heard because Jack and I were busy comparing our lack of talents, the bus came to a halt in front of the school build-ing—what I think Cam called the Main Hall. Jack abruptly stopped talking, and we both gaped at our first full view of the school. 

A pair of stone dragons guarded the outside of the building—I think Cam mentioned something about their being the school mascot just before I spaced out. A set of marble steps led into the dark interior of the school, with a pair of white columns framing the doors. Lush green vegetation surrounded the red brick building, a far cry from my weatherbeaten middle school with its straggly rhododendrons and dead grass. 

A path ran around the side of the building, and you could see the corner of another red brick structure tucked behind the Main Hall. It must have been the Res. A third building, a square white house with shutters on the windows and a wide front porch, stood just to the left of the Main Hall. I assumed this was the house where about half the teachers lived during the week, the ones that didn’t drive to work in the morning. Cam called it the Bly. Apparently someone named Bly had died and given the school money to build it. A giant rosebush crawled up the side of the Bly, and even though it had been a hot summer, the leaves were still green, and several red roses bloomed up around the second story of the house. 

Our rosebushes at home had yellow spotty leaves and one or two dying blooms. 

Everything at Delcroix was different, even the flowers. 

Jack and I waited, both quiet, as the bus emptied out around us. The buildings looked so serious, like a fancy college or prep school, reminding me once again that I was way out of my league. What I’d told Jack was painfully true. I wasn’t some supersmart, gifted-and-talented genius. I was a fraud, a girl they thought was a hero but was really a coward, and it was only a matter of time before they figured that out. 

I got off the bus in front of Jack. He followed me down the steps, but when I turned around he had wandered off. His hands were thrust deep in his pockets, his jaw clenched as he stared up at those huge columns. He looked back and forth between the crowd and the school, glaring at everyone who walked too close. I guessed he was nervous, but he did look genuinely intimidating, so I stayed away. 

It was a little disappointing, because I’d felt so comfortable with him, and it had been a relief to find someone who felt the same way I did about Delcroix. But it was for the best. 

After all, I wasn’t here to make friends. 

I walked up the white steps, trying not to look like a tourist as I checked everything out. Inside, the school resembled Danville High, only smaller. The walls displayed bulletin boards, glass trophy cases, and pictures of past principals. But unlike Danville, incredible paintings hung everywhere, alongside black-and-white photographs matted in silvery metallic frames. Blown-up newspaper clippings showed a new ballet company opening in Texas, a guy in an army uniform shaking the president’s hand, and a doctor cutting a ribbon by the doors of a hospital. Former students, I guessed. 

Everyone seemed to walk off the bus with a crowd of friends, and even though I wanted to be alone, it was hard to watch everyone else laughing and hanging out together. I guess that’s why, when Esther and Hennie ran up to me a few seconds later, I couldn’t muster a bored look. 

Hennie was even cuter standing up than she had been sitting down, but a few feet away she tripped over her shoelace, and if Esther hadn’t caught her, she would have done a spectacular face plant right in the middle of the front hall. Esther whooped with laughter. Hennie, her gorgeous skin two shades darker, tried to look nonchalant as she regained her balance. But then she turned to Esther and broke into uncontrollable giggles. 

“Hennie, you’re as clumsy as ever!” Esther teased. “Dancia, you would not believe how many times I’ve saved Hennie from total disaster. I swear, she is the most uncoordinated person you will ever meet.” 

“Thanks a lot,” Hennie exclaimed. “At least I don’t sound like a hyena when I laugh.” 

For some reason this set Esther off again, and they laughed together until they were both wiping tears from their faces. The two of them were infectious, and I couldn’t help but smile. 

“Now Dancia is going to think we’re completely insane,” Esther said. 

“I don’t know about insane,” I said. “But not normal. Which is cool, if you ask me.” 

Hennie nodded gravely. “I had a feeling you’d understand.” 

Esther grinned and looped her arm through mine. She spun around slowly in the hall. “Isn’t the school amazing? Look at all these pictures! It’s like an art gallery in here.” 

“My mom said she heard they had to have a security system just for the art. And I heard Kofi Annan came to visit last year. Can you imagine?” Hennie asked. 

I had no idea who she was talking about, but I tried to look knowledgeable. “Yeah, it’s amazing.” 

Esther poked her in the ribs. “You’re so serious, Hennie! Let’s talk about something much more important—did you see all the cute guys on the bus? And who were you sitting with, Dancia? What’s his story?” 

I nonchalantly perused the crowd to see if Jack was lurking nearby. He was, still standing at the edge of the crowd with a scowl on his face. I steered Hennie and Esther farther away and whispered, “He had just seen me around. We don’t really know each other.” 

“Well, he’s hot, so you’d better introduce us,” Esther said in a stern tone. 

“You think so?” I looked at him again out of the corner of my eyes. Jack’s face looked older than the other guys’, but his body looked like a kid’s—with skinny arms and legs. 

“Esther likes dark, tormented boys,” Hennie observed. 

“And you like blond, happy ones?” Esther asked. “That’s new.” 

Hennie looked around and then gave a nod toward a tall, lanky boy with a pierced nose, eyebrow, and lip, and long dreadlocks. 

“Him?” I said, surprised. Despite what Esther said, I had a hard time picturing sweet, clumsy Hennie going for Nose Ring Guy. “You like him?” 

“He’s an artist,” Hennie said dreamily. “I saw him sketching while we were waiting for the bus.” 

“Oh, Dancia, we’re in trouble now,” Esther groaned. “Once Hennie sets her mind on someone, she talks about him nonstop. But she’s so shy, she’ll never talk to him.” 

Hennie giggled, which set off Esther, and before I knew it, the two of them were laughing again. I started laughing too, a warm feeling spreading through me. 

I’m not sure what brought me back to my senses. Maybe it was Jack, who walked past us, his hands deep in his pockets and a contemptuous look on his face as he surveyed the crowd. Maybe it was the drug of the laughter wearing off, or the crush of the crowd as Cam and Trevor and a few others wearing STAFF T-shirts started herding us into a group at the end of the hall. Whatever sparked it, a dull ache slowly drowned out the good feeling Esther and Hennie had inspired. Friends make you vulnerable, I reminded myself. They make you prone to do stupid things and send people to the hospital. No friends and no attachments was the Dancia Lewis way. It had to be. 

“Please head into the auditorium, everyone,” Cam shouted above the din. “Principal Solom will be giving you all your  official welcome.” 
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I CAN sum up Principal Solom’s speech in four words: Welcome to boot camp. 

Of course, there was a lot more. They showed a movie with pictures of rockets built by Delcroix scientists, and hospitals with kids being cured of horrible diseases by Delcroix doctors. There were scenes of students playing sports, doing plays, and dancing. 

But then the movie was over and Principal Solom started talking. She was a tiny woman, maybe five feet tall, so she couldn’t use a podium or she probably would have disappeared completely. She must have been almost as old as Grandma, but instead of having that soft, helpless look to her, she looked like she wouldn’t think twice about putting you in a headlock and elbowing you in the stomach if you talked back. I was sitting halfway back in the audience, but I still wanted to shudder at the look in her eyes as she marched up and down the stage and barked rules at us for an hour. 

The school day started at seven forty-five and ended at three thirty. There were mandatory study hours between seven thirty and nine thirty, when you had to stay in your room or go to the library. Lights-out was at ten thirty. There were rules about when you could visit the opposite sex, when you could use your computer, and how loud you could play your music. They even had rules for when you could use your cell phone. That part didn’t bother me, of course, because I didn’t have one. 

The Res, Principal Solom told us, was a four-story U-shaped brick building just behind the school. On each floor, the girls’ rooms were on one side, and the boys’ were on the other. The middle of the U was a big common room. There was a phone in the commons, but you could only use it if you reserved a time slot in advance. 

I doubted I’d have too much competition for the common phone. If Delcroix was anything like my middle school, I’d be the only kid without a cell. Still, this sucked because there were only a few hours a day they would let us use the phone. We weren’t allowed in the common room during school hours, or study hours, or after lights-out. 

Boot camp, I tell you. Boot camp. 

I went to find my room right after the lecture, while the other freshmen were still milling around chatting. I figured that was my only way to avoid talking to Hennie and Esther. I managed to lose them in the crowd as we left the auditorium, and ran out of the building and across the grass to the Residence Hall. Like the Main Hall, the Res was an imposing, red brick structure. But whereas the Main Hall seemed built to intimidate, with its big white columns and marble lions, the Res was trying to masquerade as someone’s home, with curtains in the windows, and pink and purple pansies outside. 

But no one could really mistake it for a home. You had to use an ID badge, which they’d given us first thing this morning, to open an electronic lock on the outside door. 

Each room had a keypad at the door, where you punched in another security code. They said it was so we didn’t have to carry keys around, but it made me feel like I was living in a bank, always pushing buttons and waiting for green lights before I could go anywhere. 

Trevor and two other staff people were standing in the hallway laughing when I walked in. They looked surprised to see me. 

“That was fast,” Trevor said. “Did you run over or something? Principal Solom scare you that bad?” 

“I’d just like to go to my room, if that’s okay,” I said. I wasn’t really in the mood to have Trevor make fun of me. 

For a second, Trevor actually looked concerned. “Is everything all right?” 

“Fine. Can you just tell me what room to go to?” 

He stared at me with those disconcertingly light blue eyes, and I had the uneasy feeling that he could somehow see into my brain. “Sure.” He grabbed a box and pulled out an envelope. “Room 422. The pass code to the door is on the sheet inside. Don’t lose it. You’re rooming with Catherine Arkane. Go up the stairs and take a left. It’s near the end.” 

I nodded and started to leave. Just as I reached the base of the stairs, I felt a hand on my sleeve. Trevor had followed me. I swallowed hard, expecting a lecture about being respectful to upperclass students, but instead I got a serious look. 

“If anyone gives you a hard time, you let me know, okay?” 

“Uh…okay. Thanks.” 

As if I’d ever initiate a conversation with Trevor. 

I ran up the stairs and found my room, without any trouble. The card inside the envelope gave me a six-number code. I punched it into the keypad until I heard the click of the door, and peered inside. Two trunks sat in the middle of the floor in a tiny, sterile-looking room: my junky one, and an ele gant, unmarred black-and-silver version with a printed label on the end that read “Catherine Arkane.” The far side of the room had a sloped ceiling, with one bed tucked in a window dormer. Another bed was pushed into a corner. Matching desks and dressers lined the other walls. 

I closed the door behind me and threw myself onto the striped mattress of the bed under the window. Closing my eyes, I pictured Cam putting his arm around my shoulders. It was a lovely image, but for some reason it disappeared a second later and was replaced by the image of Jack, his face pale as he leaned against the bus seat, eyes closed. What had he said? Keep the bad guys out, or us in? 

What a weirdo. I pictured the first time I saw him, eyes wild, Sunglasses Guy close behind. Jack was bad news, no matter that he was someone at Delcroix I actually felt like I could talk to. I couldn’t afford to get mixed up with someone like Jack. Not when I was teetering on the edge of complete freakdom all by myself. 

I got on my knees and looked out the window, but the only thing I could see was the thick evergreen forest that surrounded the school. I looked for a latch, but the window didn’t open. The building was cold even though it was at least ninety degrees outside. I figured they had central air and that was why they didn’t want us opening the windows. 

Hard to believe that in a few minutes, Jack would be right down the hall from me, unpacking his trunk just like I should be unpacking mine. I wondered what kind of things a guy like Jack would bring to school. He didn’t seem the sort to have pictures and knickknacks. 

Cam’s room would be on the second floor with the other juniors. I imagined his room as warm and friendly. He’d have lots of photos on his walls. Trevor would probably be in some of the pictures, along with Cam’s other friends. I bet he had a lot of friends. And a girlfriend. Probably a gorgeous girlfriend. 

That was a depressing thought, so I decided to focus on unpacking. 

It didn’t take long. I set my CD player on the dresser next to the bed by the window, put away my clothes, threw some pens and notebooks into a desk drawer, and put my sheets and comforter on the bed. I set a picture of Grandma and me on the window ledge. 

That was all I had. 

I heard a few noises down the hall and then some giggling and yelling outside my room. The others were starting to arrive. I lay back down on the bed and picked up the picture of Grandma. It was crazy, but it suddenly hit me that tonight would be the first time I’d been away from her overnight. I hadn’t had friends to do sleepovers with, and my soccer camps had only been for the day. An achy feeling started in my chest as I thought about her. What if she needed help cooking dinner? Who would load the dishwasher, or stir the soup while she puttered around and forgot what she was doing? 

I lay there for another minute or two as the sounds in the hall got louder. Then I heard the door click, and someone thrust it open so hard it slammed against the wall and bounced back a few inches. 

A thin, dour-faced girl wearing knee-length navy shorts and a white button-down shirt stood in the doorway. She had long black hair pulled back from her face with a red headband. She wasn’t unattractive, but her thin lips were pressed together, her hands on her hips as she surveyed the room. I jumped to my feet. 

“Hi, I’m Dancia—” 

“I see you took the good bed,” she snapped. 

I recoiled. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you might—” 

“Sure, whatever. Keep it. I’m Catherine. Nice to meet you.” She spoke in short clipped tones, and her gaze flicked up and down my clothes and then around the room, landing on the picture of Grandma and me. 

“So,” she said, “where are you from?”

 “Danville.” 

“Really?” She sounded horrified. “Where did you do middle school?” 

I blinked. “At Danville Middle.” 

“What do your parents do?” 

“My parents are dead. I live with my grandma. She doesn’t do anything, really, except go to doctor visits and watch The Price Is Right.” 

I had a horrible, childish urge to stick out my tongue. 

 “I see.”

 Catherine flounced over to her trunk, paused to rearrange her position so I couldn’t watch, and then flicked a combination lock. She opened the trunk and pulled out a picture in a large silver frame. It was her, wearing a school uniform of a navy pleated skirt, white shirt, and tie. She was shaking hands with Mr. Judan. 

“I was personally recruited by Mr. Judan,” she said, placing the picture on her desk and giving it a loving pat. “He came to my boarding school. I attended Saint Mary’s School for Girls in San Francisco. It’s a very prestigious school that only accepts forty students per class, and I was at the top of my class every year. I took the SAT last year and got a perfect score on the math section. Mr. Judan said I’m a math wizard. That’s why he wanted me here at Delcroix.” 

“Oh.” I was pretty sure I was supposed to be impressed by all this information, and since I’d already pissed her off by taking the bed under the window, being from Danville, and having dead parents, I decided not to tell her that Judan had come to recruit me as well, and told me they wanted me here for my unusual courage. “That’s great.” 

I sat back down on my bed and plucked at the hem of my pants. 

It was going to be hard not to hate Catherine Arkane. 

I thought about what Esther had said on the bus when Cam hugged me: no one had recruited her at all, or maybe they had called her mom at work. It made me wonder again why the school had sent Cam and Mr. Judan to meet with Grandma and me. 

“What was it like?” I tried to sound impressed. “When he recruited you, I mean. Did he meet with you by himself?” 

“Well, my dad was there too,” she said. “He flew all the way from D.C. to be there.” 

“But that was it? No one else from Delcroix?” 

She sniffed. “As if the chief recruiter isn’t enough?” 

I kept my eyes on my pants. So Cam hadn’t visited her? This information was both thrilling and unnerving. I loved the idea that Cam and I had some special connection, but I couldn’t escape the inevitable conclusion that he and Mr. Judan must have visited me by mistake. They must have gotten my name wrong, or transposed two numbers on an IQ test somewhere. Catherine Arkane obviously belonged at Delcroix; I did not. 

Catherine pulled another picture out of her trunk, this one of her and a man in a suit and tie. “That’s my dad. He went to Delcroix. He works at the White House.” 

I squinted at the picture. Catherine’s father looked a lot like her—tall, thin, and grumpy.  

 “That’s cool.” 

Catherine placed the picture on the desk. “Right. Cool.” 

She pulled three more frames out of her trunk: two displayed pictures of her in a school uniform standing beside men wearing suits, and one showed her awkwardly hugging a woman wearing a suit. I wondered if anyone in her family ever wore jeans. 

“Is that your mom?” I asked. 

She nodded. I had the feeling she had lost interest in talking to me. I was officially beneath her. 

She unpacked with smooth, efficient motions, like someone who had done this many times before. She seemed to know exactly where each picture should go on her desk, and where all the clothes would fit in her drawers. I put on my headphones, turned on a CD, and pretended not to watch her. 

When she was finished, she sat down on the edge of her bed and cleared her throat. I sat up warily. 

“Time for ground rules,” she said, and fixed her dark eyes on me. 

“Ground rules?” I removed my earphones. 

“Look, I started boarding school when I was in fifth grade, so I know a little bit about how to deal with roommates. Here’s the story. You don’t touch my stuff, you don’t make noise when it’s time to study, and you don’t leave the lights on after ten. Got it?” 

I nodded. What could I say? Somehow I’d managed to get a complete psycho for a roommate. It only seemed fitting. 

“I’m here to study and learn. I consider it the highest possible honor to have been chosen to attend Delcroix, and I hope you do too. I intend to make Mr. Judan and my father and all the other people who came before me proud. And I don’t intend to let anything stand in the way of my success. Do you understand?” 

“Absolutely,” I said. “You’re absolutely right. Those rules sound perfect. I only wish I had thought of them myself.” 

She narrowed her eyes at me, as if trying to decide if I was joking. I kept my face impassive. Catherine Arkane, I decided, was like a young Principal Solom. Intense, motivated, and unafraid to throw an elbow if necessary. Luckily, I had dealt with people like Catherine before, and found the thing to do with them was simple: bow in their general direction, agree with everything they said, and then stay the hell out of their way. 

Of course, I’d never had to live with someone like her before. 

That might make things a bit more difficult. 
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“ALL RIGHT, everyone, gather ’round.” Trevor gestured for us to come closer. 

I swallowed hard, and like everyone around me, obeyed without question. Tall Douglas firs and spindly vine maples surrounded us, creating pools of shade from the morning sun. 

“Look around you. These ten people will be your freshman team. Each team shares an adviser, a homeroom, ethics seminar, and study hall. You’ll see each other every day, and hopefully you’ll end up supporting each other through the year. Even though you’ll only officially be in a team for your freshman year, the friendships you make now will stay with you throughout your time at Delcroix. I know everyone on the team I started with are still good friends, even two years later.” 

I looked around the circle to assess the damage. Perfect Girl stood to my left, wavy ringlets framing her face like a golden-brown halo. Perfect Girl’s name, I had learned the day before, was Allie. It figured—cute and perky, just like her. 

Jack stood to my right. That also didn’t surprise me, because fate seemed determined to stick us together ever since we’d arrived at Delcroix two days before. Jack had shown up next to me in the auditorium our second morning at school, when they introduced us to all our teachers and handed out our schedules, and it turned out we had a lot of the same classes. We spent most of the day wandering around together, getting lost as we tried to find our classrooms, and talking about how weird everyone else was. That worked for me because, other than Esther and Hennie, who I kept trying to avoid, it seemed like every other freshman at Delcroix was some ultrasmart, ultracool, and ultratalented kid who made me intensely uncomfortable. It made me feel infinitely better to know that Jack was as unsure about why he was here at Delcroix as I was. 

The amazing thing about Jack was that he really didn’t seem to care what anyone thought about him. Once, during an assembly, a teacher came over to shush him, and he just stared at her, as if daring her to say something else. She didn’t. 

This morning after breakfast the team leaders had split us into groups and walked us out to the forest. Jack appeared at my side moments after they announced the groups. Even though the trail into the woods narrowed in spots, and we had to walk single file, Jack managed to stay close to me. A few of the other girls, including Allie, gave him come-hither looks, but for some reason, he only talked to me. 

Now Jack hung back a few feet from the circle, looking bored. He rolled his eyes as Trevor spoke, which was particularly bold because Trevor was staring right at him. 

“Mr. Landry, why don’t you go around the circle and say everyone’s name?” Trevor said. “I’m sure you remember them from roll call.” 

The faces of our group held a mix of nervous smiles and studied boredom. I kept my own expression blank. 

“Dancia, Allie, Alessandro, Paul, Emma, Hector, Marika, Gideon, and Yashir,” Jack said, pointing at each person as he spoke. 

Everyone looked amazed. I couldn’t remember more than one or two names in the group. Trevor narrowed his brow, clearly irritated that he hadn’t managed to embarrass Jack. We went around the circle a few more times, practicing all the names. Alessandro was a short, dark-skinned kid with longish black hair. Paul, Emma, and Gideon looked like your basic middle-class white kids, nothing too special. Hector was tall and buff, the kind of guy who would never notice me if we passed in the hall. Marika had long dark hair in braids down her back. She was cute in a wholesome sort of way. Yashir was the guy that Hennie liked. He seemed serious but friendly. He wore silver rings on several of his fingers, and he fiddled with his dreadlocks when he spoke. 

“Okay, now that you’re all acquainted, let’s get down to business.” Trevor led us over to an enormous wall in the middle of the forest. It was about twelve feet high and at least that long, made of smooth, dark wood planks. 

“This is the wall. On the back of it is a ladder that leads to a platform a few feet from the top. Follow me—this will be your only chance to see it before we begin.” He led us around the backside. The platform looked frighteningly high off the ground. Nervous laughter trickled off into silence. 

Jack snorted under his breath. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

Trevor glared at him. “Your job as a group is to get over the wall. After I explain the rules, you will have thirty minutes to complete your task. Not a second more.” 

“You want us to climb that thing?” Gideon asked doubtfully, as we returned to the front. 

Trevor smiled. Not a nice smile. More of a smirk. “You can get over the wall any way you choose. There are only a few rules. You can’t go around the wall or touch the sides. You can have up to two people stand on the platform. While they are on the platform, they can help those coming over, but they must come down in the order they went up. Once someone gets over the wall and comes down from the platform, they can come back around and help as spotters for people going up, but they can’t touch them.” 

Everyone groaned. Trevor silenced us with one of his icy-blue stares. He showed us a few basic safety moves, telling us to push the person into the wall if they started to fall, which sounded more sadistic than safe. We practiced with him for a minute or two, then he held up his hands for quiet. 

“You know the rules. I’ll be watching to make sure you obey them. The clock starts now.” Trevor pushed a button on his watch and stepped back to lean against one of the trees. 

We looked at each other silently. Hector walked over to the wall and reached his hand up as high as he could. It went about two-thirds of the way to the top. He motioned to Paul, the skinniest kid. “Why don’t you stand on my shoulders?”

 They flailed around for a few minutes, trying to get Paul onto Hector’s shoulders. Once they did, Hector leaned against the wall for support, but he could barely stay upright when Paul tried to stand up. Paul, meanwhile, got so scared when he tried to straighten his legs that his entire body shook, and he couldn’t reach up to grab the top of the wall. 

“It’s high up here,” he said, his voice wavering as he tried to get his legs to stay still. 

Allie said, “He needs more support from below.” 

Hector frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

She put a French-manicured hand on his arm and patted comfortingly. “It’s hard to stand up straight on someone’s shoulders. I was a cheerleader, so I know. It takes forever to learn to do that. A pyramid is easier and more stable.” 

Why was I not surprised that she was a cheerleader? 

Allie guided the group into forming a pyramid at the base of the wall, with her at the apex. She ended up an easy foot or two from the top. 

“Wait!” Marika interrupted, as Allie started to pull herself over. “Shouldn’t we plan this out? I mean, once Allie goes over the wall and comes down from the platform, she can’t be part of the pyramid anymore. Shouldn’t we think about the order?” 

A few scattered groans greeted her questions. After a pause, Allie called down, “Good point, Marika.” She climbed down from the top set of shoulders and jumped lightly to the ground. The rest of the pyramid dissolved around her. 

“You mean we’re going to have to do that again?” Hector asked, rubbing his shoulders. 

“Cheerleading isn’t as easy as it looks, is it?” Allie said with a wink. Everyone laughed. 

Great, I thought. Perfect Girl is cute and funny. 

After milling around a while longer, people started throwing out ideas for the order. Everyone, that is, except Jack and me. I had no intention of offering stupid suggestions that would bring attention to myself. Jack seemed to have the same plan, except his also involved following me around and whispering comments under his breath, like: “Do you think this is actually a test to see if we’re stupid enough to throw ourselves over a twelve-foot wall simply because Trevor told us to?” 

A good point, when you thought about it. 

Finally they decided to send Gideon up first, and then alternate girls and boys. My rude awakening came when I heard the group discussing who should go last. 

“It will have to be someone skinny. I’ll hang down the wall and they can hold on to my ankles. The people on the platform can pull us both up,” Yashir said. 

“They’ll have to be tall,” Marika added. “To catch your ankles. And strong enough to pull themselves up the wall if necessary.” 

“What about Dancia? She’s tall and thin.” Jack and I stood a few feet from the crowd, and Yashir motioned for us to come closer. “Dancia, can you do a pull-up?” 

I admit I was so flattered by him calling me thin that I didn’t hesitate before responding. “Yeah, one or two.” A second later, it occurred to me I probably should have kept my mouth shut. Before I had time to retract my statement, Yashir and Marika—the apparent decision-makers of the group—nodded. 

“That’s it, then. Dancia goes last.” 

I made a halfhearted protest, but no one was listening. They were already focused on making the pyramid and getting Gideon to the top. It’s harder than you’d think to pull yourself up and over the top of a wall, and as I watched Gideon struggle, my stomach began to roll. I might have to do that by myself? What were they thinking? 

Panic started to set in, so I decided to throw myself into the fray. Even though I force myself to stay on the sidelines a lot, doing nothing drives me absolutely crazy. I guess that’s why I like running so much. It gives me something to do when I get stressed out. After about twenty minutes of struggling in the heat and getting stepped on, climbed over, and kicked in the head countless times, my face burned and sweat soaked my T-shirt. But everyone—except Jack, of course—was completely absorbed in the task. Marika almost ripped her pants trying to get her leg over the top, and Yashir smashed his knee getting Hector off the ground. The giggles and cheers when Yashir made it up were infectious. Jack spent some time in the pyramid, and when his turn came, pulled himself up and over the top of the wall with surprising strength. But he did it all with a lazy, uncaring air that would have made me crazy if I had stopped long enough to pay attention. 

Then came my turn. Emma and Alessandro were standing on the wall, and Yashir was hanging off the wall by his arms. 

“I’m supposed to do what?” I asked, squinting up at Yashir. 

“Just grab his ankles,” Alessandro called down. “We’ll pull you both up.” 

Emma didn’t look like she could pull up a toddler, let alone two teenagers. Still, I nodded. Alessandro sounded as if he actually believed this was possible. 

“You’d better do it fast,” Yashir said. “This hurts like hell.” 

“Okay, okay!” I screwed up my courage and jumped. His ankles were higher than they looked, and the first few times, I missed. Then I caught his ankle for a second before falling back to the ground. 

“Dancia, Dancia,” Allie started chanting softly. A few others joined in. Their attempt at encouragement fell somewhere between inspiring and nauseating, though the nausea probably came more from my fear of failing than from anything else. My hands turned slick with sweat, and I had to keep wiping them on my pants before I jumped. On the fourth try, I managed to get a hold of both ankles, and they started to pull us toward the top. 

The pain hit immediately, shooting from my elbows to my shoulders. I thought my arms were going to be ripped from their sockets. Somehow in the midst of the agony, I tried to lock my hands tight. 

Though I had wanted not to care, I realized at that moment that I did. I wanted to get over the wall. I might not have friends, and the entire school might one day remember me as that girl no one really knew, but by God I was going to get over that wall. 

Except…I was slipping. Slowly but surely, I was falling back toward the ground. Alessandro and Emma pulled Yashir high enough to get his torso over the wall just as one of my hands slipped down to his shoe. Alessandro reached over to try to grab me, but he couldn’t get more than a handful of my ponytail. I would have willingly given up every curl on my head to have gotten over the wall at that moment, I swear. 

“Two minutes left!” Trevor roused himself from his position by the tree long enough to shout at us, and the cheers got even louder. I think Allie might have actually done a jumping jack or two in my honor. 

I clutched tighter at Yashir’s shoe and willed my fingers not to let go. But at that moment my fingers didn’t appear to be taking orders from my brain. 

I looked down, pleading really, as if I could convince the ground to move away from my feet. That was when I saw Jack looking up at me, hands in perfect spotter-form, a tiny furrow in his brow. When our eyes met, he nodded. 

“No problem,” he mouthed. 

I turned my attention back to Yashir’s shoe—an enormous bigger-than-my-head concoction of black leather and hard sole—and my fingers slipped another fraction of an inch. My mind spun furiously. Had I asked Jack a question? Why did he nod? Did he think I wanted his help? 

Even as the questions shot through my brain, something amazing happened: the air under me suddenly felt solid. I pushed against it and was able to shift my hold on Yashir’s shoe to grab his ankle, and then his calf. One more push against that wall of air and I threw my other hand up, where Alessandro caught it. He hauled me up with a one-handed death grip I will never forget, and I was there, stomach on the top of the wall, ready to throw myself onto that platform on the other side. 

Our team went crazy. Yashir shouted for Emma and Alessandro to get down so we could jump onto the platform, and they did. Everyone whistling and shouting like we had just won the lottery. Yashir tumbled onto the platform and practically hauled me the rest of the way over. When my nerves and shaking hands calmed down enough to move, I stood and looked over the wall, an enormous smile decorating my face. 

The team smiled and cheered, but it was Jack’s gaze that caught mine. He shrugged as he looked around our group, as if to say, “What a bunch of idiots.” 

Then he winked at me. 

My smile dissolved. Had Jack helped me over the wall? Was that what his nod had meant? 

But I knew that when I’d looked down he hadn’t been touching me. Anyway, the rules were clear—once you went over, you couldn’t help except to spot. If Jack had pushed against my foot, everyone would have noticed, and Trevor would have busted him for sure. But there had been something solid under me, I couldn’t deny that. 

Could it be that somehow, without touching me, Jack had given me a push? 

I went down the ladder in a daze, my euphoria quickly evaporating. When I reached the ground, Allie ran over to give me a hug. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but I didn’t really hug her back. I just couldn’t look into the eyes of Perfect Girl and pretend I was happy. Not with a lead weight suddenly hanging on my shoulders. Allie didn’t seem to notice, bouncing away a second later and high-fiving Hector, then linking arms with Emma. 

“Congratulations,” Trevor said, motioning for us to circle around him. “I didn’t think you were going to do it. I saw some excellent teamwork out there. I was impressed.” 

Jack stood next to me, and I could feel waves of something—satisfaction? pleasure?—radiating from him. He alternated between a bored stare at Trevor and a sideways glance at me. I had to restrain myself from grabbing his shirt and spinning him around and demanding to know what he had done. 

Was it possible? I could hardly dare to voice the thought in my head. The signs seemed to point to one conclusion, but I refused to believe it could be true. Because if it was, Jack had special powers just like me. And unlike me, he wasn’t scared to use them. 







[image: ]




THE REST of the week went by in a blur. We started classes and settled into the school routine. Everyone seemed excited about different subjects—the dancers hung out in the studios, the science kids were practically drooling over the lab, and Yashir and his friends were always sitting around in the commons, drawing. 

Everyone, of course, but me, who had no subject to look forward to, and nothing to excel at. I swear, I was the only kid, other than Jack, of course, who was in all the remedial classes. 

I saw Cam a bunch of times during the week, but it was only for a second or two between activities. He wasn’t a team leader, like Trevor, so he didn’t eat in the cafeteria with the freshmen. Usually I saw him walking the halls with Mr. Judan or one of the other teachers. He always waved to me and smiled. Sometimes he’d even stop and say hello, or ask how my day was going. He said he was working for Mr. Judan, doing boring office stuff. I could barely pull myself together enough to speak to him. I think the problem was that it took me about ten minutes to become accustomed to his gorgeousness, so the quick stops in the hall always left me incoherent. 

I passed Hennie once, speaking to a girl in Chinese, and then another time with a boy speaking Spanish. Both times she tried to get me to stay and talk, but I said I had to get to class. Every time I saw Esther, she was hanging out with a different group of boys and laughing that big laugh of hers. Kids always looked happy when they were with Esther. She did these imitations of people—teachers, even Principal Solom—that were hilarious. She could somehow make herself completely change to fit whoever she was impersonating. I swear, when she would do Principal Solom, she would actually shrink. 

I tried to duck and hide whenever I saw Hennie and Esther, but it was hard. It wasn’t that I didn’t like them. It was that I liked them too much. I was generally able to avoid them during the day without being rude—for this first week, they had us doing activities each afternoon with our teams, and sitting with them at meals—but at night, after study hours, it was impossible to avoid them completely. We just fit together so well, the three of us. Like we were meant to be friends. 

Catherine came in pretty handy in all this. She shut the door to our room at exactly ten o’clock, and didn’t allow visitors. And I wasn’t lying when I told Esther and Hennie that I needed all my free time to study. Our teachers had actually assigned homework for the first day of class, and then once classes started, I was swamped. I wasn’t even taking hard classes. Some of the others were taking higher-level stuff, like calculus and physics. They were doing review work  until the upperclassmen arrived on Monday. I was just reading books and doing basic math problems, and I was still overwhelmed. Let’s just say Danville Middle hadn’t exactly prepared me for Delcroix. 

Meanwhile, Jack had become my constant companion, dropping notes over my shoulder in class and making snide comments in my ear when Trevor led us through another group activity. There was no repeat of what had happened at the wall, and the further away from it we got, the more I started to doubt my own conclusions about what had happened. Maybe I was stronger than I thought. Maybe I had just imagined that cushion of air suddenly supporting my weight. Maybe Jack was nothing more than a clever cheater who had somehow managed to escape Trevor’s eagle eye. 

Besides, I was missing Grandma. I was also trying as hard as I could not to bond with the two nicest people I’d ever met, and I was living with a psychotic dictator who had measured the space in our closet and marked the halfway point with masking tape to make sure I didn’t cross the line. So I guess I just wasn’t tough enough to push Jack away too. Before I knew it we were trading music and talking about our old schools. He figured out right away how horrible Catherine was, and he endlessly made fun of her for being so in love with Delcroix and sucking up to all the teachers. He even came up with the perfect nickname for her: Button-down, because she always wore white button-down shirts and navy pants or skirts. They were probably part of her old school uniform. Even though I knew I shouldn’t, I couldn’t help but laugh every time he said it. 

It wasn’t until Friday afternoon, when we were waiting for the Silver Bullet to take us back to the parking lot to go home for the weekend, that I realized the Dancia Lewis way was going to have to change. We were outside the Main Hall, dragging bags of dirty laundry and backpacks full of homework. Everyone was excited to see their parents, though there were some drama queens who were already complaining about how much they’d miss their friends. 

Esther gave me a back-cracking hug. “Dancia, I’ve barely seen you all week,” she wailed. “Where have you been? I mean, you’ve been in your room, of course, studying, which is good, and I can’t really blame you. After all, my dad will kill me—and I mean kill me—if I don’t keep my grades up. But we missed you last night. We were in my room listening to music. You should have come down.” 

I hung my head. “It’s algebra. You start mixing letters and numbers, and my eyes cross. And you wouldn’t believe the essay I’ve got to write for English. I figured I had to get a start on it before I went home.” 

Hennie gave me a gentle squeeze and a deep assessing look. “Everything okay?” she asked. “How’s your team? Are you getting along with everyone?” 

“I guess so.” I shifted from foot to foot. “I mean, well, Jack and I have been hanging out a lot.” 

“Jack? You mean the guy with the tattoo?” Hennie grinned. “Are you sure you’re just friends?” 

 “Definitely.” I nodded vigorously. “Just friends.” 

Esther snorted. “That’s how it starts, Dancia. Trust me, it always starts that way. Then when you least expect it, everything changes.” 

“Not us.” I took a quick look around to make sure Jack wasn’t right behind me. “No way.” 

Esther cleared her throat and adjusted a pair of imaginary glasses on her forehead, just like our World Civ teacher, Mrs. Paskett. “Yes of course, dear, of course. You’re right, of course. How could I ever doubt you.” Her voice rose two octaves and quavered, just like Mrs. Paskett’s. Hennie and I burst out laughing. 

When I could speak again, I elbowed Hennie in the ribs. “So when are you going to talk to Yashir, Hennie? He’s on my team, you know. He seems really nice.” 

Hennie threw her hands in the air. “As if I could talk to him! He’s in my Spanish class, but he hardly says anything. Tell me more about him. I need details!” 

I thought back, relieved I’d managed to change the subject. “He’s usually one of the leaders of our group. Not too bossy, but everyone seems to listen to him. He loves to draw and paint, of course. He’s from California, and his mom does all his piercings.” I was surprised by how much I  already knew about him. I guess some of the “get to know you” games Trevor had made us play had actually worked. 

“He’s perfect for you, Hennie,” Esther said. “And if you’re feeling shy, Dancia can help.” 

Hennie bit her lip. “I don’t know, Esther. You know my dad. He won’t like the piercings.” 

 “We’re at boarding school, silly. Your dad won’t even know.” 

“But I’ve barely talked to him,” I said. “What makes you think I can help Hennie?” 

Esther patted my hand. “Don’t worry. Boys are simple creatures. I can teach you both what you need to know.” 

Hennie straightened her already perfectly straight skirt and sighed. “It’s true. Esther’s like a walking encyclopedia on the male species.” 

Esther nodded sagely. “You know what I always say: they’re just like girls, only different. Now, Dancia, he’s on your team, so aren’t you friends already?” 

“Well, I guess…I mean, I can talk to him. It’s not like we’re strangers. But I wouldn’t say we’re friends either.” 

Esther waved aside my protest. “By Thanksgiving you’ll be best friends with everyone at this school. It’s just a matter of time.” 

On that chilling note, I changed the subject to our classes. The only ones we had together were World Civ and chemistry. All of the freshmen had to take an ethics class, but Esther and Hennie were in the other section. My ethics class was taught by this goofy little guy named Mr. Fritz. He had a puff of long white hair on top of his head, and really big ears, which made him resemble something between Albert Einstein and a troll doll. We all had math, but different levels—I was in  algebra, the ninth grade course at my high school. Esther and Hennie were already starting calculus. 

In the afternoons I had a two-hour block of classes that my adviser, Mrs. Dade, said would change throughout the year. I was starting with a self-defense class and a public speaking workshop. Mrs. Dade didn’t tell me why they’d put me in these classes, just said every student had concentrated “focus time” after lunch. 

The only problem was, unlike everyone else at Delcroix, I had no focus. Esther was really into theater; for her focus periods she had an acting class and a famous playwrights class, where they were studying Shakespeare and some Greek guys I’d never heard of. Hennie was taking all sorts of different languages—Hindi-Urdu, Chinese, and French literature instead of English. 

“You’re taking Spanish too? What are you, some kind of genius with languages?” I asked. 

Hennie lowered her eyes. “I speak five now, but my dad speaks ten. I want to know at least that many someday so I can work for the UN. My dad knows two ambassadors who went to Delcroix, and they said it was an amazing place for languages.” 

It wasn’t hard to see what her “focus” was. 

“Someday I’d like to learn Spanish,” I said wistfully. They used to have real Spanish classes at our middle school, but they’d cut them when I was still in elementary school. Something about budget problems. By the time I started there, they just had this video they played once a week. It was ridiculous. I knew my colors and how to count to ten. That was about it. 

“I can teach you,” Hennie said. 

“Really?” 

“It’s easy. You just have to practice speaking with someone. We’ll do it at night. Just a few minutes a day.” Hennie gave me one of her gentle smiles, and I had to turn away because I thought for a second I might cry. 

The bell sounded, and we started up the steps onto the Silver Bullet. I passed Catherine, who glared at me through narrowed eyes. Then I walked by Jack. He had on his headphones, and his eyes were closed. I wasn’t surprised. Jack tuned out whenever he got in a crowd. He hated crowds. He wasn’t much of a people person in general—he hadn’t made many friends since we’d started school—but he really hated crowds. 

I thought about how certain I’d been, just five days ago, that he was trouble and to be avoided at all costs, and then how I’d just told Hennie that we’d been hanging out all week. 

I slipped past him and headed for the back of the bus. Hennie and Esther had saved me room beside them. Esther patted the edge of the seat and grinned. I stole a look back toward Jack, and then Catherine, before I fell into the seat. There wasn’t quite room for three, so I balanced on the edge with my feet in the aisle. 

“You’ll have to give me your phone number,” Esther said. “So we can talk this weekend.” 

Hennie pulled her backpack onto her lap. “Give me your number. We can have a three-way call.” 

The bus started abruptly just as Hennie was pulling on the zipper, and her fingers slipped. She knocked herself in the nose, and Esther giggled. Hennie glared at Esther and then laughed when, a second later, the bus jerked again and I fell into the aisle. The bus driver hollered at me to get back in my seat, and I did, practically hoisting myself onto Esther’s lap. 

It was then, laughing as the bus pulled away from the Main Hall, with the green lawns of Delcroix stretched out on either side of us, and all the other freshman shouting and calling to each other, that something inside of me unwound. 

I had friends. Esther and Hennie were my friends. Jack, troublemaker or not, was my friend. And, as hard as it was to believe, even Cam was becoming a friend. No one knew better than me how dangerous this state of affairs could be, but it seemed silly to keep fighting the inevitable. I’d have to make myself into a jerk or a pariah to keep it from happening, and I just didn’t have it in me to do either of those things. 

Life was changing. I wasn’t sure where it was taking me, but I had a feeling things would never be the same. 
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THE UPPERCLASSMEN started school on Monday, and the Res and the Main Hall felt more like a regular school as they filled with students and teachers. I started eating meals with Esther and Hennie. Jack said he didn’t like the cafeteria because Trevor was always hanging around staring at him, and I had to admit, it did seem that way. Even after he didn’t have to eat with our team anymore, Trevor still made time to look for each of us at every meal. 

I tried to tell Jack that Trevor was just being nice, making sure none of us got lost in the crowd, but Jack had it in his head that Trevor didn’t like him. So after checking in, Jack would scarf down some food and head for the library, or go outside somewhere on the playing fields to eat. We still hung out between classes and during free time, and we started studying together too, because we had all the same assignments. It turned out Jack was really smart, and when he bothered to finish his homework, he got good marks. 

Of course, he usually didn’t bother. 

On Thursday they had tryouts for cross-country. Actually, tryouts isn’t really the right word. They let everyone join the team who would agree to attend practices. The school was so small it wasn’t like the turnout was overwhelming. 

Esther and Hennie decided they would join the team with me. Esther’s mom thought it would be good for her to do some sports, and Esther thought she’d be able to chat more while she was running than while playing volleyball or swimming. I thought this was rather naive on her part, or maybe she just didn’t pant as much as I did when I ran. Hennie said she needed to do a sport that didn’t require too much coordination, which was wise. I had never seen someone trip quite so often, with so little reason, as Hennie. 

I nervously adjusted my shorts as we walked up to the practice fields where the coach had told us to gather. It had poured the night before, so the field was soft and damp, but the sun had been out for a few hours, and tiny tendrils of steam were actually rising from the ground. Soccer season wasn’t until the spring, but a bunch of guys were playing a pickup game. The fields were tucked into the far corner of the grassy area that surrounded the school, bordered on one side by tall evergreens. The sun hovered right above the trees, bright and hot. 

I bent over and retied my shoelaces. Although I liked to run on my own, I’d never tried it with a team, and I had a horrible feeling I wasn’t going to be able to keep up. 

“So, is this the new Delcroix cross-country team?” 

I froze. Cam had walked up directly behind Hennie. She turned around, eyes wide, and then backed up so he could stand next to me. I struggled to remain calm, with him only a few feet away. 

How did he get better looking every day? He was wearing black-and-white-striped soccer shoes and shin guards, and with the sun beating down on him, I swear he looked like a superhero—even taller and stronger than I remembered. The light caught red and gold highlights in his hair, and sparkled on the gold Delcroix crest on his T-shirt. 

Esther responded first, naturally, flipping her hair back with a grin. “I don’t know about that. Someone might need to call 911 if I have a heart attack halfway through the run.” 

Cam smiled, and the corners of his eyes crinkled in the most adorable way. “You shouldn’t worry. I bet Dancia can give you some pointers.” 

I swallowed hard. Did Cam really remember that I liked to run? “Um, I guess.” 

Brilliant. Sparkling conversation. 

Hennie and Esther looked at Cam, then at me, then back at Cam. 

“How far do you think they’ll make us run today?” Hennie asked, her voice barely above a whisper. She twisted her hands as she spoke. 

Esther hadn’t been kidding when she said Hennie was shy around boys. Just yesterday I’d tried to get her and Yashir to talk when we were studying in the commons together, and she’d actually snapped her pencil in half, she was so freaked out. 

“Maybe a couple of miles,” Cam said. “They start the freshmen out pretty easy. You can jog at first, to get used to it. I don’t think they do speed work for a week or two.” 

Esther looked horrified. “A couple of miles? As in, actual miles?” 

I had to laugh. “What did you expect when they said the average course length was five kilometers, Esther? That you’d be running inches?” 

Esther threw a hand across her forehead. “That’s it. I’m definitely going to die out there. You might as well call my mom now. Or maybe call a helicopter. Does Delcroix have a helicopter? I’m going to need immediate transportation to a hospital. You should put them on standby.” 

“I’m sure Dancia will get you out. Just make sure you don’t get stuck on the wrong side of the wall, Dancia. I’m not sure Esther would make it over in her weakened condition.” Cam gave me a knowing look, like we were sharing a private joke, and I nearly choked. 

Cam must have talked to Trevor about me. Or at least about our team. That’s the only way he would have known that we did the wall. 

“What wall?” Esther asked. “You mean the wall Dancia’s team climbed during orientation? I heard about that. It sounded awful. Why does the school have all those things out there in the woods anyway? Poor Hennie’s team had to jump off a platform from thirty feet in the air.” Esther’s nose wrinkled with distaste. “Tell the truth: is it all just an elaborate system for punishing incoming freshmen?” 

“It’s mostly for that,” Cam said, deadpan. “We tried other ways of punishing the freshmen, but the police kept showing up.” 

We all laughed appreciatively, even Hennie, who was apparently still trying to recover from actually speaking to Cam. 

“No, seriously, it’s called a challenge course, and everyone in the school uses it, even after orientation,” Cam said. “We see it as a way to develop and test leadership skills. You don’t get much of an opportunity to meet challenges like that wall in everyday life, and we believe it’s good for you to learn how you’ll react when pushed. Will you rise to meet the challenge? Will you give up? Will you cheat?” 

Even though he smiled as he spoke, I got the feeling he was saying something very important. I swallowed hard at the wave of guilt that followed, as memories of the wall, and the nudge I’d felt from Jack, replayed in my mind. I hadn’t wanted to cheat, but had I? Had an invisible hand helped me climb the wall? 

“Good afternoon, Cameron, ladies.” 

The voice sounded familiar. I turned around to see Mr. Judan walking in our direction, his white teeth gleaming and thick hair swooping back from his forehead in elegant waves. Once again I was struck by the feeling that he was way, way too attractive and well dressed to be working at a high school. Even out here, in the middle of a field, surrounded by kids in shorts and T-shirts, he looked ready to go have dinner with the president, with his fancy suit, red silk tie, and expensive-looking leather loafers. 

He smiled at each of us, but instead of making me relax, his anchorman voice made me dig my nails into my palm. “I know Dancia, and I recognize Esther. You must be Henrietta. How lovely to see you all.” 

We smiled politely. No one looked particularly comfortable, even Cam. Silence fell over the group. 

“How is everyone enjoying school thus far?” His white teeth sparkled through a broad smile. He didn’t seem to notice that he’d managed to make us all profoundly uncomfortable. 

Even Esther struggled to respond, her mouth flopping open and closed several times. Surprisingly, it was Hennie who spoke up for the group. 

“It’s been wonderful, sir, but we were just discussing the challenge course. I had no idea Delcroix utilized stress-induced leadership scenarios. Why is that?” 

Delivered in Hennie’s sweet, breathy tone, you could almost miss the underlying bite in her question. 

Mr. Judan raised one black brow. “What do you mean, my dear?” 

Oh my. From his direct tone, I gathered he hadn’t missed the bite. 

“Cam explained that the school directs us toward challenges in order to see how we react in times of stress. I find this fascinating, and couldn’t help but wonder—is there some sort of test involved here? And if so, what happens if we fail?” 

Yeesh. I hadn’t thought about it that way. I looked at Hennie with newfound respect. Listening to her quietly confident voice, I had a sudden vision of Hennie sitting across the table from her brilliant father, debating foreign policy in one of the five languages she spoke. 

Note to self: don’t mess with Hennie. 

Mr. Judan shot Cam a look I couldn’t read. Was he pissed? Was the whole challenge thing supposed to be a secret? Cam’s tanned skin developed an underlying hint of pink. 

“No, no.” Mr. Judan chuckled, and an easy smile spread across his face. “No test at all. I think Cameron may have misstated the purpose of our challenges. You see, research tells us the best teams come out of shared experiences. We want you to have a highly supportive and successful freshman team, so it makes sense to give you opportunities to take part in one of those experiences.” 

He locked eyes for a moment with Cam, who seemed to get some silent message, because he nodded a second later. 

“Now, I really must be going. It was a pleasure to meet you all. Please, join me in my office when you are finished with your game, Cameron. I have something I need to discuss with you.” He waved to the cross-country coach, Mr. Yerkinly, who was walking up from the Main Hall. 

An uncomfortable silence followed. Then one of the soccer players waved to Cam. He glanced down at his watch. “Looks like it’s time for our game. I’d better go.” He paused. “Dancia, do you have a second?” 

My heart stopped. “Um, what?” 

“I just wanted to catch you alone for a second.” 

I shot Esther a quick, semi-hysterical glance. “Sure.” 

We walked a few paces away, to the edge of the field. My heart was beating so fast I thought I might faint. When we were out of earshot from Esther and Hennie, Cam gave me one of his slow smiles. “Listen, I just wanted to say that I know Trevor encouraged you to spend a lot of time with your team, especially during the first week, but I don’t want you to think that you have to keep hanging out with them now that orientation is over.” 

I blinked and tried to focus on what he had just said. My heart slowed abruptly. Apparently he hadn’t pulled me aside to ask me to be his one true love. 

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“I just mean, there may be people on your team that aren’t as good for you as other people. That’s all. Esther and…what’s her name? Hennie? Esther and Hennie seem like nice girls, Dancia. I can see that you three are already great friends.” 

Still unsure of what mysterious code Cam was using, I cocked my head and stared at him. “Yeah, Esther and Hennie are super,” I said uneasily. “We have a lot of fun together.” 

Cam looked pleased. “I thought so. I just wanted to make sure you knew that was okay. To hang out with them, I mean, instead of people from your team all the time. And you should come find me at lunch sometime. I’d like to introduce you to some of my friends too.” 

If he was trying to confuse me, he had absolutely succeeded. First he was talking about my team, then Esther and Hennie, and now he wanted me to meet his friends? Why me? Why not Esther, who could actually talk to him and make him laugh; or Hennie, who was like a picture from a magazine? As baffled as I was, I still felt a rush of pleasure. 

“Okay,” I said. “That would be great.” 

He walked me back over to Hennie and Esther, and gave each of us one of his blinding smiles, starting with me. “Remember, whatever you need, Dancia, or any of you, let me know. I’d love to help.” 

The second he was out of earshot, Esther hit me with her notebook. 

“ ‘Whatever you need, I’d love to help’?” she repeated. “What’s going on with you and Cam?! Are you, like, going out or something?” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, my voice cracking. I swallowed and tried to regain my composure. “I told you, he was my recruiter. They probably have a rule that they have to be extra nice to the people they recruit. Besides, he said ‘any of you.’ He wasn’t just talking to me.” 

Esther snorted. “I don’t think so.” She and Hennie exchanged meaningful looks. “He didn’t even notice us. He only had eyes for you. What did he say over there, anyway?” 

I threw my head back and closed my eyes, retying my hair into a massive ponytail. “I have no idea. Something about how he thinks I should be friends with you, and that I shouldn’t worry about spending all my time with my team. I couldn’t follow him.” 

“You mean, he doesn’t want you to spend all your time with Jack,” Hennie said knowingly. 

My mouth dropped open. I hadn’t even thought about it, but the only person on my team I had become friends with was Jack. Was he trying to say something to me about Jack? 

Esther giggled. “Oh, Hennie, that’s brilliant! He’s jealous! He’s been watching Dancia hanging around with Jack these last two weeks, and he’s horribly jealous!” 

“You’re crazy, Esther,” I said, not wanting to think about the possibility, even though somewhere in my brain it was as if a rainbow had broken across the sky. “And you too, Hennie. He only said that because he likes the two of you. Esther totally made him laugh just now. And, Hennie, you’re a hundred times prettier than I am. He could not stop staring at you. Did you see that?” 

“Yeah, right,” Hennie said. “He was staring at me because I practically threw up on myself, I was so nervous.” 

That made me laugh. “I guess he is pretty cute, huh?” 

“No, not pretty cute,” Hennie said. “Try drop-dead gorgeous.” 

“And so not interested in either of us, Dancia,” Esther said. “Seriously, what do I have to do to convince you that he was totally checking you out? And he must have been asking about you to his buddy Trevor. Which is definitely a good thing.” 

“This is all crazy. Honestly, I wouldn’t know what to do if he was interested. I’ve never even had a boyfriend.” I don’t know what possessed me to say that, but the words exploded out of me. It was like I’d been hiding a dirty secret and had finally come clean and told the truth. 

My words provoked a sympathetic sigh from Hennie. “Me neither. My parents won’t let me. Don’t worry, though. Esther’s had lots of boyfriends. She can give you advice.” 

Esther actually blushed. “It’s just that I’ve got lots of friends who are boys,” she explained. “And for some reason they always end up liking me. But it’s not cool at all because then when I have to break up with them, I lose a friend and a boyfriend.” 

Hennie rolled her eyes. “I feel sooo sorry for you.” 

I elbowed her and mimicked playing a violin, so relieved that they weren’t making fun of me for being such a dork that I felt a little giddy. “Yeah, poor, poor Esther.” 

“I swear, Hennie, it’s just like we’re back at camp,” Esther said. “Except, of course, that we’ve got Dancia now. So there are two of you to make fun of me.” 

Hennie saluted. “The two musketeers, reporting for duty, sir.” 

At that moment, Mr. Yerkinly held up a clipboard and blew his whistle. “Anyone here for cross-country?” 

Esther stumbled backward theatrically. “Get the cell phones ready! Alert the helicopter! Esther Racowitz is ready to start running.” 

She started at a slow jog toward Mr. Yerkinly. Hennie and I grinned at each other and followed a few paces behind. 
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ABOUT HALF the freshmen at Delcroix were from California, and they kept asking those of us from Washington and Oregon when it would start raining. They had heard stories, of course, about how it rains all the time, so they had been amazed that the month of September was dry and hot, with just a few days of rain here and there to break up the sunshine. I tried to tell them to relax and enjoy the warm weather, because the rain would be here soon enough. 

And right around October fifth, it came. 

I actually like the rain. I know people complain about it, but I think it’s soothing. I like to run in it because it keeps my face cool, and I like to hear the slap of mud and wet pavement under my feet. I like to watch the clouds moving across the sky. I like listening to the rain on the roof at night, and seeing the drops slide across windows while I’m at school. People don’t understand that here in Washington it doesn’t just rain all the time. Sometimes it rains, sometimes it drizzles, and sometimes it pours. There’s a big difference between those things. 

 Really. 

Anyway, once the rain started, it seemed like the teachers got really serious about homework. It was as if they decided we weren’t outside anyway, so we might as well be studying. I barely had time to breathe between cross-country practice and all the algebra and English homework. And don’t get me started on chemistry. I completely failed to see the value in memorizing the stupid periodic table of elements. 

They also mixed up our afternoon focus periods. I ended my public speaking workshop (which had been a nightmare—I will never, ever pursue a career as a politician) and started a pottery class. 

Why pottery? I have no idea. They told me where to go, and I went. 

The pottery class was a mix of people like me, who had little or no artistic talent, and people like Cara. Cara had thick glasses, a round face, and short dark hair with bangs. She was in my English class. She spoke with a heavy accent; English was apparently not her first language. I would sit and watch her at the pottery wheel, trying not to gawk as she effortlessly spun the wheel with her foot, dipped her fingers into a plastic container of water, and coaxed a perfect vase to form from a lump of clay. 

My lump usually remained pretty much like it started—a lump. 

Later, after our masterpieces had been fired, my “mug” looked like something a kindergartner would have made for her mom in art class, whereas Cara’s vase looked like something you’d sell for thousands of dollars in an art gallery. 

It was like that in all my classes. There were always one or two kids who were geniuses at the subject, and as the year progressed, you got to know what each person was amazing at: Hennie with her languages, Esther with her acting, Catherine with her math, and Cara with her pots. There was this kid Amir who ran for freshman class president, and no one even bothered to run against him. He was like Cam—everyone just seemed to believe he’d be the best one for the job. 

Nothing much changed for me in the boy department. Esther still thought Jack and I might end up together, in that friends-blending-into-more sort of thing that happened to her all the time. On alternate days, though, she thought Cam and I were meant to be. 

I was just thrilled for any scrap of attention Cam gave me. Which happened fairly regularly, but not regularly enough to justify any fairy-tale fantasies. He and I had developed a pretty decent friendship—nothing more than that. 

Jack and I, meanwhile, had gotten closer. There was no one else at Delcroix—not even Hennie or Esther—who understood me like Jack. But we were friends. 

 Only friends. 

At this point in the year, cliques had formed, but they were still pretty fluid. People started by hanging out with people from their teams, and then with their roommates. Now they were starting to gravitate toward people who had their same focus. But that was harder to figure out, and there just weren’t enough people to limit yourself to only the other actors, or dancers, or musicians, or whatever. 

I, of course, remained the girl without a focus. I tried not to think about it, and brushed aside the casual questions that people started to ask. They clearly wanted to know why I was there, but were too polite to ask me outright. It was midway through October when the weirdness came to a head. We were in pottery class, and I was sitting at a table with Cara, Marika, Allie, and Catherine. We were painting our latest creations, and they were raving about how much they loved Delcroix and how great it was to finally feel like they fit in somewhere. Even Catherine, who never smiled, looked less angry than usual. 

“This is so nice, you know?” Marika said. “I never really had a chance to make very many friends before, because I was always in the advanced classes. The older kids ignored me, and the kids my age thought I was a total freak.” 

Catherine nodded. “I started reading when I was three, so they put me with the second graders when I was in kindergarten. Even at my boarding school I had to have special tutors. How was I supposed to make friends that way?” 

You probably had to start by not being such a creep, I thought to myself. 

Catherine had her own little clique of Button-downs, who, like her, had recycled their school uniforms to wear at Delcroix, and insisted on ironing their white shirts and navy bottoms before they went to class each morning. I liked to think they were the least popular kids in the school. The truth was, everyone at Delcroix seemed to have some friends, and the team thing had actually worked to get everyone hooked in with a group. 

Still, it was nice to imagine that everyone at Delcroix disliked Catherine as much as I did. 

“I never had time to make friends,” Allie said. “I had cheerleading or gymnastics practice every day after school, and I was taking advanced classes on top of that, so I couldn’t hang out like other kids. Then they thought I was stuck-up, but it wasn’t that. I was just busy.” 

Marika looked at me. “Dancia, didn’t you go to school here in Danville? What was it like?” 

“What was Danville Middle like?” I paused and searched for something interesting to share. Nothing came to mind. “It was okay, I guess. The usual sorts of things—annoying teachers, cliques…” I trailed off, not sure what else to add. 

“Did they pull you out for gifted classes? That’s what they did at my school, which sucked because then everyone would make fun of you,” Cara said. 

I cleared my throat. “Not really. I mean, no.” 

“They didn’t pull you out?” Cara asked. 

“No, I wasn’t gifted.” 

Cara’s mouth dropped open. Slowly, her face turned bright red. “I didn’t mean…I’m sorry…” 

“What does that mean anyway, that they say you’re gifted?” Allie rushed in, obviously trying to save me from looking like an idiot. “Those programs are so stupid. There were tons of smart kids at my school that weren’t in our classes. I don’t know how they selected people for it. It must have been totally random.”  

Everyone looked uncomfortable. Catherine gave me a withering look. 

“So, what did you…er…do at your school?” asked Cara. 

She was obviously trying to be nice and give me a chance to tell them what I was gifted at. I guess she just assumed if I was at Delcroix, I must be amazing at something. But I wasn’t. Truth was, I didn’t do anything, except occasionally crash cars and drop branches on people. 

I groped around for an excuse. “I wasn’t able to participate in a lot of activities. I live with my grandma, and she needed me at home.” 

Allie nodded with relief. “Of course. That was really nice of you.” 

“It wasn’t a big deal.” There was another uncomfortable pause, and I looked down at my pitiful excuse for a bowl, and then at the paint tray in front of me. “Wow, I need a lot more paint if I’m going to make this look decent.” I backed away from the table. “I better go refill the red.” 

It was the lamest excuse ever, and I’m sure they all knew it, but they smiled and continued talking, as if they hadn’t just exposed my complete and utter failure as a Delcroix student. Sometimes I wished I could use my power, just once, and show them all that I wasn’t just a pitiful lump of clay, a badly formed bowl that wouldn’t even hold water. But what good would that do? I’d use my power and something horrible would happen. Marika would end up in the hospital, or Catherine would lose a limb. 

That wouldn’t be so bad, though. I squirted a bottleful of red paint into my tray and imagined the scene. Catherine didn’t need both her arms. She was just a big old brain in a grumpy body anyway. 

I suffered through the end of the class, gathered my backpack, and ran out the door the second the bell rang. I didn’t have cross-country for an hour, but figured I might as well get started early. I needed the run. I had gotten halfway to the Res when I remembered that I’d forgotten to wash out my paintbrushes. Our teacher was an absolute fanatic about her brushes, and had threatened to drop our grade by a full letter if we didn’t clean them up after class. So I turned around and ran back to the art room. 

I was a few feet away when I heard Catherine’s voice, still inside the room. I hesitated, hoping she might be coming out so I could avoid talking to her, but then I heard her speak my name. 

 “Why is Dancia here, anyway?” she said. 

I pressed myself against the wall, heart beating fast. Catherine had been harsh to my face, but I hadn’t imagined she would say things behind my back too. 

“What do you mean?” It sounded like Marika. 

“I mean she’s just a poor kid from Danville,” Catherine said. “What possible reason could they have for accepting her?” 

“Everyone here is different,” Allie said. “Maybe she’s got something going on we don’t know about.” 

“Right.” Catherine snorted. 

I recoiled at the disgust in her voice. 

“I mean, come on. You heard her yourself. She doesn’t do anything,” Catherine continued. “You should try living with her. It’s ridiculous. I knew girls in fifth grade who were smarter than that. I keep expecting her to bring back some papier-mâché art project, like a kindergartner.” There were rounds of giggles after that. “They probably needed to accept a kid from Danville to keep the town happy, and she was the smartest one they had. Which isn’t saying much for Danville, let me tell you.” 

She went on, but I couldn’t listen to any more. Dirty paintbrushes or not, I turned around and ran down the stairs to the Res. 

The common room was empty when I got there, so I went right to the phone and dialed home. It rang fifteen times before I hung up, scowling. My throat was tight and my eyes were prickling. I had to keep swallowing hard and telling myself not to cry. How stupid to cry about someone like Catherine, who I already knew was a jerk. Besides, it wasn’t like she hadn’t said anything I didn’t already know. I didn’t belong at Delcroix. It was that simple. 

 “Everything okay?” 

I spun around, not surprised to see Jack sitting at one of the tables, his chemistry book open in front of him. He always seemed to appear when I needed him. I rubbed my hand across my eyes. “I suppose.” 

“Let me guess—Button-down giving you a hard time?” 

I laughed shakily. “How did you know?” 

“She’s a soulless nightmare, a robot who can’t think for herself except to attack other people, because in the end, she’s horribly jealous that they have the capacity for free will.” 

Jack’s rages against Catherine always made me feel better. We shared a smile. I could feel the tension slipping out of my body. 

“Were you trying to call Grandma?” he asked. 

“Yeah, but she must have her hearing aid turned off. She does that sometimes in the afternoon.” I indicated his book. “You doing homework already? We’ve got three hours before study time. I’m not sure that’s allowed.” 

“Yashir’s got a bunch of other guys in our room listening to music. It’s pretty loud. I needed some space.” 

Yashir and Jack were roommates. They didn’t hate each other, like Catherine and I did, but they weren’t exactly best friends. For one, Yashir liked to play music all the time, and it drove Jack crazy. Then again, having a roommate at all drove Jack crazy. He didn’t like to have people around when he slept. He said he missed his privacy at night more than anything. 

“You always need space. They could build you your own separate house out back and you’d still complain that you needed more space.” 

Jack grinned and tipped his chair onto its back legs. “Hey, I found two spots in my room today that would be perfect for a hidden camera. Did you check yours?” 

I laughed. We had a little game we played, where we pretended we were under surveillance and looked for ways the school could be watching us. Jack had started it when Trevor began watching him every day at lunch. He would bring it up every time we had to use our ID badges to get in or out of a building, and whenever we keyed a code into a lock on a door. Naturally, he also brought up the fact that the windows in the Res didn’t open, while they did in the Main Hall and the Bly. And then there were the gates. Jack hated the gates. He didn’t believe there was any good reason to keep us locked up behind giant iron bars. 

“I’ll be sure to do that when I get back.” I sat down at the table with him and flipped the book around so I could look at it. “Boyle’s law? We aren’t covering that until next semester.” 

He shrugged. “It looked interesting.” 

“I didn’t think anything in a textbook could be interesting. Especially not a chemistry textbook.” 

“Yeah, I must be desperate.” 

“Any chance you actually want to do some studying? I wouldn’t mind working on that problem set we have due on Friday.” 

 “Sounds good.” 

I ran back to my room and got my book. Jack and I worked together for almost an hour. Luckily for me, he already seemed to know most of what we were studying. I asked him why he hadn’t signed up for one of the AP classes, and he said he didn’t want to have to work that hard. 

 Typical. 

We did our chemistry and talked about our ethics homework as well. As always, it was a huge relief to hang out with the only person at school I didn’t have to worry about disappointing. We were just finishing up when Esther and Hennie entered the room. Hennie tripped over the doorjamb and gave a little shriek, barely regaining her balance in time to keep herself from falling into our table. Esther caught her arm, and they both gave me apologetic smiles as they stopped in front of us. 

“You ready to run?” Esther asked. She leaned forward and rested her hands on one knee and stretched her calf. “I’m going to do a whole mile today. Seriously.” 

I sighed. “Any chance I can skip?” 

I’d burned up my hour of free time studying with Jack, and in that time the gray clouds that had covered the sky when I came over from the Main Hall had opened up, and buckets of rain were now dropping from the sky. Besides, Allie ran with the cross-country team, and I wasn’t sure I could look her in the face after what I’d heard. 

Hennie’s eyes got wide. “Are you kidding? You’d be in so much trouble. Mr. Yerkinly said you can’t skip unless you’re in the nurse’s office puking. And even then he wants you to run when you’re finished.” 

“I should go,” Jack said. 

“No, no,” Esther said. “We shouldn’t have interrupted.” She gave me a huge fake wink. “Dancia, if you’re not feeling well, you shouldn’t run.” 

“No, you’re right,” I said. I closed my book and stood. “I can’t skip practice.” 

“I should get back to the room anyway,” Jack replied. “Yashir wanted to sketch my tattoo for some project.” 

“Yashir?” Hennie repeated, failing to sound casual. 

“Maybe we’ll stop by later,” I suggested. I couldn’t believe it hadn’t occurred to me before to try to get Hennie and Yashir together through Jack. I guess because Jack and Yashir were barely ever in the same room, except after lights-out. 

Jack nodded. “Sure. Stop by.” He sauntered off, books under his arm. 

“He seems nicer today than usual,” Esther observed. 

“He is nice,” I said. “Well, maybe not exactly nice, but he’s a good person.” 

Hennie studied the empty doorway he had just walked through. “There’s something sad about him,” she observed. “I bet he’s relieved to have a friend like you, Dancia.” 

“How do you know that?” I asked in surprise. 

“Hennie can always tell that sort of thing about people,” Esther said. “She’s practically a mind reader.”

 Hennie flushed. “I just get a feeling sometimes when I talk to someone. Like they’re speaking with a second voice. I can hear the things they want to say but can’t. But it doesn’t always happen. And I’m not always right. My mom says I’m just good at reading people’s faces. She says my dad’s the same way, and that’s what makes him a good negotiator.” 

This revelation shouldn’t have surprised me. I had  already sensed that Hennie understood me far better than I would have liked. But suddenly it raised a strange and frightening new suspicion. 

“Esther, you’re into acting, right?” I asked. “There isn’t anything weird about that, is there? Nothing unusual, no strange coincidences after you act out a scene?” 

Esther looked at me as if I were losing my mind. “Weird about acting?” she asked. “I don’t think so. I mean, sometimes when I impersonate someone, I actually feel like I’m getting inside of them. Like, the other day I did Mr. Yerkinly, and I swear, my pants got looser.” She giggled. “I guess that’s weird good, though. Not weird bad.” 

I had to close my eyes because a wave of dizziness passed over me. For the first time I wondered if maybe I’d been thinking about Delcroix all wrong. I’d been assuming everyone else at the school was different from me because I was the one without a talent. But I had a talent, didn’t I? I hid it, suppressed it, and tried to ignore it, hoping it would go away. But it was still there, inside of me. I had a talent to make things happen. Strange, unbelievable things. It wasn’t a talent for math or science; it was a different sort of talent. 

And it suddenly occurred to me: what if everyone else at Delcroix had a talent like that too? 
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WHEN I got to practice, I avoided looking at Allie, but she made a point of coming over and asking if we could run together. Hennie and Esther usually ended up jogging and walking for half the workout, so I rarely stayed with them, but Allie and I had never run together. I said okay—what else could I do? Luckily, we were doing a speed workout, and running sprints had us both panting so hard we could barely talk. We were a good match, though, and if I didn’t hear her laughter at Catherine’s horrible words ringing in my ears, I would have enjoyed it. 

Or I should say, I would have enjoyed it if I hadn’t been gnawing on my new fear, like Mrs. Burker’s dog on one of Grandma’s soup bones. Eventually I convinced myself I must have been wrong. After all, if other people at Delcroix had talents like mine, surely someone would have figured it out by now. It wasn’t like they could cover up something like that. Not these days. It would be on the Internet before you knew it. The kids would brag about it, and the parents would try to make money off it somehow. That’s just how things worked. 

But even after I dismissed the idea as silly, the unease and fear lingered, like a cold stone in the pit of my stomach, and I kept looking around me at all the other students, wondering what their secret powers might be. 

After practice I hit the showers and then collected my books and went to the library, skipping dinner altogether. The Delcroix library was pretty much like my middle school library, except three times as big, and instead of a grumpy part-time volunteer, there was a very helpful librarian. 

In the center of the room there were two rows of long tables, and around them, individual desk cubicles. If you wanted to do serious studying, you tried to get a cube. The long tables were good for working in groups, or screwing around when you were supposed to be studying. 

I couldn’t deal with the possibility that I’d have to see Catherine or any of the other girls from pottery at dinner, so I took a cube and pulled out my algebra. 

Study hours had begun, and the library had filled in around me, by the time I closed my math book and pulled out my English. A shadow fell over my cube as I started turning the pages of a story that I didn’t even have to read until next week. I looked up, expecting to see Catherine scowling at me, or even Jack. 

It was Cam. 

I straightened in my chair. “Hey, how are you?” I said casually. Catherine might think I was as stupid as a fifth grader, but for once I was going to act like I was in high school. 

 “How are you?” he asked. A little wrinkle formed across his forehead. “Trevor and I looked for you at dinner. Is everything okay?” 

I squirmed with pleasure at the thought of him looking for me. “Yeah, I just wasn’t hungry tonight.” 

He grabbed a chair from the long table nearby and sat down next to me. “Not hungry? I can’t believe that. How are you going to keep up your strength for practice tomorrow if you don’t eat?” 

I shrugged. “I’ll be okay. I had a lot of studying to do.” 

Cam shook his head, sending his hair into his eyes. He leaned forward. “Are you done now?” 

My heart fluttered when he got close enough for his shirt to brush against my arm, but I shook off the surge of excitement. I’d been excited before by Cam seeming to want to get close to me. I should have known by now not to take it too seriously. “Just about. Why?” 

He stood up and indicated with his head toward the back door of the library. “You want to find something to eat?” 

I narrowed my gaze. “It’s study hours, Cam. Besides, the kitchen is closed.” 

Cam held out his hand. “Come with me.” 

We made our way out of the library, my hand tucked inside Cam’s. I ran through a hundred different reasons why he might be holding my hand, none of which involved his everlasting love and devotion. He could have felt sorry for me. I could have looked so pathetic, as I sat there in the  library all by myself, that he felt compelled to intervene. He could have somehow found out what Catherine had said. This seemed far-fetched, but then again, he was holding my hand, so clearly miracles were possible. He could have been trying to make some other girl jealous. This seemed similarly farfetched, because I had a feeling Cam could get any girl he wanted. But still, it was possible. 

He could also be the sweetest guy in the world, and he thought I needed something to eat and was just holding my hand to be nice. 

Unfortunately, this very simple explanation was likely the truth. 

He led me through a corridor on the first floor and around the back of the cafeteria. We stopped at a big steel door with a window on the top that looked into what I assumed was the kitchen. Then, to my utter dismay, he let go of me and punched a code into the keypad. 

I stepped back, hesitant, as he pulled the door open. “Won’t they catch us?” I asked. 

“It’s okay, I have special permission,” Cam said, “because I work for Mr. Judan.” 

I nodded. “Right. Of course.” Cam wouldn’t have done anything that was against the rules. He was practically a teacher. What was I thinking? 

He gave me an encouraging smile. “That’s good, that you’re worried about it. They are really serious here about the rules. But you don’t have to worry about it when you’re with me.” 

Cam hit a switch just inside the door, and the room filled with light. There was a rectangular table, a stainless-steel freezer, and two standing refrigerators. A row of sinks stood at the far end of the room, next to a huge stove with eight burners. 

Cam opened the fridge and grabbed a carton of eggs. Then he reached under the counter and pulled out a large bowl. 

“You like eggs?” he asked. 

As if I would have said no. “Are you sure this is okay?” 

He waved off my concern. “No problem. As long as I clean up after myself, they’re cool with it.” He cracked three eggs into the bowl and pulled a gallon of milk from the fridge and added a splash. He pulled out a fork from a drawer  behind him, and mixed the whole thing. 

“You do this sort of thing often?” 

“Not during the school year. But I lived here over part of the summer, and they didn’t have a chef then. I got to know the kitchen pretty well.” 

“Can I help?” I asked. 

“Sure. There’s bread in the pantry to the left. Can you grab a few pieces and throw them into the toaster?” 

I nodded. When the bread was toasting and the eggs were in a pan, I shook my head. “I can’t believe you’re cooking for me. I didn’t know guys cooked.” 

He scrambled the eggs perfectly, leaving not a trace of the brown stuff on the bottom, which Grandma always served. “My dad wasn’t around much in the evenings. I had to learn to cook or I would have starved.” 

“He left you by yourself?” I said. “When you were in middle school?” 

Cam buttered the toast and then handed me the pan. He flashed a smile. “Sorry, no plates back here. They keep those in the other room. Besides, it’s less to clean. Do you mind?” 

I shook my head and set the pan down on the counter in front of me. The smell of the warm toast and eggs was so good, my mouth watered. I dug in, forgetting I was supposed to be pretending I wasn’t hungry. 

“Anyway, to answer your question,” Cam continued, “he didn’t have a choice. My folks split when I was little; my mom moved to Florida, got remarried, and had other kids. We never had any other family in Seattle, and my dad never made enough money to send me to any after-school programs. We lived in an apartment building, so there were always people around if I had an emergency. It was okay. But I got tired of eating cereal and peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches for dinner.” 

Somehow I’d forgotten that Cam was on scholarship at Delcroix, like me. “I had the opposite experience,” I said. “Grandma was always home. It drove me crazy. I used to dream about having the house to myself, just for an afternoon. Just so I could prove that I could handle it.” 

“Everyone wants what they don’t have, right?” Cam said. 

 “I guess.” 

I slowed down my eating, realizing I had to prolong this moment as much as I could, because Cam and I were actually hanging out together, just the two of us, and who knew if this time would ever come around again. 

“Coach Yerkinly says you’re doing great on the cross-country team.”

 “The first meet pretty much sucked,” I admitted. “I had no idea that hill at the end would be so hard. I had nothing left for the finish. I practically had to walk it.” 

“My freshman year on the soccer team was a disaster. I don’t think I scored a single goal,” he said. “But I got better. It just took some time. Have you run with Anna? I bet she’d take you out sometime and give you pointers. If you wanted a little extra coaching, I mean.” 

Anna was the captain of the girls’ team. She had long brown hair and huge eyes surrounded by thick lashes. Her hairline came to a little point in the front, so her face was shaped like a heart. I knew Cam and Anna were friends, but I tried not to think about it. She was gorgeous, super fast, and ate lunch every day with Cam. In short, she was everything I aspired to be. 

“That would be great.” I bit my lip. I was dying to ask him why he’d asked the coach about me, but I didn’t. I couldn’t get the words out of my mouth. I guess I didn’t want him to say that Mr. Judan had asked him, for some recruiting thing, so he’d had to find out. I wanted to believe that he liked me. 

We stayed in the kitchen for about an hour, just talking. Cam decided my eggs looked so good, he had to have some too, so he made himself a meal as well. Then we stood by the counter, drinking glasses of milk and talking about running, our friends at Delcroix, and how we liked our classes. I almost told him what had happened that afternoon with Catherine, but I didn’t. I just said that I didn’t love my roommate, and he nodded. He said he hadn’t gotten along with his freshman roommate either. 

I wasn’t sure, but I had the feeling when he said it, he knew what a jerk Catherine was, and he was telling me that he sympathized with me and what I was going through. 

He didn’t hold my hand again, but he did touch me on the shoulder as we walked back to the Res in the dark, and I had a moment of panic as the thought occurred to me that maybe, just maybe, he would actually try to kiss me. 

When we got to the door we stopped and faced each other. My breath caught in my chest, and my vision blurred a little, even as I fought to remain calm. 

He’s not going to kiss you, I told myself sternly. Stop getting so excited. It’s not going to happen. 

After an interminable, painful pause, Cam said quietly, “I’m sure it’s hard sometimes, but I’m looking out for you. You know that, right?” 

I didn’t, or hadn’t. I couldn’t speak or even believe what I’d heard. But I nodded, dumbstruck. 

“Good. I want you to tell me if there’s ever anything that’s bothering you. I’m here for you, Dancia. I don’t want you to forget that.” 

I stood there for another moment, barely breathing, before I realized that I was supposed to acknowledge what he’d said. “Um…that’s really…nice of you. Thanks. And thanks again for the eggs.” 

Cursing myself for not being able to think of anything even slightly more interesting to say, I waved good-bye and ran up the stairs to my room. Catherine, who was leaning over her calculus book and frowning at a page of symbols and numbers, sniffed when I walked in. 

“You missed dinner,” she said. “And I found some of your clothes on my side of the closet. I put them over there to get them out of my way.” She pointed to a clump of fabric she had wadded into a ball in the corner of the room, under my desk. “Don’t let it happen again.” 

At that moment I knew exactly how Jack felt about having a roommate. 

But it didn’t matter. I was glowing. Catherine and all her mean, nasty words didn’t matter. 

Cam and I had a connection, a real connection. He was looking out for me. I didn’t know why, and I hardly dared to hope for what it might mean. But there it was. Amazing. 

Who cared about old Catherine Arkane anyway? 
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“FROM THE time of Plato and Aristotle, human beings have been fascinated by the study of ethics. In this class we have been discussing the questions people have struggled with for centuries. For example, when is an action right or wrong? How can we tell good from bad? Can we judge the rightness of our actions based on the number of people who are affected?” 

Mr. Fritz, the puffy-haired troll doll of a teacher, leaped up from his desk and began to pace in front of the room, his hands an animated blur. 

“My goodness, he does love his subject, doesn’t he?” Jack murmured. His seat was next to mine at the back of the class. 

I ignored him and turned more squarely toward Mr. Fritz. 

“He is rather cute, though,” Jack mused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. 

“Quiet!” I hissed. Now that I knew Cam was watching out for me, I wanted more than ever to do the right thing and stay out of trouble. But it was hard to turn around and tell that to Jack when he and I had been sitting in the back for weeks, making fun of Mr. Fritz and the other kids in the class. 

“All right, all right.” Jack held up one hand in mock surrender. He sat up straighter at his desk and poised his pen above his paper as if about to take notes. 

Mr. Fritz continued to ramble about Kant and John Stuart Mill, who we were supposed to be studying. My attention began to wander, and I slid into a pleasant daydream about Cam making me eggs and holding my hand. It was pitiful, but I’d been in a semi-comatose state ever since he’d said those incredible things to me the night before. It only heightened my euphoria that my dinner with Cam was my delicious little secret. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell Esther or Hennie, but it felt as if something magic had happened between us, and sharing it might make it go away. 

I’m not sure how much time passed, but when I slid a glance at Jack a little while later, he was actually listening to Mr. Fritz, nodding occasionally and taking notes. I looked down at my own blank paper with a surge of embarrassment. If Jack could pay attention, surely I could do the same. 

“Now, we’re going to play a little game. Class, everyone on your feet and push your desks against the wall. We’re  going to need some room.” 

With a few groans, everyone stood up. Twenty sets of chairs and desks scraped against the linoleum floor. They had combined my team with another one for the class, and we’d spent enough time together over the past month and a half that I knew everyone pretty well, even the ones who weren’t on my team. Catherine wasn’t in the class, thank goodness, but Cara was. I’d been ignoring her since the pottery-class incident, though she hadn’t seemed to notice. 

I moved my stuff like everyone else, hoping no one could tell I hadn’t paid a bit of attention to the lecture and had no idea what was going on. 

When we were done, Mr. Fritz dragged a large wooden platform from behind his desk and dropped it in the center of the room with a loud thud. It was about a foot high and three feet wide. “My dear astronauts, you have been visiting a foreign planet, finding a life-saving cure for an epidemic that is sweeping Earth. Your mission is complete. But there has been an accident, and the body of your ship has been damaged. This is the emergency travel pod, and it only has enough gas for one trip back to Earth. Anyone left behind will die. To take off, you must get everyone on the travel pod, for three full seconds.” 

He beamed at us and ran his fingers through his white hair, fluffing it to a soft cloud. “Oh yes, and you’ve got fifteen minutes before the oxygen runs out in your space suits. Better get going.” 

Kurt, a skinny kid with limp hair, pushed a thick pair of glasses up his nose with a pencil. “Mr. Fritz, with all due respect, there are twenty of us. There’s no way we can all fit on that piece of wood at the same time.” 

Several people, including Gideon and Hector, nodded in agreement. 

“It’s your spaceship,” Mr. Fritz said. “And your crew. You must find a way.” 

More groans. I was instantly reminded of our trip up the wall. What was it about this school and its obsession with group activities? I tried to force myself to hang back from the crowd, but I couldn’t help throwing out a suggestion here and there as we tried various positions on the platform. We put some of the group on shoulders, stood on each other’s feet, and held on to each other. I’m tall, so everyone thought I should be on the outside of the circle. This left the short, cute girls, like Allie, to stand on my feet, which I did not appreciate. But everyone was groaning and laughing, so I put aside my irritation. We got close to success, but someone slipped off the platform before we could count to three. 

“Is this some kind of lesson in futility?” Alessandro snickered. “Is it ethical to say we quit?” 

“This is stupid,” a dark-haired girl named Morah said, not quite under her breath. 

The momentum in the group slowly fizzled out, and before long we were reduced to aimless attempts at the same things we’d done before. Ten minutes passed. I didn’t like the idea of giving up, but I was out of ideas and starting to get frustrated. 

Jack, who had been reclining against one of the desks, raised his voice above the mumbled conversations. “We’re going to have to sacrifice some of the group.” 

“Are you kidding me?” Yashir looked horrified. “Sacrifice some of our group? As in, leave some of us behind?” 

“Right. It’s the only way to get the cure back to Earth.” Jack spoke casually, his hands thrust deep into his pockets. 

The room exploded into conversation. “What?” 

“I’m not staying behind.” 

“We can’t divide the group.” 

“You’re sick, man. Truly sick.” 

A smile played around Jack’s mouth as he watched them. For some reason, this ticked me off. We had been having a good time. Sure, we weren’t succeeding, but it had been fun trying. Everyone was in a good mood. Why did Jack have to go and ruin it? 

 “Let’s leave him behind.” 

“Yeah, if you think we should leave someone behind, how about you?” 

Jack sat down in one of the discarded chairs. He laced his fingers together behind his head and leaned back. “I was simply pointing out an option. You can leave me behind if you want.” 

“You have three minutes left,” Mr. Fritz called from behind his desk. I could have sworn he was trying not to smile. That’s when I realized he must have known the platform was too small. This whole thing was nothing more than a setup to get us to realize we were going to have to do something drastic if we wanted our “mission” to succeed. 

Everyone panicked. Yashir and Marika and a couple from the other team started barking orders at everyone, telling them to jump up on the platform and hold hands like we had tried once before. I stood there and watched, getting angrier by the second. A few people called me to jump on, but I waved them off. My hands clenched into fists. 

They assembled on the platform, strangely serious now. Little clumps of people fell off every few seconds and then scrambled to get back in the group. 

“One minute!” Mr. Fritz held up his watch. 

Jack stood and ambled over to me. “What a bunch of morons,” he whispered. “You would think they’re really trying to save the earth. What do you say we knock them over?” 

“No way, Jack,” I said. “I want them to do it.” 

Cam would want them to do it, I thought. Cam wouldn’t like the way Jack was trying to mess things up. Cam would want them to do it, and he’d want me to help. 

“Come on, it would be fun,” Jack said. “Just a little nudge and they’d all fall down, like a human domino chain. You have to admit you’d like to see that.” 

“No, I wouldn’t, Jack.” 

Okay, I wouldn’t have minded seeing Allie fall down, or Marika, or Cara. I stared at them, happily clutching each other as they stood on the platform, and for a minute I was back in that hallway, hearing them talking about me…laughing about me.…

“Tell you what, I’ll knock them over, and you can watch.” Jack took a purposeful step toward the group. He winked at me over his shoulder and started to raise his hands. 

I shook my head to try to erase those horrible feelings. I wasn’t going to allow Jack to do something mean. 

Looking back, I don’t know what I thought I could do—hold the whole group up on the platform? Drop something heavy on Jack? Whatever it was, the desire to do something was overpowering. The need rose inside me, almost a physical thing, and then I felt the familiar tingle and heard the whoosh in my ears. 

It was the power. When I realized what was happening, I shut my eyes tightly and clenched my fists. No, I begged. Not now. What if I hurt one of my classmates? What if the whole school found out about me? 

I would be in so much trouble if the power took over. I wouldn’t be able to stay. I didn’t know what they’d do with me, but they wouldn’t let me stay and pretend that I was a normal kid. 

I forced myself to take a deep breath and think before I did anything stupid. I knew whatever popped into my mind was going to happen, but what if the thing I imagined was that nothing happened? 

Sounded crazy, but worth a try. 

I opened my eyes and stared at the platform, refusing to look away even when Jack whispered my name. I focused on the wood, trying desperately to keep my mind fixed on everything as it existed right at that moment. Surely if I filled my thoughts that way, nothing bad could happen. 

The desire to look away was so strong, my hands began to shake. I set my jaw, determined not to let go. I told myself it was just like being in a staring match with Grandma. The vision of the wood wavered but did not disappear. 

Jack leaned forward, his face close to mine. I ignored him as deliberately as I shut out the power. A second later, the tingle faded. The tight grip I had on my body relaxed so suddenly I stumbled backward and almost fell to the ground. At the same time, I heard the group chant, “One, two, three!” 

They exploded into cheers. They must have done it, I realized dimly. The taste of bile unexpectedly filled my throat. 

I raised my hand. “I need to go to the bathroom, Mr. Fritz,” I managed to croak out as my stomach lurched. 

Without waiting for a response, I ran down the hall to the girls’ room and made it into a stall just in time to bring up the foul remnants of the frosted flakes I had eaten for breakfast. 

Again and again I retched until I had emptied my stomach and the stuff I was bringing up burned my mouth and my nose. When I could see clearly, I leaned back against the bathroom stall and raised a shaking hand to wipe the sweat off my forehead. I was hot and cold at the same time, and so tired, I thought I might pass out. 

Was this the price to be paid for refusing to use my power? My stomach roiled and cramped, and my limbs were like limp white noodles on the floor of the bathroom. A tear dribbled out of the corner of my eye and slid down my cheek. I was too tired to wipe it away. 

Someone knocked on the stall door. “Dancia, are you all right?” 

Great. That’s all I needed. A rescue party. 

“Yeah, thanks.” I tried not to groan the words. 

“Are you sure? Mr. Fritz wanted me to check on you.” 

I looked at the bottom of the stall door, where I could see a pair of cute brown boots with stacked heels. It was Allie. 

“No, I’m feeling better. I must have had eaten something funny at breakfast.” I tried to make my voice sound strong, but I don’t think it worked. 

“Okay.” She sounded doubtful. “If you’re sure.” 

 “I’m sure.” 

I watched the boots pause for a moment, then clomp out of the bathroom. When I heard the door swing closed, I pushed my hair back from my face and tried to stand. My legs felt decidedly unsteady, so I stopped halfway and sat on the toilet. 

I didn’t seem to be feeling any better, but I also didn’t seem to be getting worse. I decided to try to walk back to class. My head spun as I got to my feet and started to pull open the door. 

My legs started to shake. Just before they buckled, I leaned against the wall. My body slid against the cold metal like a jellyfish. When I reached the ground, I dropped my head onto my knees. 

Damn, damn, damn. A sob of rage and frustration built deep in my throat. I refused to let it escape. Not here, not when Mr. Fritz could burst in at any second. 

My brief triumph at having squelched my power faded as the colors swirled behind my closed eyes. I might have discovered the ability to stop the power, but clearly this was no alternative. I couldn’t spend my life throwing up, passing out, or huddling in a bathroom, unable to walk. Apparently, my power was a part of me, and trying to stop it was like trying to cut off my arm. 

But what was the alternative? Going back to the way things had been in middle school? Hiding and making myself invisible? Blowing off Cam, Jack, even Hennie and Esther, and making myself into a pariah? That no longer sounded like much of an option. For one, it hadn’t really worked in the past. I’d been doing it since I was ten, after all, and I hadn’t been able to stop myself from wreaking havoc. If anything, I was using my power more as I got older, not less. 

For another…well…I thought about the feeling of Cam’s hand covering mine, and the way my heart skipped when he’d said, “I’m looking out for you, Dancia.” I couldn’t hide from Cam—or if I could, I sure didn’t want to try. And Esther and Hennie were the best friends I’d ever had. When they were around, I forgot how different I was, and felt like someone who could fit in. Someone who belonged. 

In an odd way, Delcroix was giving me my first chance to be a regular kid, and I didn’t want to give it up. No, I refused to give it up. The fact was, in the short time since Mr. Judan and Cam had first come to my house, I had changed. Hiding and trying to be invisible weren’t enough for me. 

 Not anymore. 
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BY THE time I came out of the bathroom, the bell had rung and people were headed down to lunch. I waited for the crowds to thin out before I tried to move down the hall. I limped along slowly, still dizzy and weak enough that I had to stop every few feet and take a deep breath. I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it back to my locker, which was all the way in the basement. Then I heard a familiar voice  behind me. 

“You look horrible.” 

“Jack, I don’t want to talk to you right now.” I tried to ignore him, but he reached over and grabbed my backpack and slung it over one shoulder, and then took my elbow and supported my weight as we hobbled along. 

“Because I made some comment in ethics class?” He was incredulous. “I don’t get it. What’s wrong with you?” 

“Look,” I snapped. “It’s been a long day. I’d really rather not end it by fighting with you.” 

He frowned, a look of concern crossing his face. “Sorry. Anything you want to talk about?” 

I had to grit my teeth at the sting of tears in the back of my eyes. Though I’d gone years without anyone to confide in, now it seemed I couldn’t get enough of it. And I was so used to confiding in Jack, it was odd to remember that there was something huge and horrible in my life I could never tell him about. 

 “No.” 

“Well, don’t pull any punches on my account.” 

The corners of my mouth turned up just a hair. “Sorry, I’m not trying to be rude. It’s just…” We reached the top of the staircase and peered over. There was a long line of kids waiting to get into the cafeteria. It was loud, people were laughing and yelling at each other, and I spotted Hennie and Esther a few feet away. 

I imagined facing Hennie and having her hear that “second voice” she had told us about the day before. A groan escaped from my throat. “I don’t think I can handle this right now.” 

Jack nodded. “You look pretty green. I’m not sure the cafeteria is the best place for you. Why don’t we skip lunch? I want to show you something anyway.” 

“Show me what?” 

“It’s hard to describe. You’ll have to follow me.” 

Hennie and Esther were, of course, engaged in conversation, so they hadn’t seen us yet. If they saw me, I would have no excuse not to sit with them. I looked back at Jack. 

Too much had happened that morning, and the last thing I wanted was Hennie figuring it out with her weird way of sensing things. And I definitely couldn’t take Esther’s bubbly confidence right now. 

“Come on,” Jack said, a mischievous look in his gray eyes. “I won’t get us in trouble, I promise.” 

I shook my head. “You have a way of saying ‘I promise’ that is entirely unconvincing.” 

He laughed. “You’re a smart cookie, Dancia Lewis. Now come with me.” 

He turned and headed up the stairs while I followed a pace or two behind. We were on the second floor, where most of the classrooms were, but Jack led me up to the third. I hadn’t been to the third floor since orientation. Trevor had briefly walked us around up there, mainly to show us a couple of dance studios and practice rooms for the orchestra students. I think they said the honors seminars, like Cam’s class, met up there as well. 

“We’re going to walk around the building, and as we do, I want you to picture what it looks like from the outside.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The shape of the building,” he said patiently. “From the outside.” 

I pictured it, three stories of red brick, tall windows on every side. “Okay, I’ve got the picture. Now what do you have in mind?” 

“Come on.” We walked past a bunch of studios and smaller classrooms with chairs arranged in a circle. The halls were deserted, and the squeak of my sneakers reverberated in the silent air. 

The school was shaped like a square doughnut, with the auditorium filling the middle. Jack opened a few doors, pointing out that each outside room had windows overlooking the grounds, and all the inside rooms looked over the auditorium roof. They all appeared to be about the same size and shape. We turned two corners and walked down two sides of the square, then got to the back of the building. 

“Now these are the practice rooms.” Jack pushed open the door to a gleaming white studio with scattered chairs and a dry-erase board along one wall, with a staff for writing music. “They’re rectangles, right? And unlike the other outside rooms, they don’t have windows.” 

I shifted uneasily on my feet. “That’s because they have special acoustic panels on the walls.” I took a few hesitant steps through the door. “They told us that. I heard that guy Tony who plays guitar raving about how great it was to practice in here.” 

“Sure,” he agreed. “But humor me for a minute and let’s try something.” He carefully walked from the door to the back wall, placing the heel of each foot next to the toe of the other as he did. “Thirty paces,” he said, a note of triumph in his voice. “I walked the rooms on the other side of the building this morning. They were forty-five paces. Now granted, I was doing it fast because we were supposed to be meeting with our advisers, but still. That’s a considerable difference, yet the building is a square, and the cutout in the middle is a square, so the front and back rooms should match, right?” 

I backed out of the doorway and into the hall. “You must have measured wrong. I think we ought to be getting back downstairs. I’m feeling much better now. We can still get lunch if we hurry.” 

He paced back to me. I couldn’t help but count along. Thirty paces. 

“They didn’t tell us we couldn’t come in here.” He flipped a lock of black hair out of his eyes as he stared down at his shoes. “And lunch just started. Trevor won’t even know we aren’t there yet. It usually takes him ten minutes to come find me. We need to go to the front rooms now. You can watch me pace it.” 

I bit my lip. Something about this felt wrong, like we were doing something we shouldn’t. But we were just looking at classrooms, right? Not stealing or anything. And it would be weird, wouldn’t it? If the rooms were different sizes? 

“Okay, but let’s be quick.” 

We ran back along the silent hallways, our feet slapping against the smooth wood floors. The front of the school flooded with a blaze of yellow light as gray clouds slipped past the sun. The classrooms had tall windows divided by dozens of individual glass panes, all sparkling with reflections from the sun’s glare. 

Jack paced carefully from the door to the windows. Forty-five steps. He paced back again. Forty-five steps. 

“Someone’s going to be pissed at the architect,” I joked weakly. “His square isn’t exactly square.” 

Jack spun around, facing the window. “There’s something weird about this place. I knew it from the first time Judan showed up at my house. I bet there’s a secret corridor on the back of the school. They didn’t have any excuse to put it on the first or second floors, so they’ve got it up here. I wonder what it’s for? How do you get to it?” 

His words caught me by surprise. I hadn’t thought about Mr. Judan, or recruiting, since the first day of cross-country. So he had visited Jack? He hadn’t visited Esther, but had he visited Jack? 

“You mean he came to recruit you?” I asked. “He came to your house?” 

“Of course. Along with Pretty Boy.” 

“Pretty Boy?” I asked, though I suspected I knew exactly who he meant.

 “You know, Cameron,” he said with an exaggerated air of importance. 

Cam had gone with Mr. Judan to visit Jack, but not Esther or Catherine? Jack didn’t even live in Danville, which blew apart my theory that he only visited people in town. 

What did that mean? 

“I’m going downstairs,” I said. “This is crazy. The hall must be a different width on the other side, or the inner classrooms must be different.” 

 “Wanna bet?” 

I shook my head. “No. I don’t.” 

“What about the gates, and the keys, and codes, and all the places for cameras. What about all that, Dancia?” 

“That was a joke, Jack.” 

“Maybe for you.” 

“You’re crazy. They’re into security, that’s all. If I knew you were taking any of this seriously I would have stopped it a long time ago.” I turned and headed back toward the stairs. A moment later I heard Jack’s footsteps behind me. 

“Maybe you can ignore it all, but I can’t. Not anymore.” He got in front of me. “Cam nearly killed me with that electric handshake of his, and Judan would make a snake nervous. And now this? The whole building’s probably rigged so they can spy on us. Who knows what’s in the secret corridor up here.” 

I stared up at him, wide-eyed. Cam had given him a shock? 

He picked up on it immediately. “He shocked you too, didn’t he?” Jack crowed. “I knew it. They handpicked us, Dancia. You and me. But why? What for?” 

“They’re recruiters,” I snapped. “That’s what they do. They find kids with special talents and try to get them to come to Delcroix. No mystery.” 

“Okay, so tell me why I’m here. You and I both know I don’t fit in. Delcroix students are dancers and debaters, and they’ve got parents who sent them to special camps and enrichment programs starting when they were two. They’re lab rats and Button-downs, like your friend Catherine. I barely made it through eighth grade.” He started to tick off items on his fingers. “I don’t do sports, dance, draw, or sing. I can’t add numbers in my head. My penmanship is lousy. So you tell me, what am I doing here? What’s so special about me?” 

I grabbed the banister for support as I started down the stairs. “How should I know why you’re here? Maybe they need poor kids.” I hated myself for sounding like Catherine, but the words just came out. I couldn’t help it. 

Jack stopped me halfway down. “If they had just wanted a poor kid, they could have picked one a whole lot nicer and smarter than me. I’m a delinquent. Ask anyone. I’m barely getting by. And what about you? How many times since school started have you told me that you don’t know why you’re here? You’re mediocre at everything. So what’s really going on?” 

With that, my patience ran out. Even though I didn’t think I belonged at Delcroix, the last thing I needed was Jack acting like horrible Catherine and all her friends. “Look,” I said, poking my finger into his chest. “If you think the school is so weird, why are you still here? Why not go back to whatever place takes delinquents like you? I’m sure everyone would breathe a sigh of relief if you decided to take the bus all the way back to Portland.” 

He stared at me. He was so close, I could see his nostrils flare. I thought I had gone too far, and he would get pissed and stomp away from me, but he didn’t. He just kept staring. 

Noise from the stairwell below filtered up to us. 

Jack pushed his hair back from his eyes. “I’ve got nowhere else to go,” he said flatly. “They told me I could start over here. They said things would be different, and I believed them. I have no idea why, but for some reason, when Pretty Boy told me that, I believed him. I must have been crazy.” 

I pictured my conversation with Cam at Bev’s Café, and the night before in the kitchen. He had convinced me too. Sometimes I thought he could say anything and I’d believe him. My thoughts flew to that moment at my door when he’d told me he was looking out for me. 

I’d believed that too. 

“He’s right,” I said, more confidently than I felt. “Delcroix is different. Look, I know it seems odd, and I feel weird here too sometimes, but we’ve got to give it a try. It could be our only chance.” 

“I did try,” he said. “But it isn’t working. The whole roommate thing doesn’t work for me, and those gates. Well, you know how I feel about the gates. And I think they follow me when I leave school on the weekend.” He leaned back against the wall, looking defeated. “Sometimes I want to just take off and not come back.” 

I stared at him, astonished. I had no idea things had gotten so bad for Jack. Then I started to get a little panicky at the thought of him leaving. Even if he was trouble, there were times when he was the only person I could talk to. What would I do without him? 

“I promised Grandma I’d stay until Christmas. You have to give it that long before you really know, one way or the other. You can’t leave now. It’s not even Thanksgiving yet. You have to stay at least that long,” I babbled. 

“Maybe.” He didn’t sound convinced. 

“There are things about the school I don’t like either, but we’ve got to keep trying. We’ll never know if we don’t try.” I wasn’t sure if I was talking to him or to myself, but it was suddenly vitally important that he agree. 

Jack stared at the wall in front of him. After an interminable pause, he let out a loud sigh and turned to me. “All right. As long as you’re with me. No more blowing me off when you’re upset, okay?” 

With a huge feeling of relief, I knocked against him. “Okay, you got me. But you can’t kill off any more of our classmates. Agreed?” 

He grinned. “Sometimes you’ve got to save the Earth, Dancia.” 

We laughed and walked down the steps together, our shoulders almost touching. I turned at the bottom of the landing and barreled right into a broad, masculine chest. When my eyes hit shaggy brown hair and a pair of concerned eyes, I sucked in my breath in horror. 

“Cam?” 

“Dancia? What were you doing upstairs?” He put his hands on my shoulders and examined my face. 

I tried to school my thoughts into a semblance of coherence. Had they told us not to go upstairs? Had I forgotten a rule? Were we in huge trouble? “I…we…” Cam’s hands burned my shoulders, making it impossible to think straight. 

“Dancia thought she left a book in her adviser’s classroom,” Jack interjected. 

Cam dropped his hands and looked over at Jack. “Landry, what are you doing here?” He turned back to me. “Don’t you usually have lunch with Esther and Hennie?” 

I nodded vigorously. It suddenly occurred to me that Jack and I had been walking way too close together when I’d bumped into Cam. Oh Lord, what if he thought we were…The last thing in the world I wanted was for Cam to think Jack and I were…

“Yeah,” I agreed, somewhat breathless with panic. “I realized my book was missing just as the bell rang for lunch. Jack happened to be around when I was heading upstairs.” 

“Right. I happened to be around.” Jack leaned against the wall by the stairwell and exhaled a bored sigh. “Anything good for lunch today?” 

A wave of gratitude passed over me. 

Cam crossed his arms over his chest as he looked back and forth between us. “I didn’t notice,” he said sternly. “Why don’t you go take a look?” 

Jack shrugged. “Fine by me.” He ambled away with his deceptively easy stride. 

As soon as he was out of earshot, Cam dropped his arms, his eyes dark with concern. “I don’t mean to sound like a parent here, but are you sure you know what you’re doing? With Landry, I mean?” 

Oh no! He did think we were together. “I just bumped into him, Cam,” I stuttered. “He’s on my team. We’re friends. But I’m not doing anything with him.” 

Cam ran his fingers through his hair. “I didn’t mean to imply anything. He just strikes me as a tough kid. I don’t want to see you get into trouble.” 

“Don’t worry,” I said, emphasizing the words. “It wasn’t a big deal.” I gave him the most sincere, believable, and earnest look of which I was capable. “We went into a couple of classrooms looking for my book. I got confused as to where I had left it.” 

It seemed to work, because his shoulders relaxed and his voice loosened. “It’s easy to get confused up there. The school is a big square, you know, so the rooms all look the same.” 

“Except the practice rooms, right?” 

He laughed. “Well, they don’t have windows. I guess that’s different.” 

I hesitated, dying to ask about what Jack and I had discovered. But asking Cam would have meant admitting that Jack and I had lied about the lost book. And even though I had the sense that Cam would have been happy to blame the lie on Jack, that didn’t seem right. I had already let Jack lie for me. 

Besides, it seemed like such a stupid question. I’m sure there was a simple reason why the rooms were different sizes. 

“Anyway,” he continued, “I’m just a little worried about you hanging out with Jack.” He put his hand on my shoulder and looked intently at me. “It isn’t that he’s done anything wrong, but you know how you get a sense from people? Well, I get the sense that Jack is bad news. I hate to see you going down the wrong road because of someone like him.” 

I nodded, my entire body wilting at his touch. “You don’t have to worry about me, Cam. I won’t do anything stupid.” 

He laughed, and we headed down the stairs together. 

I had the feeling he was waiting for me to say something more, like promising I would stay away from Jack, but I just couldn’t do it. 

I thought about what Hennie had said, that Jack seemed sad. I felt that in him too, today more than ever. 

How was I supposed to stay away from him when my heart said that, like me, Jack really needed a friend? 

Cam went down to lunch, and I headed for the pay phone by the office so I could call Grandma. With all my confusion, I needed to hear her voice, even if it was only for a second. As I picked up the receiver, I heard voices coming from inside the office. 

“So I missed my adviser appointment this morning,” Jack said. “What’s the big deal?” 

It was horrible of me, but when I heard Jack’s voice I leaned closer to the window. 

“The big deal is that we expect our students to follow the schedules we give them. This isn’t a voluntary program, Mr. Landry, and you don’t get to choose which appointments you attend.” It was Mr. Judan. 

 “Fine, whatever.” 

I cringed. Jack was using his cold, I-don’t-give-a-crap voice, the one I’d heard him use on Trevor and teachers who tried to get him to behave in class. I couldn’t imagine Mr. Judan would appreciate that. 

Mr. Judan dropped his voice, and I had to strain to hear. “Mr. Landry, I took you from whatever bridge you were living under and offered to pay your way to Delcroix. In return, you promised that you’d live by our rules. You do intend to keep up your end of the bargain, don’t you?” 

There was silence from Jack. I wondered what he was doing, where he was looking. I sent a silent plea to him to look down, to nod, not to pick a fight. 

“If I were you,” Mr Judan continued, “I would drop that tough-guy attitude and start thinking about how you’re  going to make it here at Delcroix. Something needs to change, and it better be you. I would start by apologizing to me and to Mrs. Harbiner.” 

That voice gave me a shiver, deep in my bones. There was a muffled sound that I hoped was Jack apologizing, and then nothing. I hurriedly dropped my change into the phone and pushed the numbers. The phone was just starting to ring when Jack came out of the office. 

He stopped outside the door and let his backpack fall to the ground at his feet. I assumed he didn’t see me, because he let out a deep breath, and his shoulders seemed to collapse. He looked so dejected, I took a step toward him without realizing what I was doing. The phone cord snapped me back. Jack’s head shot up, and he stared at me just as Grandma answered the phone. 

“Hello? Is that you, Dancia?” 

“Yes, Grandma.” I gave Jack an apologetic look. With an abrupt shake, he threw back his hair and assumed his old uncaring stance. He picked up his backpack, gave me a nonchalant salute, and then strolled toward the front door. 
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THE NEXT two weeks were exhausting, as I tried to juggle my desire to please Cam and my worry about Jack’s increasingly despondent looks. Cam started showing up regularly at my cube at the library, and we’d go for little walks around campus before cross-country practice or after dinner. It took us forever to walk anywhere, because everyone in the school knew him and stopped to say hello. They treated him like a combination of hero, kid next door, and best friend. He was too unassuming to be intimidating, yet too perfect to be normal. I figured it was only a matter of time before he became the leader of the free world. 

He introduced me to everyone and made a point of calling me his friend. I figured this was both good and bad. Good, because the entire school now knew that Cam liked me. Bad, because it sounded like he was serious about the “friend” thing. I never did tell Esther and Hennie about the eggs and the “I’m looking out for you” comment. I knew they’d make a big deal about it, and since nothing really happened with him, I didn’t want to sound stupid because I’d gotten my hopes up about the whole thing. 

Then there was Jack, in all my classes, with increasingly dark circles under his eyes and a wary look about him. He was acting out more, getting in trouble, and not turning in homework. I was worried about him, but I didn’t know what I could do to help without losing my chance to be with Cam. I started avoiding him around the cafeteria, and trying to talk to him less during class, but then he’d drop me a note and make me laugh, or I’d need his help with a chemistry problem, and we’d end up studying together and talking all evening long. 

The weekends became a kind of salvation. At least then I didn’t have to worry about who I was talking to or who might be watching. 

Halloween fell on a Sunday, so half the class was wearing costumes that Friday when we rode the Silver Bullet to the parking lot. Allie and Marika wore fairy costumes, which naturally required tiny bodysuits and see-through gauze skirts. Yashir and some of his friends dressed like guys in a band I didn’t know. They wore leather pants and ripped shirts, but they didn’t look very different from usual, so I thought the costumes were pretty lame. Esther and Hennie and I were matching witches. It was fun doing makeup together and fixing our hair, but my heart wasn’t really in it. Cam and Trevor and some of their friends got football uniforms, and Anna and her friends dressed like cheerleaders. 

Jack didn’t dress up at all. 

Neither did Catherine. 

Grandma was waiting when we pulled into the parking lot. It was raining, so I sprinted from the bus to her car, gave Jack and Hennie and Esther a wave, and then dove inside. 

I gave her a peck on her baby powder–scented cheek, and settled with relief into the seat. The bus ride had been painful, and it felt good to be going home. Jack had ridden up in the front, barely acknowledging me when I got on with Esther and Hennie. I could practically feel the frustration and anger spilling out of him, even though he tried to hide it behind an uncaring facade. 

I forced myself to think about Cam instead of Jack, but that didn’t make things easier. Cam had given me a hug before I’d left that afternoon, but then disappeared with Anna and his other friends. Most of the upperclassmen stayed at school over the weekends, and they were having a Halloween party. I had horrible visions of him hooking up with Anna at the party, as would be fitting for the quarterback and the head cheerleader. 

“How was your week?” Grandma asked as she inched the old Volvo into traffic. 

Driving with Grandma was always a bit of an adventure. Half the time she drove so slowly, people honked at her and shook their fists as they passed. The other half of the time she raced through stop signs and intersections like she didn’t even notice they were there. 

Which, of course, she didn’t. 

I struggled to find something unexciting yet true to say to Grandma. “It was okay. We’re starting a new unit in algebra. Something about vectors. And Esther and Hennie and I are doing a project together for World Civ. We’re doing a report on the Mayan ruins.” 

“Did you see that boy that you like—what was his name? Christopher?” 

Weird as it sounds, I think Grandma really wanted me to find a boyfriend. It was the one thing she always asked me about when we were going home for the weekend. Of course, she forgot what I had said the minute I said it, and asked me the exact same questions the next week, but it was nice. At least she cared enough to ask. 

“Cam. His name is Cam. And yeah, we hang out sometimes. But we’re just friends.” 

Grandma and I did not talk about boys—not that there had ever been anything to discuss. Even though I wouldn’t have minded talking about my problems with Cam and Jack, I figured that was one line I should never cross. If I told her how much I liked Cam, but how I liked Jack too, and didn’t know how to choose between them, I’d have to tell her everything. It was the classic slippery slope. 

She waited a minute for me to say something more, but I managed to keep my mouth shut. “I see. And what about the others? What about that boy that you waved good-bye to in the parking lot? What’s his name?” 

Trust Grandma to push all the right buttons. 

“His name is Jack. We’re in most of the same classes. We’re friends too, but I’m not sure he’s someone I should hang out with. He gets into trouble a lot.” 

Grandma turned back to the road. “Trust your instincts, dear. You’ll be meeting a lot of new people at Delcroix, and they will be very different from the people you’ve met before. Don’t let yourself be taken in by appearances.” 

“What does that mean?” 

 Grandma flicked on her blinker, even though our street was six blocks away. “You must be tired after such a long day. I made meatballs and spaghetti for dinner.” She ignored my question, which either meant she had already forgotten what she had said, or didn’t feel like answering. She did that sometimes. It was infuriating. 

 “Fine.” 

The incessant clicking of the blinker filled the silent car. Finally, Grandma turned down our street. 

“Grandma, how do you know what your instincts are? I mean, what if you have two different instincts? What do you do then?” 

I suppose I threw out the question because I didn’t think she’d respond, and because I was annoyed that she’d brought up trusting your instincts and then dropped it. But as soon as I spoke the words, I realized I really needed to know the answer. 

Cam obviously thought Jack was trouble, and part of me believed him. But another part of me wondered if Jack was just saying what I felt. When I was at school and we were busy studying and doing after-school activities and homework, and behaving like normal teenagers, Jack’s suggestions about Delcroix seemed ridiculous. But in the car on the way home, I couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe Jack was right. Something seemed odd about Delcroix, with all its gates, and keys, and locks, and all the students with their crazy talents. Not to mention creepy Mr. Judan, who happened to recruit both me and Jack, and the uneven sizes of the rooms on the third floor. 

And if Jack was right about all that, could Cam be wrong about Jack? 

It was all so confusing, it made my head hurt. 

Grandma slowly pulled the car into our driveway, ran over the hose and an empty pop bottle I’d left outside the week before, and stopped inches from the garage door. She turned off the car and we sat there, neither of us moving. We sat there so long, I had almost forgotten my own question when Grandma finally spoke up. 

“I suppose there’s no good answer to that, Danny. I wish there was. But if you take the wrong path, something deep inside you will feel twisted. There are times when that will be the only way to know the right from the wrong.” 

Her words sat heavy in my chest. “You mean I won’t know until after I’ve done something if it was the wrong thing?” 

“I didn’t say that.” 

I threw up my hands. Sometimes it felt like Grandma spoke in a code only she understood. “How do you know, anyway?” I asked. “Did you ever do anything wrong?” 

“Of course,” she replied, a little tear running down her cheek. “We’ve all done things we regret. But I left the meatballs on the stove. We should get inside before they burn.” 
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GRANDMA LEFT me alone all day Saturday, except for a quick trip to Goodwill to look for a new blanket to cover the holes in our couch, and a visit to the hospital to pick up some new prescriptions. 

On Sunday afternoon we went to Walmart to get a couple of bags of Halloween candy. Grandma asked if I needed any new clothes for school, so I wandered around aimlessly, watching other girls shriek and coo as they held up outfits for their friends. They made it look so easy. I lingered over the shirts, rubbing the smooth cotton of a snug-fitting pink hoodie between my fingers, and wondering whether Cam liked bright colors. He probably didn’t like brown, gray, and more brown, which pretty much described my wardrobe. 

Grandma raised her eyebrows when she saw what I was doing. “Pink?” she said with surprise. “Now that’s a change. It would certainly be nice to see you in a pretty color.”

 She rifled through the rack and pulled out a large. “Looks like it’s made to fit a third grader,” she sniffed. “Well, try it on. Can’t hurt.” We walked over to the fitting room, and Grandma grabbed a few more shirts on the way. Another pink one, then a blue V-neck, and a purple-striped button-down. She was all business, grabbing shirts from the racks and handing them to me, shushing me with an impatient hand when I started to argue. I finally got to the dressing room with about six shirts, not a single one of them brown. 

I tried on the pink hoodie first. It clung to me in a way that none of my other clothes did, but I can’t say it looked bad. All that running had been good for me, I guess. I walked out to where Grandma was waiting. She had a strict rule about approving any clothes she bought for me. 

“Good Lord, child, are you sure they let you wear things like that at Delcroix?” 

I wasn’t committed to the pink anyway. “Probably not. I’ll go take it off.” 

“No, no, no, I was only asking.” She pursed her lips. “Turn around, let me see the whole thing.” 

I spun around slowly, hoping no one I knew was within a ten-mile radius to see me modeling clothes for my grandmother, like a six-year-old. 

“It’s fine. We’ll get it.” 

“But, Grandma, I don’t think…” 

She shook her head. “I’m tired of seeing you in brown.” 

I was too, I had to admit. There was something beguiling about the color, the way it made my cheeks look creamy instead of washed out. Besides, I was starting to wonder if dressing the way I did was a little silly. Was I really less likely to get into trouble just because I didn’t wear bright colors? 

The purple-striped number was a disaster, but the blue one made my eyes stand out. We took it, along with a new pair of jeans that weren’t quite as baggy as the ones I usually wore. Grandma seemed happy. I knew she had always hated my wardrobe. 

We picked up a few more things—some notebooks for me, a trashy tabloid and some denture cleaner for Grandma—and headed to the checkout. The woman in front of us had just begun to unload a full cart, so I looked around for a magazine to flip through while we waited. 

I turned toward the rack behind me, then stepped back. 

Jack was lounging behind the racks of candy and gum, hair falling into his eyes, hands deep in the pockets of his cut-off khaki shorts, pushing a cart almost filled with ramen noodles. 

“Are you sure you want that pink one?” he said. “It looks a little flimsy. Might get ripped if they make us go back over the wall.” 

Seeing Jack at Walmart was so unexpected, I found myself gaping at him. In my mind, Delcroix was hundreds of miles away—completely separate from my life in Danville. But here was Jack, wearing the same ripped shorts he’d been wearing a couple of days ago at school. 

“Eh? Who’s this, Danny?” Grandma thrust her glasses higher on her nose and pushed me aside to take a closer look at Jack. “What’s your name? You look familiar.” 

“Jack Landry.” He straightened and extended his hand. “But I’m not sure how we would have met. I only came to town a couple of months ago, just before school started.” 

“Where from?” Grandma demanded, shuffling over to shake his hand. 

“Portland. I moved here to go to school at Delcroix.” Jack gestured in my direction. “Dancia and I are on the same team.” 

“You never lived in Danville?” Grandma asked. 

“For a little while,” he admitted. “I moved when I was five.” 

Grandma considered him for another moment, then her face lit up. “Aha!” she said triumphantly. “You must be Tom Landry’s son. I knew you looked familiar.” 

The smile froze on Jack’s face. “You knew my father?” 

Grandma snorted. “He lived a few blocks away from us. Never saw you or your mother much.” She poked me in the side. “You remember Tom, don’t you? Teacher at the high school. He moved to California a year or two ago. How is he doing?” 

“We don’t see him,” Jack said, his lips curling as if the words left a sour taste in his mouth. 

The woman in front of us was arguing with the clerk, insisting that the nightgown she had picked out was on the clearance rack and should be fifty percent off. 

“Did you move up here with your mother?” Grandma asked. 

I threw her a black look. Didn’t she know it was rude to bring up such personal issues in the Walmart checkout line? I’d tried to talk to Jack a few times about his parents, but he didn’t like to talk about them much. He had something against his mother, and he always changed the subject. 

“I’m staying with a friend,” he responded. 

I’d heard all about his friend, who was really just the older brother of someone Jack knew in Portland. The guy didn’t have a job, and as far as Jack could tell, he spent most of his time doing drugs and crashing out in his house, which his parents had left him when they died. 

It didn’t sound like a good arrangement. 

The woman in front of us got fed up. She threw the nightgown at the clerk and stomped out. Grandma moved forward and started fumbling through her enormous purse as the cashier rang up our items. 

“Are you ready for Halloween?” I asked Jack. “I don’t see any candy in your cart.” 

“Nah. I’m just going to turn off the lights. I wouldn’t want any little kids coming to my place.” 

“You should come over for dinner,” Grandma said as she took our bag from the clerk and tucked the receipt into her purse. She examined the contents of Jack’s shopping cart, her cloudy blue eyes soft. “You look like you could use a good meal.” 

Jack looked from Grandma to me and raised his brows a notch. I could feel the question in his expression. 

I couldn’t muster a decent protest. Even though I wasn’t sure what to do about him, the thought of Jack sitting alone on Halloween, eating ramen noodles in the dark, didn’t seem right. 

“Sure,” I said. “Come on over.” 

Despite my fears that Grandma would do something horribly embarrassing, or Jack would say something weird about Delcroix, dinner proved surprisingly pleasant. Jack turned out to be one of those kids who could charm adults until they were putty in his hands. He entertained Grandma with stories about his childhood, like how he hadn’t learned to ride a bike until he was ten because he was so clumsy, and how he failed kindergarten because he wouldn’t share his toys. She seemed to find this hilarious. He asked her scores of questions, even got her to talk about how she had moved to Danville with my grandpa fifty years ago, when they were young and just starting out. 

Grandpa had been a logger. He died before I was born. 

Jack praised Grandma’s homemade chicken soup so much you would have thought she was Emeril, and he really seemed to like it, because he ate three bowls. I guess he was awfully hungry. Then Grandma broke out the sherbet, and we all had big bowls. 

“Mrs. Lewis, that was the best meal I’ve had in years,” Jack said, sounding sincere. 

Grandma smiled, but something underneath her smile was serious. “You come here for dinner anytime you want, Jack. You shouldn’t be eating those noodle things. You need protein, a growing boy like you.” 

“I appreciate that. I’m not much of a cook. But you know they feed us pretty well at school.” 

Grandma leaned over and patted his hand. “It isn’t home cooking. You come here when you want some real food.” 

I’d never seen her fawn over someone like that before. It was embarrassing. 

I stood and started gathering our bowls. Grandma pushed back from the table and took them from my hands. “Why don’t you and Jack go sit outside and watch for the trick-or-treaters. I’ll clean this up.”

 Now this was disturbing. Was Grandma, with that innocent gleam in her drippy eyes, trying to set Jack and me up? That was definitely not on the menu for the evening. Jack and I were friends. Nothing more. 

“I don’t think—” 

“I’ll need to be getting home soon,” Jack said. 

“Go.” Grandma pushed me toward the front door. “You’ve got a few minutes to talk before Jack heads home.” 

We walked out onto the porch, where an old wooden bench was slowly decaying by the front door. I sat down on one end, Jack sat next to me. Closer, I thought, than was absolutely necessary. It had been warm and sunny all day, one of our rare Halloweens where we got a last taste of summer weather, and I ran my hands over my bare arms nervously. Somehow things felt different at my house than they did at school. At school we’d sat next to each other hundreds of times while we studied or ate dinner. And it felt like there was always someone watching. Here, it felt too private. Like anything could happen. 

“My grandma’s a little pushy,” I said apologetically. 

“She’s great. I wish I had someone like her.” 

“Were you serious when you said you didn’t know if you had grandparents?” I looked straight ahead, focusing on the fact that we were outside, in plain view of the entire street. There were little kids in costumes starting down the block with their parents. It wasn’t like Jack was going to jump me right then and there. And it wasn’t as if a little part of me was curious to know what that would be like, if he did. 

“Yeah. I guess they’re dead. My mom and I don’t talk much. She never really mentioned them.” 

“Is your mom in Portland?” I asked. 

“I don’t know where she is. I haven’t seen her since the spring.” 

I pulled back, puzzled. “Really? Then who did you live with?” 

He shot me a sideways look. “I don’t mean to shock you, Dancia, but some kids don’t have a cozy little house to live in. I bummed around. There are lots of places to go.” 

I turned to him, unable to hide my shock. “You mean you were homeless?” 

He shrugged. “I usually had a friend I could crash with. I’d rather be on my own anyway.” 

“Isn’t that illegal? For you to be on your own, I mean. Don’t they put you in a foster home or something?” 

“They didn’t know about me,” Jack said. “They thought I lived with my mom.” 

I leaned back on the bench. Jack usually had a friend to crash with? What did he do the rest of the time? I thought about what I’d overhead Mr. Judan say—something about Jack living under a bridge. Was that what homeless kids did in Portland? Lived under bridges? 

Jack scowled when he saw the expression on my face. “Look, it’s not so bizarre. Lots of kids do it. I still went to school. I made money doing odd jobs for people. I did okay.” 

“But how…I mean, was it scary?” 

He turned that half smile on me, the one that he’d used so effectively on Grandma. “I’m telling you, it wasn’t a big deal. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about me. How’s cross-country going? You haven’t mentioned it for a while.”

 “It’s fine.” I tried to shake the image of Jack sleeping on the street, or under a bridge. I wondered what kind of “odd jobs” he had done to make enough money to support himself. “We run a lot more than I did on my own. It feels good. It helps me clear my head.” 

“I’m not much of an athlete, myself. I doubt I could run to the end of the block.” Jack leaned back and laid one arm on the bench behind him. He practically touched my shoulders as he did, and goose bumps broke out on my arms. I scooted a few inches to the side. 

“I’m sure you’ve got a lot to do,” I said. “You probably want to get back home.” 

“I guess so.” Jack stared at the street. “I do like it here.” There was something wistful in his voice, and a little part of me felt like reaching out and grabbing his hand. 

He must have read my mind, because he turned his head and looked down at me. There was no smile now, just a serious expression no boy had ever aimed at me before. 

I swallowed hard, hoping he would look away, but he didn’t. 

He was going to kiss me. I knew it. It would be my first kiss. 

But this wasn’t right. I fought the invisible fingers that seemed to hold me in place. I didn’t like Jack. Not like that. I liked Cam. Cam was the guy for me. Not Jack. 

My mind was screaming for me to move, to get out of the way before he leaned closer and touched his lips to mine, but my body seemed determined to stay put. 

A million questions ran through my mind. Would his lips be warm? Soft? Wet or dry? Did you tilt your head like they do in the movies? What if I wasn’t good at this—

In the midst of my panic, the shrill sound of the phone ringing cut through the silence. 

A second later, Grandma called, “Dancia! Phone for you.” 

I jumped up and practically flung myself across the porch. “I’ll be right back.” I bolted into the house; my heart was thumping as if I had just gone running. 

Grandma handed me the phone. “It’s Esther.” 

I took a few deep breaths before holding the phone to my ear. 

 “Hello?” 

Esther’s voice bubbled through the receiver. “Dancia! Do you have your costume on? Are you ready for Halloween? I couldn’t believe it when I got home—my little sister is going to be a pumpkin and she looks so cute, I can’t stop pinching her cheeks. It’s driving her crazy!” 

“Esther, can I call you back? I have a friend over.” 

Jack stood in the doorway. The sun was setting behind him, so I could only see a dark outline, not his face. He said something to Grandma as Esther continued to chatter in my ear. Then he grabbed his Walmart bag from the couch. He waved at me from the doorway and turned to leave. 

“Esther, hang on a sec.” I covered the receiver with one hand, walked as far toward the door as the cord would stretch, and yelled, “I’ll see you Monday.” 

He looked back and smiled, then threw his bag over his shoulder and kept walking. I watched him go, with only an ounce of regret and a pound of relief. 
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I FOUND myself glancing repeatedly in the side mirror as we drove to Delcroix early Monday morning. It was dark and cold outside, and I had that creepy feeling you sometimes get when you think someone’s watching you. For a few blocks I thought a beige sedan was on our tail, but then it turned off the road, and I cursed Jack for getting me so wound up. 

We arrived at the parking lot fifteen minutes early, but there were already half a dozen cars sitting in the lot. I went to stand under the foggy glow of one of the streetlights. Paul and Alessandro were the first from my team to arrive, and they joined me. We exchanged halfhearted waves, but didn’t say much. I liked them both, but we hadn’t spent much time together since orientation. Marika got there next. I still couldn’t look at her the same way, after the incident in pottery class. In her defense, I don’t think she liked Catherine that much either. She mostly hung out with Allie and Emma. 

I was wearing the pink hoodie and an old pair of jeans that hung low on my hips. When we’d talked the night before, Esther had persuaded me to leave my hair loose. This seemed like a huge mistake to me, but she was always complaining about how it drove her crazy that I kept my hair locked up in a ponytail. She believed in being natural and loving yourself the way you were, and she kept telling me how beautiful my hair was. 

I thought this was complete nonsense, but it seemed to work for Esther. Besides, she was persistent, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Cam would think. So there I was, in a tight pink shirt with crazy blond curls spiraling out from my head in every direction. The real Dancia, exposed for all the world to see. 

The crowd got bigger and the sky turned pale gray as the Silver Bullet appeared up the road, making its way toward the parking lot. I looked around for Esther or Hennie but didn’t see them. More people had gone home this weekend than usual, I guess for Halloween, and there were lots of cars and parents milling around. The iron gates creaked open to let the bus through. I suppressed a shudder as Jack’s words rang in my ears again. 

Keep the bad guys out, or us in? 

He’s paranoid, Dancia, I reminded myself. Of course he’s going to think weird things about the gates. 

The Silver Bullet rolled to a stop, and Cam jumped out. They always sent an older student to make sure that all the freshmen who had left school over the weekend were accounted for Monday morning. I don’t know what they’d do if you weren’t there. Sound the alarm and call your parents, I guess. No one had missed the bus yet. 

My heart did that little flip-flop Cam always inspired. Everyone seemed to want to get on the Silver Bullet at once, so I hung back and let them find their places. I joined the line at the very end. Esther and Hennie waved from the front. There was no sign of Jack. 

When I passed Cam, he looked up from a list in his hand. His mouth was tight. He ran his fingers through his hair and said, “Hey, Dancia, you haven’t seen Landry, have you?” 

It was the first time I’d seen Cam in days. I was freezing in my pink hoodie and my hair was down, and all he could do was ask about Jack? 

“No. Haven’t seen him.” 

From the way he shook his head, I could tell he was irritated. He pressed his lips together, then shook his head and gave me one of those blindingly adorable smiles. “I guess some people have to learn the hard way,” he said. “Trevor wasn’t kidding about them being pissed if you miss the bus.” 

“Yeah, well, I guess I’d better get on, then.” 

Cam nodded, still scanning the parking lot for signs of Jack. Esther and Hennie were sitting together at the back of the bus, but all the seats near them were full. I took the first empty spot near the front, and slid over to the window. 

Cam jumped on and nodded to the driver, who tugged on the handle to close the doors. As we pulled away, I caught sight of a black car crossing the parking lot. I was pretty sure it was someone dropping off Jack. 

I felt horrible, watching that car speed across the lot. I thought about how mad Mr. Judan had been when Jack missed his adviser appointment a couple of weeks ago, and how he’d told Jack something needed to change. 

This was not the kind of change Mr. Judan had in mind. 

The bus made a slow circle around the lot and stopped at the gate. Cam and the driver were looking at each other and laughing about something as the driver opened his window and held out his security card. I didn’t mean to do it, I swear, but I had this feeling, this crazy feeling that Jack needed me. It was just like when I saw him being chased by Sunglasses Guy. I had no choice. I had to do something. 

I stared at the card and pictured it flying into the air even as the whoosh filled my head. The strange thing was, instead of the card doing just what I pictured, it only moved a couple of inches. And then, as I watched, it shimmered and seemed to lengthen. I’d never seen anything like it—the whole thing turned pale and foggy, almost as if the card were made of smoke. The edges that had once fit squarely in the guard’s hand curled like a snake several inches above and below. 

And then it disappeared. 

I sucked in my breath. I hadn’t pictured that. I’d never made anything disappear before.

 Cam flinched, then spun around in the aisle as if looking for something. His eyes found mine, and then moved past, searching. He whipped his head around and looked behind him, out the door, toward the parking lot. 

The driver swore under his breath. “What the—that damn thing jumped right out of my hand!” He peered out the window, then pulled his head in and swore again. 

Cam stepped back. “I’ll get it,” he said grimly. 

“No, it’s my fault. It must have fallen under the bus.” The driver stomped off the bus, leaving the doors open. The black car flew past my window toward the exit, kicking up gravel as it went. The minute it disappeared, Jack’s black hair appeared in the doorway. 

“I hope I’m not late,” he said to Cam. 

Cam stared at him, his eyes slowly narrowing from surprise to suspicion. “When did you get here?” 

 “Just now.” 

Jack and Cam faced off. They were almost the same height, but Cam had a good twenty pounds of muscle on Jack. 

“That means you’re late. Next time there won’t be a convenient accident to slow us down.” Cam spoke quietly, his eyes locked on Jack. The rest of the bus was filled with laughter and the rumble of thirty conversations all happening at the same time. I doubted if the others even noticed we had stopped. 

Jack shrugged and tried to push past. Cam put one hand on either seat and blocked the aisle. “I mean it, Landry.” 

“Sure, whatever.” Jack turned his shoulder and barreled into Cam’s arm. Cam lifted it, shaking his head as he watched Jack make his way down the aisle. 

I sank deeper in my seat, hoping Jack wouldn’t look at me. He scowled and slipped into a seat next to Allie. 

Still swearing under his breath, the driver took the steps two at a time and slammed into his seat. “Had to crawl under the damn bus,” he muttered. “And now I’m off schedule.” 

As the gates retracted, Cam sat down next to me. I should have been thrilled, but I couldn’t stop picturing that card rising like a curl of smoke out of the guard’s hand. The whoosh and the power had left me. It had come and gone so quickly, I never really had time to get worked up about it. But what had happened? Had I done that to the card? Had Jack? What kind of power did he have, anyway? 

Needless to say, however confused I had been earlier that morning, I was infinitely more so now. 

Cam sighed and pushed his hair away from his eyes. His brows were drawn together in a look of concern, or maybe sadness. I couldn’t tell. “Hey, Dancia,” he said. 

All the noise in my brain stopped as I lost myself in Cam’s nearness. “Hey.” 

“You okay?” The concern deepened. Those incredible eyes connected with mine, and he turned his body so his shoulders blocked the rest of the bus from my sight. “You look freaked out. Not because of that, I hope.” He jerked one thumb in Jack’s direction but kept his gaze pinned on me. 

It was amazing, but somehow as he spoke, my nerves started to dissolve. “No, I’m okay,” I said. “Just out of it. It is Monday, after all.” 

The worried line between his eyes eased, and he gave me a slow smile. “Good. I wouldn’t want you worrying about Landry.” 

Landry? I thought fuzzily, my brain turning to goop as Cam’s smile radiated through my body. Who was that? “How was your Halloween?” 

He leaned closer and knocked his shoulder against mine. “It was okay. But I missed you. You should have stayed for the party.” 

Was he trying to send me into heart failure? I looked out the window, hoping to catch my breath. The sun was just starting to break over the trees, and the gray-green lawns rushed past as the red brick of the school drew closer. 

“Did you get in a workout this weekend?” I asked, once I’d regained enough composure to look at him again. 

“Yeah, I went to the gym and lifted, and then played a few games of soccer with Trevor and the guys. We played pickup against Anna and her girls. They almost crushed us—but they really need a new forward. I can’t wait for you to start playing soccer this spring. They’ll be psyched to have you.”

 I stifled the surge of jealousy and forced myself to sound casual. “I guess I’ll have to see how things go. I’m getting nervous about report cards. Grandma won’t let me play unless I get at least B’s. I got an English paper back last week, and I swear, there was more red ink than black.” 

“You and me both. I turned in a physics lab Monday, and I don’t think I got a single thing right. Not even my name.” 

I giggled. “I don’t believe it.” 

“I’m not kidding.” He shook his head solemnly. “If Trevor didn’t let me copy his homework, I’d never make it to soccer practice.” 

We chatted for a few more minutes before the bus rolled to a stop. Cam slid out of his seat. “You should find me at lunch today,” he said. “I keep inviting you and you keep ignoring me. I’m starting to think you don’t like me.” 

A huge grin spread across my face. “Right. As if.” 

“Well then…?” 

“Okay, okay, I will!” 

 “Good.” 

The driver opened the door and said good-bye to Cam as he jumped down the steps. I let the crowd fill the aisle and flow out of the bus. 

I stared at the green back of the seat. Cam really seemed to want to eat lunch with me. He wasn’t just saying it to be nice. He truly wanted it. 

This could not be explained by the fact that he was my recruiter. I’d been downplaying things for weeks, but the fact was, he kept seeking me out. He was definitely paying more attention to me than to anyone else, and now he was going to introduce me to his friends? Could Esther be right? Could he really be interested in me? Was it possible that something could go so absolutely, wondrously, perfectly right in my life? 

A sense of terror mixed with my initial jolt of delight. What in the world would I have to say to a bunch of juniors? What if I said something stupid, and he changed his mind and decided I was a complete loser and he never wanted to speak to me again? 

Esther grabbed my arm and practically hauled me out of my seat. “What did he say to you? Does he like the new hairdo? You have five minutes to spill the beans, or else.” 

“Esther’s being a bit dramatic,” Hennie breathed, a wicked gleam in her eyes. “We’ll let you tell us over lunch, if you prefer.” 

We walked off the bus. I made sure Cam was otherwise occupied before I casually said, “Actually, I told Cam I would meet him at lunch.” 

Esther squealed. Loudly. 

I looked around, desperately hoping he wasn’t within earshot. “Shhh!” I said. “He’s going to think we’re a bunch of idiots.” 

“I don’t care!” she said gleefully. “That’s it—you are getting together! I knew it!” 

I glared at her. “Keep your voice down.” 

She didn’t look the least bit repentant, but she did give me a whispered, “I’m sorry. Now, tell us what’s going on!” 

I pulled her and Hennie up the stairs and into the Main Hall. Once we were in a relatively secluded spot next to the office, I sighed with relief. The words spilled out of me like a flood. “I wish I knew. The truth is, I have no idea what’s  going on.” 

Hennie pursed her lips. “You don’t know what’s going on, or you can’t tell us?” 

“I don’t know,” I insisted. “Honestly, I can’t believe he could possibly like me. I mean, I’m just a freshman, right? And hardly a beauty queen.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re tall and you have a great body. And boys love that blond-hair-blue-eyes thing,” Hennie sighed. “I’m just a short little Indian girl. Yashir will never notice me.” 

Esther waved a dismissive hand. “That’s ridiculous. You’re gorgeous, and boys go for the sweet, quiet types. It’s a well-known fact.” 

“He didn’t even look at me on the bus this morning,” she said. 

“That’s because you never talk to him,” Esther said logically. “Which we are planning to change as soon as possible.” She pinned me with her gaze. “Now, Dancia, let’s get real. You’re smart, you’re funny, you’re tough, you don’t let anyone push you around—basically, you’re hot, regardless of whether you’re a freshman, and Cam knows it. He’s been watching you since school started, you guys hang out after school, and now he asks you to have lunch with him…” She let her voice trail off suggestively. “I think it’s obvious what’s going on here.” 

“Well, it’s not obvious to me,” I wailed. “Half the time he looks at me like I’m his little sister, and the other half I feel like we’re just friends. And you know he and Anna spend tons of time together. What if they’re going out? I don’t even know!” 

That was the truth. I’d never really figured out exactly what his relationship with Anna was. I knew they were close friends, but I didn’t know exactly what that meant. 

A bell rang and we all jumped. 

“I still need to go to my locker,” Hennie said, looking nervously at the crowds now streaming around us. “We’ll have to catch up later. Tell you what, Dancia. We’ll do some  research and get back to you, okay?” 

I nodded gratefully. Was high school always so complicated? 

Our lockers were in the basement, spread in narrow rows around white support pillars. We weren’t allowed to go to our dorm rooms during the school day, so we had lockers to stow our books in between classes. Hennie and Esther and I had each been assigned a locker in a different area, so after quick hugs, we split up and promised to find each other whenever we had a break that afternoon. 

With visions of melting brown eyes dancing in front of me, I blinked furiously and tried to focus on my combination lock. Classes. I did have classes today. But what were they? 

“Where’d Prince Charming go?” 

I froze at the sound of Jack’s voice floating over my shoulder. I jerked the lock open, grabbed a book from my locker, and threw it into my backpack. The Cam-induced haze abruptly melted away. 

What was I supposed to say to him? I was jolted back to my utter confusion of the morning and the terrifying realization that once again, I’d used my powers to protect him. Or at least I’d tried. The scary thing was, Jack inspired some kind of protective instinct in me that I couldn’t ignore. He seemed determined to get into trouble, and I seemed just as determined to get him out. 

And then there was the whole scene on my porch the night before, and the maybe-almost kiss. Or had I imagined that too? 

I turned around and tried to play it cool and friendly. “Hey, Jack, what’s up? Sleep through the alarm this morning?” 

“Forgot to set it.” He had one hand looped around a couple of books, the other deep in his pocket, and he slouched in a lazy, relaxed way against the bank of lockers behind me. He was wearing dark, baggy jeans and a snug black T-shirt. 

“That’s ridiculous. How could you forget to set your alarm? Are you trying to get yourself in trouble?” 

 He flipped his hair out of his eyes and walked over to my side. “What are they going to do? Suspend me? I don’t think so. Then Prince Charming and the rest of them couldn’t keep an eye on me.” 

I nibbled my lip uneasily. “What do you mean?” 

“You know, holding us here—behind those gates—makes it awfully easy to keep an eye on us.” He held up his ID card. “They track our every move, Dancia. Trust me, they’re not going to suspend me.” 

I sighed. “We’ve been through this before, Jack. They have to do that. It’s for security.” 

“They keep saying that, but what’s the big danger they’re securing us from? Most kids seem to survive just fine without being kept behind a locked iron gate.” 

“How should I know? Terrorism? Weird people who try to abduct kids?” 

“If you say so.” 

“What do you think Cam has to do with it?” I wasn’t sure what “it” might be, but when I talked to Jack, it seemed hard to pretend that things at Delcroix were business as usual. 

“Have you seen the way he looks at me? You’d think he’s expecting me to plant a bomb or something.” 

I threw my backpack over my shoulders. Truth was, Cam did look at him funny. Cam didn’t trust him. If Jack knew half the things Cam had said to me, he’d be even more convinced that they were plotting against him. 

“Whatever. You’re crazy. Can we just go to class, please?” 

He shrugged. “Sure. By the way, thanks for dinner. It was nice to have actual food for once. And someone other than my stoner roommate to eat it with.” 

I made a face, relieved that he’d accepted the change of subject. “Grandma thinks you’re sweet.” 

“Oh no, really? She called me sweet?” He laughed. “After the cold shoulder I get from her granddaughter, I was beginning to think I’d lost my touch.” 

I winced. Jack had been trying to kiss me last night. I had hoped we could forget all about that awkward sittingon-the-porch moment. Even if a tiny part of me had been curious as to what that might have been like, the bigger part of me wanted Cam. I couldn’t let Jack think something might develop between us. I steeled myself to be frank. 

“Jack, it’s not that I don’t…I mean, it’s not that I don’t like you, it’s just…well, you know Cam and…well…” 

He laughed as he shifted his books and put one arm around my shoulders. “What?” he said in a dramatic voice as he pulled me closer. “You mean Cinderella has already found her prince? And it isn’t me? I am crushed. Truly, deeply crushed.” 

“Jack!” I shrugged out of his grasp and tried to ignore the fact that he smelled good, like cinnamon and coffee, and that it felt rather nice to have his arm around me. I tried to focus instead on his reaction. What I said didn’t seem to bother him. Maybe I had misinterpreted him after all. 

“You don’t really think I’m going to let that pretty boy stand in my way, do you?” He winked at me and kept smiling. “Darling, you and I were meant to be. That’s all there is to it.” 

What was that supposed to mean? He sounded like he was kidding, but was he serious? Every word out of his mouth just confused me more. 

 “Jack—” 

“Forget about it, Danny. Don’t worry that curly little head of yours.” He gave me another squeeze and raised his hand at Hector on the stairs. 

“Wassup, Jack. Dancia.” Hector nodded at us, raising his eyebrows a little as he passed. I hung my head. Damn! Now Hector was going to think Jack and I were going out. 

We started up the stairs together, and my eyes landed on the cover of the book Jack was holding under his arm: Essays in Ethics. 

“Oh no!” I whacked myself on the forehead. “I forgot my ethics book in my locker.” 

“No problem.” He grinned and handed me his. “You know who’s really got your back around here.” 
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THE CAFETERIA at Delcroix was similar to my middle school’s. Long tables filled most of the space, and a lunch line with hot and cold food snaked along the back wall. Kids yelled at each other across the room, and irritated-looking teachers who were unlucky enough to be on lunch patrol leaned against the walls, trying to tune them out. Unlike my old cafeteria, though, Delcroix’s had huge windows overlooking green rolling hills and a thick forest in the distance. Of course, no one paid any attention to the view. The wildlife inside was much more interesting. 

I’d been eating in the cafeteria for almost two months now, and I’d long since tuned out the incredible view. But today everything was going to change. 

Today I was eating lunch with Cam. 

The minute I walked through the doors, I started to feel light-headed as I considered having to approach Cam and Trevor and Anna by myself. My knees actually trembled, and I looked around anxiously for a table to sit at before I collapsed. 

“Dancia, there you are! You aren’t getting away this time. Come on over here and I’ll introduce you around.” 

It was Cam, looking gorgeous, as usual, as he made his way through the crowd toward me. I watched him take hold of my elbow. 

With the touch of his hand, my throat momentarily swelled shut, but I swallowed hard and gave myself a stiff internal shake. I decided not to risk speaking, and simply nodded. 

We crossed the room toward a table where five other beautiful people were seated. Trevor was there. I had to  admit he was handsome in an austere, frightening sort of way. 

“You know Trevor and Anna, and this is David, Claire, and Molly.” Anna jumped up and landed at my side the instant Cam and I reached the table. 

From the look on her face, it became clear to me that Cam might think he was just friends with Anna, but Anna did not feel the same way. 

“Dancia, how sweet of you to join us for lunch. Why don’t you come sit over by me? We can talk about strategy for this week’s meet.” She practically dragged me away from Cam and plopped me down in a chair. 

“Thanks,” I managed to spit out. 

“No problem.” She turned a sunny smile back to Cam. “You probably can’t stay long, anyway, can you? Didn’t you say you had to check in with Mr. Judan before Ethics this afternoon?” 

“I’ve got time to eat,” Cam said. He shrugged apologetically at me. “I do have to leave a little early. But we’ve got time to hang out first.” 

Cam sat down next to me. I nudged my chair closer to his and farther from Anna’s. 

Anna narrowed her baby-doll eyes. “Super.” 

“Hey, you’ve got Mr. Fritz for Ethics, don’t you?” Cam gestured around the table as he spoke. “We were all in his class our freshman year. He’s pretty cool, isn’t he?” 

“Yeah, he’s okay. He sure does love Kant, though.” 

Trevor groaned from the other side of the table. “You aren’t kidding. Too bad you can’t understand anything he’s talking about.” 

It was the most human thing Trevor had ever said, and I found myself actually smiling at him. “I spent twenty minutes just trying to read one sentence the other day,” I agreed. “It’s like the guy was speaking in another language half the time.” 

Anna sniffed. “I didn’t think it was that complicated.” 

Trevor laughed. “Even for you, that’s insane, Anna. No one understands Mr. Fritz’s class. Especially not Kant.” 

“At least the activities are cool,” Molly said. “Like that spaceship thing—did you do that?” 

“You mean the one where we all had to get on a little platform with some medicine to save the planet Earth?” I tried not to think about how I had ended that day in the bathroom, vomiting. “Yeah, we did that one.” 

“I remember that,” Cam said. “Anna and Claire nearly broke my toes when we tried it.” 

Anna gazed at Cam with an air of fond remembrance. “I loved that game.” 

Trevor rolled his eyes. “You loved anything that required standing on Cam, Anna.” 

Claire and Molly giggled. They spent a few minutes reminiscing about how they had tried to get all the girls up on piggyback, but everyone ended up falling down, and none of them managed to get back to Earth with the cure. 

“How did your group end up, Dancia?” David asked. 

I froze. I didn’t want to tell them how I’d gotten sick, or draw unnecessary attention to Jack. “Someone in the class suggested we leave certain members of our group behind. 

Once we did that, everyone else fit on the platform.” 

“Who did that?” Cam asked. 

“Jack,” I said reluctantly. 

“Landry did what?” Trevor asked. 

Why did they insist on calling him Landry? Like he wasn’t worthy of being called Jack? For some reason it bothered me. 

“We tried a bunch of different things, but eventually realized we couldn’t get everyone to fit. Jack said we should leave some people behind rather than giving up our mission and letting everyone on Earth die. I guess it made sense.” 

It did make sense, in a twisted sort of way. I hadn’t wanted to see it at the time, but looking back I could. It was the ease with which Jack had made the suggestion—like it was no big deal to let members of our team die—that had been so disturbing. But it was a game, right? Just a game. I couldn’t remember now why it had seemed so incredibly serious. 

A worried crease appeared on Cam’s brow. He and Trevor exchanged significant looks. The more I hung around them, the more it seemed that Jack was right. They did have something against him. 

I shook my head. Now I knew I was paranoid. I was starting to think like Jack. 

Cam pointed to the tray in front of him. “Do you want anything to eat?” 

His plate of french fries and a huge hamburger did not look appealing. “No thanks. I had a big breakfast. I’ll probably get hungry as soon as lunch is over.” 

Anna had a little bowl of salad on her tray, and she picked at the contents. “You should really eat something,” she said sweetly. “I don’t want you missing practice.” 

I tried not to laugh as I contemplated her ten-calorie salad. “Thanks, Anna. I appreciate the concern.” 

Cam picked up his burger and took a big bite. I looked around the room and saw Esther and Hennie a few tables away. Esther winked and gave me a thumbs-up, which I hoped no one at our table witnessed. On the other side of the room, sitting at a long table with a bunch of people from our team, was Jack. He was cozied up next to Allie, who gazed at him with the same adoring expression that I probably wore around Cam. 

That was new. Jack and Allie were friends, of course, and had been since orientation, but I’d never seen them eat lunch together. And I’d never seen that particular look on Allie’s face before. Like she was staring at Superman. 

Jack didn’t seem bothered by it. In fact, he had a genuine grin on his face, not even his usual ironic half smile. 

Jack could talk to anyone he wanted, I told myself sternly. 

Allie draped her arm over his. He leaned over and said something in her ear. I forced myself to look away, and as I did, I caught Anna watching me. Her eyes flicked back and forth between Jack and me, and a coldly assessing look crossed her face. Then her lip curled into an approximation of a smile. She picked up her fork and stabbed a piece of lettuce. 

“Anything new with the student council?” I forced myself to say cheerfully to Cam, trying to erase the image of Allie touching Jack’s arm. “Aren’t you planning a big dance right before Christmas break?” 

“Random Flashes of Genius is playing.” He spoke  between enormous bites of meat. “It’s going to be amazing.” 

The desire to look back at Jack and Allie was almost overwhelming. I bit my lip and resisted. “Where will it be held?” 

Cam dunked a handful of french fries in ketchup. “Here in the cafeteria. But we decorate it. Anna’s in charge of the decorating committee, actually.” 

Figured. I nodded as if I cared, and permitted myself a brief fantasy of slow dancing with Cam. Meanwhile, Trevor kept throwing suspicious glances in Jack’s direction, and then whispering to David, the guy sitting next to him. I wanted to lean closer to hear what they were saying, but Anna seemed to be watching, so I gave her a sunny smile instead and relaxed against the back of my chair. 

“Where do you race this week, Anna?” Cam asked. 

“Saint Mark’s. It’s a tough course. Lots of standing water around the back end. Tons of freshmen didn’t even finish last year.” Anna smirked at me, though she covered it up quickly to smile at Cam. 

“Maybe you and Dancia could run together sometime, Anna.” 

Anna picked up a cucumber and nibbled at the edges. “I usually run in the morning, on top of our regular practices. I wouldn’t mind giving you a private lesson, Dancia, if you want to come with me sometime. Maybe next week.” 

 I floundered, unable to think of a single excuse. “Wow, uh, thanks.” 

“No problem.” She fluttered her lashes at Cam, even though she was supposedly talking to me. 

Cam looked pleased. “That’s nice of you, Anna.” 

Nice? Granted, I barely knew her, but I had the feeling “nice” wasn’t a particularly fitting word. 

 Cam finished his meal and apologized for having to leave early. I waved him off and then told the rest of the group I had some homework I needed to talk to Esther and Hennie about. Not that they cared, but I figured I had to come up with something. 

When I got to their table, Esther could barely contain herself. She was convinced Cam wouldn’t have invited me to lunch if he didn’t like me. She thought this was the beginning of something big. Hennie told me that she’d heard Cam and Anna used to go out, but they’d broken up this summer, and no one really knew why. Esther said that meant the perfect amount of time had elapsed for Cam to find someone new. He wasn’t pining over Anna, because they were clearly still friends, and that was good, but he was definitely single, which was also a plus. 

I just had to shake my head in wonder. The junior class president, most gorgeous guy in the school, and he wanted to spend time with me? I just couldn’t believe it. Something was seriously amiss. I couldn’t stop smiling and looking down at the pink shirt like it was some kind of magical talisman. 
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IT WAS a few days later that I realized things really had changed between me and Cam. I was finishing up my longest run yet—six miles—and I was completely exhausted. Rain was falling in a light drizzle high above the trees, though little drops made their way through the canopy of evergreen branches to fall on the path below. Sweat soaked my T-shirt, rolled down my back, and dampened the waistband of my leggings. My legs were trembling, but I had that post-run  euphoric feeling. 

That was when I saw Cam walking toward me. He was wearing his soccer shoes and had on track pants and a T-shirt. He had an expression I’d never really seen on him before—fury. Sure, I’d seen him annoyed, even downright pissed like on the day Jack was late for school. But this was something different. His whole body was stiff, and he was walking with a brutal efficiency, like he had somewhere to go and something serious to do when he got there. 

I was almost scared to say hello, but he saw me first and held up his hand in acknowledgment. “How was your run?” he asked. 

“Fine.” I was still breathing hard, so I sucked in a lungful of air before I continued. “You okay?” 

We stopped when we reached each other in the trail. 

“Yes. No…” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I guess.” 

“That doesn’t sound okay,” I said, surprising myself with my own courage. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

He hesitated, and then said, “I was just headed somewhere private. Want to come?” 

Private sounded good, though I had a feeling in his current state he wasn’t thinking about me at all. “Sure. We don’t have to be back for dinner for another twenty minutes, right?” 

He nodded. I turned, and we started walking in the direction he had been headed. For a while we were quiet, and I listened to the sound of the rain and wondered if I should say something. 

Esther would know what to say. She’d probably be able to make him laugh. 

Hennie would know what he was feeling. She’d look in his eyes and say exactly the right thing to make him feel better. 

I was clueless. 

“I got a call from my dad,” Cam finally said. “He’s working double shifts over Thanksgiving, so he suggested I stay at Delcroix for the holiday.” 

I digested the information. “That sucks.” 

“I should be used to it by now,” he said. “He’s been doing it forever. I can’t remember the last time he ever has been around for a holiday.” He picked up a stick that had fallen in the path and hurled it into the woods. With him angry like this, his broad shoulders seemed even bigger than usual, and his body seemed capable of doing a lot of damage. 

“Did you stay here last year for Thanksgiving?” 

He nodded. “It was okay. There were a few of us that stayed, and they made us a turkey and everything. The rest of the teachers left, but Mr. Judan stayed. I swear, I see more of him than my own dad.” He stopped where a narrow trail split off from the main one. “Follow me.” 

The trail was barely wide enough to walk down; wet leaves brushed against our legs and soaked my pants. The farther we got from the trail, the denser the forest became, with blackberry brambles filling the undergrowth, and ivy crawling up the trunks of some of the trees.

 We finally came to an old log stretched like a bridge across a spot in the trail. Yards below, a tiny stream flowed at the bottom of a steep ravine. The log was old and decaying, covered with bright green moss. Cam walked across the log and then turned around to extend his hand. 

“Are you coming?” 

“Um, I’m not sure I’m crazy about walking across wet, slippery logs,” I said, only half joking. 

Cam’s shoulders relaxed just a hair, and he gave me a tiny smile. “Dancia the brave, scared to walk across a little log? No way.” 

I put my hands on my hips. “Are you making fun of me?” 

He nodded soberly. “Absolutely.” 

“Well, in that case.” I walked closer to the log and extended my arm, wiggling my fingers imperiously. “You’d better hold my hand, tough guy.” 

He took a step toward me and then started to lose his balance. He wobbled, caught himself, and flashed a genuine grin. “Maybe I spoke too soon. It is a bit wetter than usual.” 

Giggling, I stepped forward and grabbed his hand. We made our way, unsteadily, until we were almost across the log. But then he hit the same slippery spot he had hit before, and tipped to the left and then to the right. This knocked me off balance, and with a shriek, I pitched forward, right into his arms. 

He took two quick steps back, lost his footing, and slid into a puddle of mud at the other end. I landed on top of him. We burst out laughing. 

He held me in his arms for a minute, and we lay there in the mud puddle, smiling. Part of me was desperately hoping something more might happen—I mean, if he did like me, wasn’t this the absolute perfect place to kiss?—but the other part just hoped the moment would never end. His body was warm and strong, with big muscles and arms that enfolded me. I realized I’d never been hugged by someone quite so much bigger than me before, and it made me feel safe and protected. 

“Is this where you were headed?” I asked. 

“Not exactly,” Cam said ruefully. 

“Not that it isn’t nice,” I said. “I mean, it’s a great mud puddle and all.” 

Cam laughed. “You’re a good sport, Dancia. I’m sorry for dragging you out here.” 

“It’s okay,” I said. I could feel his heart beating under my cheek, and wanted to bury my face in his chest. “That’s what friends are for, right?” 

Cam was silent, and I started to panic, thinking maybe I’d said the wrong thing by calling us friends. But then he put his hands underneath him and raised his body to a sitting position. Reluctantly, I did the same, and we separated, untangling our bodies so we were sitting in the mud, a few feet apart. 

Cam looked at me intently. “It’s funny, you know? When I got that call from my dad, the first person I wanted to talk to about it was you.”

 “Really? Me?” 

He punched me on the shoulder. “Yes, you. You’re so honest, Dancia. I feel like I don’t have to pretend when I’m with you. I can just be myself. Everyone else around here expects so much from me. But you—well, I feel like you just want me to be me.” 

“Cam, you’re an amazing guy. How could anyone except you to be more than that?” 

He looked away, a muscle twitching in his cheek. “It’s complicated. I can’t really explain.” 

 “Try.” 

“Well, Mr. Judan, for one. I owe him so much, but sometimes…” He extended his hands helplessly. 

“Mr. Judan?” I was having a hard time following him, but I had the feeling he needed to talk. 

“Yeah. He’s always there for me. He gives me a job over the summers, he lets me stay at school for vacations. And he’s there to talk to. I know some people think he’s weird, but he’s actually really great when you need to unload.” 

I couldn’t imagine talking to Mr. Judan, but I figured Cam didn’t need to hear that right now. “But he expects a lot from you?” 

“He just always expects me to do the right thing. You know, the Delcroix Pledge and all that.” 

“He takes that seriously?” 

Cam nodded. “You can’t imagine.” 

“Wow,” I said slowly. “I had no idea.” 

He stood up and laughed, though it sounded forced. “Enough of that. Are you getting cold? We can go back to school if you want.” 

I would jump into the Arctic Ocean with ice cubes strapped between my toes if Cam were with me. 

“No, I’m fine.” 

“Then let’s go.” 

Cam’s “spot” in the woods was an old evergreen with low branches that you could easily climb. I followed Cam fifteen or twenty feet up the tree before I got freaked out and had to stop. He kept climbing another ten feet above me to a branch that looked barely thick enough to support his weight. He said it gave him a great view of the school and Mount Rainier on a sunny day. We sat there in the tree, not talking, and let the rain mist on our foreheads as we looked up at the sky. It was peaceful and quiet, and when we climbed back down, Cam seemed to have lost his anger. We joked and laughed as we walked back to school. 

Meanwhile, I had lost whatever objectivity and control I once had. 

I was now totally and completely in love. 
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FROM THERE on out, my infatuation with Cam eclipsed all rational thought. I forgot about Jack, Delcroix’s weirdness, talents, and gates. All I could think of was Cam. 

 I figured out his schedule and “happened” to be walking by his classes when they got out. I found his locker and hovered around the corner in the morning, hoping I’d see him before first period. I even found myself hanging around the second-floor stairwell in the Res, in the hope that he might appear on the way to breakfast or dinner. And when he touched me? Even if it was a casual hug or accidental bump with his arm, forget about being able to concentrate for the rest of the day. 

The frustrating thing was, nothing seemed to change. We got to be great friends, but there was always something separating us. I knew I was special to him, and I knew he cared about me. But I had the painful, horrible feeling that it was only as a friend. 

“Well, TGIF, right?” Esther said as we filed onto the Silver Bullet. It was the middle of November, and we were bundled up in thick fleece coats and rain gear. The windows of the bus fogged as we drove down from the school, and we had to wipe them clear to see the cold, gray landscape outside. Parents waved at their kids as soon as they saw them, and ushered them into waiting cars. 

I nodded. “Yeah. Thank goodness we can finally sleep in for a couple of days. Though Grandma said there was some early morning sale at the mall Saturday, and she’s determined to drag me along.” 

Esther and Hennie groaned sympathetically. 

Hennie perked up as a beautiful dark-haired woman waved from across the parking lot. “There’s my mom. I better go. See you guys later!” She gave Esther and me hugs, then ran off toward an enormous silver SUV. 

Esther spotted her dad’s car. “Listen, you should call me tonight. We can talk about the next step in getting Hennie and Yashir together. I think the holiday dance is our best bet.” 

So far we’d managed to introduce them and even get them in the same room together a few times, but that’s about as far as it went. Hennie still could barely put two sentences together when Yashir talked to her. For a girl who could practically read minds, Hennie seemed to have no idea how cute Yashir thought she was. 

“Sure, I’ll call you.” I tried to muster a convincing smile. Leaving Delcroix for the weekend was always a little depressing. Even though I missed Grandma during the week, and worried about her being by herself, my days at Delcroix were such an intense mix of good and bad that it felt weird to just spend the weekend sitting around the house, studying and listening to music. I also couldn’t shake the nagging fear that one of these weekends, Jack was going to leave school and never come back. 

Most of all, I hated being away from Cam, even for a couple of days. 

“Are you okay?” Esther cocked her head to one side and studied my face. “Can we give you a ride somewhere?” 

“Grandma will be here in a little bit. She had an errand she needed to run. I’ll be fine.” 

This was a blatant lie. Actually, Grandma had left a message with the office that I would have to take the bus home, because her doctor had rescheduled her appointment. But I hated to always be asking for favors from Esther. She already lent me her cell phone on a regular basis so I could call Grandma. 

“Okay, if you’re sure.” Esther looked between me and her father’s car. 

“I’m sure. You should go.” I pushed her gently in the direction of her dad. She looked reluctant, so I pushed a little harder. “Esther! I’ve lived in Danville all my life, you know. We’re barely three miles away from my house.” 

An arm emerged from the car and motioned toward Esther. “My dad wants to take off, otherwise I would stay, I swear,” she said. 

“Esther, you’re being ridiculous. I’ll see you on Monday!” I gave her my biggest smile, and she finally ran away. 

The parking lot emptied one car at a time. I hitched my backpack higher on my shoulder and started to walk toward the opening in the fence that led to the highway. I kicked a few stones as I walked, hoping everyone would be gone before I went to stand by the bus stop, which was about a hundred yards down the road. 

It was a stupid thought, but I couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to have parents to pick me up. Would I tell them about my power? Would I talk to them about Cam? 

A few cars lingered in the parking lot, but my gaze landed on an old black one with a dent in the door and a tall kid standing next to it. Jack, of course. He was talking to Alessandro and Allie. 

He leaned against the car with his usual lazy posture. He looked up and caught my eye. I gave a quick wave and then kept walking. 

Two more cars entered the parking lot as the last few stragglers emptied out. They drove past me toward the kids at the back of the lot. A minute later I heard Alessandro and Allie greeting their parents, then saying their good-byes to each other. 

“Call me later?” Allie said, more as a statement than a question. Even her voice was cute. No one answered, but I had a feeling Jack was nodding. The car doors slammed, and then the wheels crunched slowly. The cars pulled alongside me as I neared the mouth of the parking lot. 

Allie leaned out of her window. “Do you need a ride somewhere?” 

“No, thanks.” I waved. “I’m meeting someone in a few minutes.” 

“Okay, see you Monday.” Allie gave me one of her cheerleader smiles. Her mom, who shared Allie’s thick brown hair and blue eyes, shot me the same smile. 

They pulled out a second later, followed by Alessandro. I took a quick look around to confirm that I was alone. Or, almost alone. The black car cruised to the mouth of the lot, stopped, and then backed up to my side. 

Jack leaned across the passenger seat and rolled down the window. “Hey, where you headed? Out for a hot date?” 

“Right. Me and Friday night are a crazy combination.”

 “I figured. Where’s your Prince Charming?” 

“He’s not my Prince Charming, and how should I know where he is?” Lately, Jack had taken to making fun of how much time I spent with Cam. It bothered me because I felt guilty for avoiding him when Cam was around. But part of me also liked it, because I figured if Jack noticed and thought we were together, then other people—like Anna—might have as well. 

“If you say so.” 

I kept walking. Jack’s car trailed slowly behind me. 

“What are you doing driving?” I asked. “You aren’t sixteen.” 

“I have a license that says I am.” 

I shook my head. “You really are a delinquent.” 

“It’s not a big deal. My friend was headed out to Seattle for the weekend with some of his buddies, and he knew I’d appreciate the wheels, so he dropped off the car for me to use.” 

“And the license?” 

“Where’s Grandma?” He avoided my question. 

“She’s got a doctor’s appointment.” 

“Why don’t you let me give you a ride home? I don’t think there’s a bus for another twenty minutes, and those clouds look nasty.” 

I had to admit the thought of standing by the road in a downpour wasn’t appealing. Highway 78 was the truck route through Danville—not exactly a scenic place to spend a Friday afternoon, and a veritable wind tunnel when the trucks came through. “I probably shouldn’t.” 

“Grandma wouldn’t want me to leave you here. Not a sweet boy like me.” He threw a handful of fast food wrappers and newspapers into the back of the car and gestured toward the passenger seat. “It’s only a couple of miles. Come on.” 

“Well, I guess if you put it that way.” I walked up to the door and pulled on the handle. I had to give it a hard jerk before it opened. The seat was shiny black plastic with a few rips. There was an impressive amount of garbage on the floor and around the seats. I cleared a spot for myself and my backpack, and sat down gingerly. “Nice car.” 

“Thanks,” he drawled. 

I stared at his profile. There were times when I looked in Jack’s eyes and saw something dark and bleak hidden there. Maybe it was the same thing Hennie saw. It made him look lost and sad, and every time I saw it I got angry at his mom and all the people who should have been around to take care of him but weren’t. 

I laid my head against the headrest and closed my eyes. Suddenly I couldn’t wait to be home. 

“So do you think I’ll ever get invited over for dinner again? Or have you decided Prince Charming wouldn’t like that, just like he doesn’t want you to talk to me at school anymore?” 

The attack caught me off guard. I kept my eyes closed and fought a wave of panic. “What do you mean?” 

“Look, I’d have to be an idiot not to see how you try to avoid me, Dancia. At least when other people are around. And it’s not hard to figure out why.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just get busy. You’re not my only friend, you know.” 

“Don’t lie to me,” he said, waving a tired hand. “It’s way too obvious.” 

“I’m not lying,” I insisted. 

“Danny.” His voice was quiet. “I thought we were better than that. I thought we weren’t like the rest of them.” 

I guess I was feeling a little defensive, or guilty, or both, because what came out of my mouth next was totally unexpected. “What happened at the wall, then? If we’re so honest with each other, why don’t you tell me what happened at the wall?” 

I regretted the words instantly. I was past that. Nothing happened at the wall. Nothing special, anyway. 

He glanced into the rearview mirror. “I helped you over.”

 “I figured that—” 

“Have you noticed that tan car, two blocks back?” 

I sat up straighter in the seat and started to turn around. He shook his head quickly. “No, don’t turn around. Look in your mirror. See the tan car?” 

There was a nondescript sedan, maybe a Buick, at a stop sign two blocks behind us. “Sure, I see it.” 

“Watch this.” Jack slammed on the accelerator and turned a quick left. After sailing through the next two intersections, he dropped down to a crawl. Seconds later, the Buick’s tires squealed as it rounded the same corner. It slowed abruptly and remained a safe distance behind. 

Jack repeated the move several more times—speeding up to take a turn, then crawling slowly down the next couple of blocks. Each time he did, the tan car would appear a minute later, fast then slow, lingering at intersections and never getting too close. I doubt I would have noticed if Jack hadn’t pointed it out. 

“What’s going on?” I asked, my knuckles white around the door handle. Though I tried not to think about it, I couldn’t help but notice that the tan Buick looked like the car I thought I had seen following Grandma and me after Halloween. 

Jack roared through the next two stop signs like they weren’t there, pulled two quick rights and then a U-turn, and sped down a one-way street. We ended up a few blocks from my house. He pulled the car to a stop and ran his fingers through his hair. His hands were shaking. 

“Are you all right?” I asked. 

He blew out a breath and knocked the steering wheel with a fist. “I hate when they follow me.” 

The barely restrained violence rolled off him in waves. 

“Maybe it was a coincidence,” I said. 

He laughed—a flat sound that had no hint of amusement. “Right.” He paused and then said, “I should take you home. They’ll be waiting for us there anyway. I don’t know why I bother.” 

We drove the last few blocks in silence. I looked up and down the street apprehensively, but didn’t see any tan Buicks. Jack threw his car into park and gazed straight ahead. 

“Do you want to hang out for a minute?” I was crazy to ask, but there was a white line around his lips, and his hands kept shaking as he clenched and unclenched them on the steering wheel. 

He blew out another breath. “Are you sure you want me to?” His eyes had turned from gray to silver. 

I wasn’t sure, but didn’t think I could back down now. “Grandma will be home soon. We can sit on the porch until she gets here.” I tried to make it sound like that was Grandma’s rule and not just me being terrified to let him in the house.

 He nodded. 

We walked up to the porch. I sat on the bench, but Jack paced in front of me. Every now and again he punched a clenched fist into his open palm. The silence between us grew, and I didn’t know how to break it. Jack looked as though he were wrestling with something—something he  either wanted to say or didn’t want to say. Something serious. 

Finally he spun around and fixed me with a silvery stare. “I was in jail. A couple of years ago.” 

“Oh,” I whispered. 

“It was a juvenile detention center. I was thirteen, running with a gang in Portland that stole cars. They put me in for a few months, and then I did a year’s probation. My mom showed up for the trial and pretended like we were living together. She never wanted to go through the hassle of putting me in foster care. I knew she didn’t want me around, so I didn’t go home much. When I was on probation I had to check in with her and my probation officer all the time, keep up my attendance at their stupid school. It sucked. I couldn’t go anywhere without someone knowing where I was.” 

He paced up and down the porch, and I watched, barely breathing, not wanting to interrupt the flow of his words. “Is that why you hate being followed so much?” 

“I suppose.” He dropped onto the bench beside me. “When I was really little, it was my dad who was following us. I’m not sure which is worse—the guys from Delcroix or him.” 

My stomach dropped. “Why was your dad following you?” 

“He wasn’t a very nice guy. My mom tried to avoid him for years, but he always found us.” 

“Oh.” From what I remembered, Tom Landry had always seemed nice enough. Kind of quiet. They always said those were the ones you had to look out for. 

“Shit.” Jack ran his fingers through his hair. “It just pisses me off, that’s all.” 

“Do you still…” I tried to picture thirteen-year-old Jack stealing a car. “I mean, how could you steal things? Weren’t you scared you’d get caught? Didn’t it seem wrong?” 

“I did get caught.” He stood up and shoved his hands into his pockets. “And no, it didn’t seem wrong. It still doesn’t. The way I figure it, I got a bum deal in life. I got a shitty dad who beat me up, a junkie for a mom, and some weird powers that make them both hate me. If I have to help myself to a little of what other people have, I figure I deserve it.” 

I should have been prepared, but the mention of “powers” sucked the air from my lungs. I struggled to think logically, which required ignoring the word I couldn’t quite process. “Jack,” I managed to say, “are you in trouble?” 

He barked a laugh. “Besides with your boyfriend? No. I’m not in trouble.” 

I couldn’t suppress a tiny shudder of pleasure at the thought of Cam being my boyfriend. “I didn’t mean at school. I meant, with the guy who loaned you his car, or whoever you’re living with.” 

He shook his head. “It’s the Delcroix people. I know it is. They’ve been on my tail ever since I got to town. I try to lose them when I leave school, but they’re good at what they do. I don’t always see them until it’s too late. Like today.” 

“Like Sunglasses Guy?” 

Jack cocked his head. “Who the heck is Sunglasses Guy?”

 I flushed. “The guy who was following you the day we first met.” 

“Oh. Yeah, he was one of them.” 

“I don’t believe they’re from Delcroix,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “That doesn’t make any sense.” 

Jack took a few steps toward me. “Dancia,” he said, “haven’t you figured it out by now? Delcroix’s not just some ordinary private school on a hill. They’re searching out kids like you and me. I don’t know what they want to do with us; I haven’t figured that out yet. But they don’t have any intention of letting us slip through their fingers. Ever since school started I’ve tried damn hard to lose myself in crowds, and it’s impossible. They’re always there.” 

I focused on the front door, dreading what would come next. “What do you mean, kids like you and me?” 

He knelt down in front of me and grabbed my hand. “It’s time to come clean. Tell the truth. Both of us. I can feel it whenever you get upset. Like that morning—I don’t know what you did to Sunglasses Guy, but you practically set my hair on end. And then in Mr. Fritz’s class. You wanted to do something then, I know you did. And you made yourself sick when you tried to stop it. And the wall. Do you really want to talk about the wall? Because I helped you there, and you know it. So we’re alike, you and I. We’re not normal. Neither of us. Let’s just admit it, okay?” 

 Tears flooded my eyes. Suddenly all I could think of was to run. I didn’t want to talk to Jack about powers, or Delcroix, or guys in tan Buicks. I just wanted to be left alone. 

I jumped off the bench and ran toward the front door, fumbling with trembling hands for the key in my pocket. After several tries I managed to get it in the lock. Ignoring Jack’s insistent voice behind me, I threw open the door and tried to rush in, but something blocked my path. I threw up my hands but couldn’t find an edge. 

Either air had turned solid, or there was something blocking the door. 

 Something invisible. 
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I SPUN around. “Did you do this?” I slammed my fist into the invisible wall between me and my house. It rippled a little, like heat waves rolling off the blacktop in summer. “Is this how you use your power? To bully people? Let me go, Jack. I don’t want to talk about it.” 

Jack leaned against the porch rail, his body once again a relaxed slouch. His voice was soft, coaxing. “How can you say that? I’m no bully.” 

The wall didn’t move, so I hurried down the porch steps and started for the backyard. A tangle of emotions curdled my brain—shock, mostly, mixed with fury. But as my mind tried to sort through the tumult of feelings, my body took over. It had no doubt what it wanted to do. It wanted to run. 

“Come on, why don’t you want to talk about it?” Jack called. “It’s not like it’s a secret anymore. At least, not from me. And I’ll be straight with you too. Don’t you want to know what really happened at the wall?” 

“No.” I pushed open the gate in the chain-link fence. It swung into the mass of weeds that was our backyard. Jack followed, a few paces behind. A narrow, overgrown, concrete path led to the back step, and I started down it, only to have my foot smack into another barrier of solid air. I kicked it, which did nothing but leave me with a sore foot. 

“Cut it out,” I yelled. 

The familiar tingle started in my fingers. I knew what was happening, but for once I had no desire to stop it. I turned around and looked at Jack, smugly standing just inside the backyard, the open gate to his right. Usually in these situations I lashed out, the instinct overwhelming me before I had time to consider my options. But now, with an invisible wall in front of me and Jack’s smirk behind, I looked around with a calculating eye. 

A second later, the gate swung back, catching Jack in the chest and pushing him out of the yard. 

“Oof.” He stumbled backward. The barrier in front of me dissipated, and I rushed farther into the backyard. Jack rubbed his stomach and smiled weakly. “That was a good one. I should have seen that coming.” 

“Leave me alone!” 

Inside, I exulted. For once I had used my power on someone who had the ability to fight back, and it felt incredible. No guilt, no second-guessing. The crackling energy still rushed through me, and I relished the force of it. The awareness that usually left me terrified suddenly felt right—like I was in control of it, instead of the other way around. 

Jack threw open the gate. “What’s wrong with you? I thought we were friends.” 

“So? That doesn’t mean you can push me around whenever you want.” 

“This is because of Prince Charming, isn’t it? What did he tell you about me?” 

I scowled at him. “This is about you being a jerk. You can’t blame that on Cam.” 

“I’m a jerk? All I want to do is talk. That’s all.” He raised his hands in a gesture of supplication. “Come on, you can’t stay mad at me, Danny. You know you can’t.” 

I stared at him, and slowly my anger deflated. He was right. Besides, I wasn’t really mad at Jack. I was mad at life—at fate, I guess. You would think it would be a relief to find another person like me, but in that moment it just made it worse. Because if Jack was like me, then I was like Jack, and the two of us were somehow bound together. 

And I was no longer going to be able to pretend that side of me didn’t exist. 

“No more invisible walls?” I asked. 

“No more flying gates?” he countered. 

I pursed my lips. “Fine.” 

I turned and stomped up the path to the back door, not looking to see if Jack followed. 

With her usual crackerjack attention to detail, Grandma had left the door unlocked. Inside, the house was dark and cool, with the curtains drawn tightly in front of the large window that overlooked the street. I marched to the refrigerator, taking off my coat as I went. 

“Do you want something to drink?” I said over my shoulder. 

 “Sure.” 

As I jerked open the door of our ancient, dented fridge, I could feel Jack’s presence fill the room. Still twitching with the power, I had a hard time keeping my body from shaking. I grabbed two cans of pop and threw one at Jack. He caught it with a grin, and we went into the living room. 

I sat down on Grandma’s armchair. Jack pulled off his jacket, assumed a comfortable position on the sofa, and threw his feet up on the coffee table. 

“Grandma doesn’t like feet on the furniture,” I said. 

He thumped his feet on the floor. “I wouldn’t want to make Grandma mad.” He opened his can and watched it fizz, then took a sip. 

I clenched my fists, trying to decide whether I liked or hated him. It was a tough call. “So…what do you want to talk about?” 

“What exactly can you do?” he asked, setting the soda down. “My power has to do with changing the properties of things. I can make air solid, or turn a solid into a liquid.” He smiled drily. “I’m not sure about all the ramifications of what I’m doing. I’ve studied a little chemistry on my own, just to make sure I don’t end up doing something dangerous, but I still don’t know how it all works.” 

As much as I didn’t want to be having this conversation, I leaned forward, captured by what he had said so casually. “Could you…vaporize someone?” I asked. 

“Probably. I haven’t tried. The idea freaks me out, to be honest. Things seem to keep their essence, they just change form. I’m not sure what that would do to a person.” He pointed to a tall wooden lamp with a broad white shade. “Watch this.” 

It was like watching a candle melt on fast-forward. The gold knob on the top slumped and poured down. Then the white shade wilted, drew into itself, and turned into a thick gas that hovered a few feet in the air. Finally the wooden base liquefied, and the whole thing merged into a yellowish cloud. 

“Wow,” I breathed. “You can do that whenever you want?” 

“Sure.” He nodded and the lamp reassembled itself, base, shade, then bulb. “It’s not always the most useful thing in the world. It’s great for self-defense—I can turn the air solid and knock weapons out of people’s hands, or hold them in place if need be—but it doesn’t help pay the bills.” 

I pictured the day Jack was late to school, when I’d tried to help him and then the security card turned into smoke. I knew he’d had something to do with it. “When did you start using it?” 

“When I was a kid. Two or three maybe. My mom and dad lived together then. One time Dad tried to hit my mom, and I wrapped the air around him like a chain. He went crazy.” Jack’s body tightened as he spoke, and he began to thump one fist against his knee. “He drank a lot, so at first he thought he was imagining it. After a while he realized it was me, and, man, was he ever pissed. When I was four I told him if he ever hurt my mom again I’d make him disappear. I don’t think he really believed I could do it, but it freaked him out enough that he told us to leave.” 

I rolled my pop can back and forth between my palms. “Did your mom know about it? About your powers?” 

He laughed, an ugly, hurt sound that I think would have made me cry if I hadn’t been staring so hard at that can. “She thought I was some kind of freak. I think she would have turned me over to child services if she wasn’t scared they’d take her meth away or make her take care of me.” 

“Why did your dad come after you if he had kicked you out?” 

Jack took another drink of soda and contemplated the lamp for a minute before he continued. Under his gaze the bulb turned gassy, then solid, then gassy again. “I don’t really know. He always said he felt bad and wanted to make sure we were taken care of, but then my mom would say something to piss him off, and we’d be right back where we started. She moved to Portland to get away from him, but she was pretty much gone by then. Total meth-head. By the time I was ten I was on my own. I found other kids to hang out with, and I didn’t tell them about my powers. But I practiced them in secret, so I could get out of trouble.” 

He balled the soda can in one hand, strode over to the kitchen, and pitched it toward the garbage. It hit the rim and bounced off. He picked it up with a wry smile. “Told you I wasn’t much of an athlete.” Once the can had made it into the garbage, he leaned against the doorway. “And what about you? When did you realize you had your power?” 

“I don’t know.” I spoke slowly, unsure of how to explain what had been in my mind for so many years. This whole scene with Jack had become surreal, like it wasn’t really happening. Part of me suspected it was just a dream. 

“I always thought it was a coincidence that the exact things I pictured in my mind actually happened. But then these weird things started happening. Things that weren’t impossible, but were unusual, hard to explain.” I described the incident at the water park, when I tipped the chair onto the bully, and the time I dropped a branch on the kids messing with Aileen.

 “I finally realized that I was the one doing those things. They only happened around me, you know? And they were too odd, too unusual to be happening by chance. And I always got this feeling right before they happened…It was like…” I struggled to find the right words. “It was like I needed to do something; like an energy was building inside of me that I had to get rid of. It was almost like my body was channeling some kind of force. Something that was inside me but came from all around.” 

I’d never tried to articulate it before, and saying the words out loud gave me the oddest feeling, as though a knot inside me had begun to unravel. 

Jack sat back down on the sofa. “Your power is different than mine. I’m not sure what you’re doing, but it sounds amazing.” 

“I suppose,” I said, “but it’s also dangerous. I always seem to end up hurting people. I put a guy in a coma when he threatened to kill my grandmother. Sunglasses Guy could have died if he hadn’t been wearing his seat belt. I try not to use it, because it scares me. I scare me.” 

“Interesting.” He leaned back and threw his arms over his head. I was stuck for a minute by the odd comparison between how comfortable he looked and the way Cam and Mr. Judan had been so out of place in my living room. “Has it always been that way? I mean, when you were little, what did you do?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t remember anything specific before the water park. Like I said, I thought they were coincidences, so I didn’t pay much attention. All the things I remember are bad.” 

He thought for a minute. “I bet you used your power more when you were a kid, and it was only after you identified it that you started seeing all the things you say are bad. Thing is, they really aren’t bad. They’re just the other side of the coin. Saving people’s lives is good. Helping me escape from Sunglasses Guy was very good. Putting someone in a coma? Tough to say, I suppose, but it seems to me saving Grandma’s life was worth it. In any case, yours isn’t an evil power. It simply is what it is, neither good nor bad. It’s all in the way you use it.” 

I pushed against the armrests and raised myself out of the chair. “Easy for you to say. You don’t send people to the hospital on a regular basis.” 

“I also don’t go around saving people’s lives,” he said softly. “You take risks to protect other people. You just don’t want the responsibility that goes along with it.” 

“Of course I don’t want the responsibility,” I cried. “I just want to be a normal teenager.” 

“You think normal teenagers don’t have to make choices? You think their choices never hurt people? There’s a bit of evil in everyone, Dancia,” he said, seeming much older than fifteen. “No one’s pure. You’ve got a gift, and I think you’d be crazy not to use it. Just think of all the people you could help, if you only tried.” 

I walked past him into the kitchen. There was a pile of dirty dishes in the sink. I dropped open the dishwasher door and started to load the cups, my body on autopilot while I stared through the kitchen window. 

“You say that like it’s something I can control, but that’s just it. I can’t. When I’m mad or scared, my power takes over. It isn’t like yours.” 

“I don’t believe that.” He came up beside me and leaned against the counter. “You did a pretty good job of slamming that gate on me. You call that an accident?” 

“No, it’s not an accident. It’s…” What was it again? Somehow my own explanations didn’t make sense the way they usually did. “It’s a reflex.” 

Jack snorted. “A reflex? I don’t think so. Your reflex seems a little too well thought out to me. I think you’ve been controlling your power all along. You keep it suppressed and hidden away until something big happens. Something you can’t ignore. And then you tell yourself it’s just an instinct so you don’t have to feel responsible for it.” 

He was so close, my stomach tightened. I focused on his words, which had a painful sort of resonance. Could he possibly be right? “That can’t be true,” I said. “You don’t know how it feels. It’s like a tidal wave. How could I control that?” 

He grabbed my hand and pulled me to face him. “Let’s try it,” he said, looking into my eyes. “Let’s see what you can do.” 

I froze. My hands were wet and slippery from the dishes, and he felt warm and rough. I tried to free myself, but he wouldn’t loosen his grip. 

“What are you doing, Jack?” 

He chuckled. “I’m taking you outside, what do you think I’m doing?” 

“But we aren’t moving,” I said in a strangled voice. 

“Oh, right.” He still didn’t move. 

My pulse fluttered like the wings of a hummingbird. Jack’s eyes locked on mine, and it was like that time on the porch, when I thought he was going to kiss me. 

Then, for some unknown reason, I took a step forward, a step toward him. He laughed and dropped my hand, then picked up his coat and ran out the door, leaving me to stare at his back. 

What had I been thinking? I couldn’t let Jack kiss me. I was into Cam. CAM. Not Jack, CAM. 

Argg! I grabbed my coat and followed him. 

We walked into the backyard. A few old cans and some plastic bottles that should have made it into the recycling bin littered the weedy grass. Near the back of our yard was an old stump that sat in the shade of a gnarled apple tree. Jack picked up a few of the cans and set them on the edge of the stump. 

He walked over to me and crossed his arms. “Push them off.” 

 “What?” 

“Use your power. Push them off. Like the branch, or the gate. Remember the feeling of the power coming over you, and channel it. And this time try to figure out what you’re doing. Focus on that force you described, and try to understand how you’re using it.” 

I raised one eyebrow. “Who are you, Obi-Wan Kenobi?” 

He laughed. “We’re in trouble if I am, because then you’re Darth Vader.” 

“Or Luke Skywalker,” I said indignantly. I leaned my head back and shook my hair from my face. “I guess no one would ever mistake me for Princess Leia, huh?” 

The smile dropped from his face. “You know you’re gorgeous, right?” 

My heart did a funny little dance that made it difficult to breath. “Shut up.” 

“I mean it.” He reached out to touch a long curl, his hand brushing my cheek. 

I panicked. I can’t describe it any other way. One long look from those gray eyes, which had gone unaccountably soft, and I got so nervous I could feel the individual beads of sweat forming on my forehead. 

I pulled away. Jack opened his mouth to say something, and because I was suddenly desperate to stop him, I turned my eyes to the cans and the log and tried for the first time in my life to summon the familiar tingle of power. 

Nothing happened. I tried again, thinking hard about the cans moving, just like Jack had said. 

 Still nothing. 

I pictured the lamp that Jack had melted, and the card I’d seen him turn to smoke. If Jack could control his power, why couldn’t I? 

A bird chirped, and across the street, someone started their car. 

The cans did not move. 

I started to get mad. I’d been living with this darn power for all these years, arranging my whole life around it, and Jack comes along and, poof! I’m supposed to be able to control it? 

I threw up my hands. “I’m sorry, Jack. I can’t do it. You’re wrong.” 

“Try again,” he said, his voice gentle. Caring. “You’re fighting with yourself. The power’s inside you. Let it out.” 

I turned back to the log, and this time, instead of trying so hard, I forced myself to relax. Instead of thinking about the cans, I thought about the force inside me. I listened, if that makes any sense, to the noises that I usually tune out. 

And then, with an explosion like a gas stove lighting, a surge of prickling heat swallowed me whole, more intense than anything I had felt before. My fingers popped and sparked as I moved them, and Jack faded into a blur. I flicked my fingers, and a feeling of pain and pleasure moved through me. 

I stared at the cans and imagined them, one by one, flying from the stump. 

The cans stayed put. 

I focused on the force and tried to figure out how to use it. I realized that the energy in my body was nothing more than a small amount of the energy all around me. I looked at the weeds and the tree, and for the first time saw sparkles and ripples of energy in everything, from the sky to the earth. The cans had forces working upon them and energy inside them, and they were all in balance. Deliberately, I stretched out a finger and pushed at those forces, knocking them momentarily out of balance. 

The cans exploded into the sky like they’d been shot from a gun. It took them a long time to fall back down. 

I looked at the stump and then looked at Jack, my body still tingling with the flow of power. 

“That was incredible,” he said, almost reverently. “You are incredible.” 

And before I knew what was happening, his lips touched mine. 
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I ADMIT I didn’t move. Not right away. I knew I should, but I didn’t. Jack was right—I could control my power. It was amazing, incredible. And for some reason it felt natural to channel all that emotion into a kiss. 

So I didn’t push him away even though I knew I’d regret it later. It was thrilling and terrifying all at once. His lips were gentle but searching for something I didn’t quite know how to give. At first it was like we were two pieces of a puzzle that didn’t quite fit together. His teeth bumped against mine, I didn’t know where to put my arms, and I wondered if maybe kissing wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. But then something between us clicked, and everything else faded away. I forgot about my power, forgot to worry about whether Jack and I were meant to be, and let myself enjoy being kissed for the very first time. 

I’m not sure how long it took me to come to my senses. I must have been pretty into it, because when I finally pulled myself together enough to move, I realized we had fallen to our knees, and my jeans were damp from the ground. With strangely weak hands, I pushed against his shoulders and drew in a breath. 

“We have to stop, Jack.” 

He didn’t protest. His arms loosened as soon as I drew back and untangled myself from his embrace. He fell back on the grass, looking at me and not saying a word. 

I sucked in a deep breath and pulled my hair back from my face. My whole body prickled with heat. As I stood I kept my eyes on the imprint our knees had made in the grass. 

“We shouldn’t have done that.” It was the only thing I could think of to say. 

“What? We shouldn’t have kissed each other? It had to happen sooner or later. I’m not the only one who felt that. I know I’m not.” His voice held a hint of anger. 

“But it’s not right, Jack. It was just an emotional day, that’s all. Neither of us really wants this.” I gestured helplessly toward the ground where the weeds had begun to spring back into place. My lips felt soft, and the skin around my mouth stung a little from where it had been rubbed by the tiny hairs above his lip. 

I was fairly certain what I said was true. Not one hundred percent certain, but close. 

He jumped to his feet. Jack had this way of moving that was like a cat—graceful but nonchalant, as if he refused to expend too much energy on his movements. 

“You don’t mean that.” 

“I do mean that. I think we should just be friends.” I spit out the words fast, mustering all the confidence I had. 

“Friends?” he drawled. He looked at me, his eyes difficult to read. “Didn’t seem that way a few minutes ago.” 

“I know. I should never have kissed you. I really just want to be friends, Jack. That’s all.” I tried to speak firmly. Jack had been through a lot, and part of me wanted to be the girl who understood him and cared for him when no one else did. But at the same time I knew I couldn’t take that on. Jack needed something from me, something I didn’t think I could give. I couldn’t make up for his dad, or his horrible childhood. I had to concentrate on getting my own head straight, and figuring out what to do with my power. 

 My power. 

I had controlled my power. I had taken some part of the energy around me and used it to send those cans flying. The power didn’t have to control me. I could control it! 

A thrill raced through me, momentarily drowning out my horror over what I’d done with Jack—and what Cam would think if he ever found out. 

Jack’s mouth flattened into a thin, angry line. “You know Prince Charming doesn’t really like you, right?” 

I froze. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“He’s working for them, Danny. He’s only being nice so he can keep an eye on you.” 

“That’s ridiculous.” A knot of fear formed in my stomach. That was exactly what I had thought about Cam. That the whole thing didn’t really add up. That there had to be something else going on. 

“Think about it. Why is he paying so much attention to you, a freshman? I mean, you’re cute and all, but look at the girls surrounding him.” In a second, Jack had changed from a cat to a snake, complete with hooded eyes and an evil, forked tongue. 

“Why do you think he’s always warning you to stay away from me?” he continued. “They know I’m on to them. They don’t want me to lead you astray. Prince Charming’s just the bait they’re holding out to keep you deaf, dumb, and blind.” 

Tears sprung to my eyes, and I had to stop to catch my breath. “You’re a horrible person, Jack Landry,” I cried. “I can’t believe I ever felt sorry for you, or let you kiss me!” I marched over and grabbed his arm, suddenly filled with righteous energy. “Get out of here. I don’t want to ever speak to you again.” 

Jack didn’t move. When I touched him, he stared at me with eyes so full of anger and pain that I stopped, transfixed. Silence fell over us. 

“What are you kids doing?” 

The voice of a stranger startled us both. Jack jumped. I dropped his arm and whirled around in surprise. 

It was Shelly Burker, my next door neighbor. Mrs. Burker was a solid woman of at least three hundred pounds, with an uncanny ability to move silently. Over the years I had learned the hard way not to underestimate her ability for stealth, or the enjoyment she took out of getting me into trouble. It was entirely possible that she had been watching us the whole time. 

“Um, what do you mean, Mrs. Burker?” I asked warily. 

She put her hands on her hips and fixed me with a cold stare. “You shooting off bottle rockets or something? I saw those cans go flying in the air.” 

“I’m trying out for the football team,” Jack said. “I was working on my throwing arm. I guess I’ve got a lot to learn, huh?” 

Mrs. Burker’s small piggish eyes examined Jack carefully. “Who are you, boy? You Tom Landry’s kid?” 

I cringed when Jack’s normally pale skin turn even whiter. “Why do you ask?” he said tightly. 

“I knew the man, that’s all. And you look like a carbon copy of him.” She turned back to me. “Does your grandma know you’ve got this boy at the house while she’s away, Dancia?” 

I shifted from foot to foot as I tried to meet her gaze. “He was just leaving,” I said, glancing over at Jack. 

Even though I wanted to stay mad at him, I was struck by a pang of sympathy. Jack must hate hearing people talk about his father. After spending his life running away from Tom Landry and the hurt he had caused, it would be devastating to walk right back to where he once lived—where everyone recognized Jack as his son. 

Jack started to say something else, but the roar of Grandma’s Volvo drowned out his words. She pulled slowly into the driveway, barely missing Mrs. Burker’s wide bulk. 

“Is that you, Shelly?” Grandma called. 

“Yes, I was just talking to Dancia and her little friend.” She looked at me with a triumphant gleam in her eye. 

“What’s that?” Grandma shoved the door open and got out leg by leg. With a great sigh, she heaved herself out of the seat. A scarf with blue and red flowers covered her white curls, and she wore a matching American flag sweatshirt and pants and her old purple rain parka. “Oh, Jack!” Her watery blue eyes turned up in a smile. “How nice to see you again. Are you staying for supper?” 

He gave Grandma a little bow. “Thanks, Mrs. Lewis. It’s nice to see you too. But I think I better go. Lots of homework, you know.” He extended his hand to Mrs. Burker. “Lovely to meet you, ma’am.” 

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “If you say so.” 

They shook hands, and he raised hers up to kiss the back of it. She jerked it away, but a little gleam of pleasure shone in her eyes. 

She watched as he walked down the driveway. “Impudent boy,” she said, “but I think I like him.” She put her hands back on her prodigious hips. “That doesn’t mean I believe a word he said.” 

I wiped my hands nervously on my jeans, then appealed directly to Grandma. “Jack and I were messing around in the backyard. He threw some cans in the air. Mrs. Burker thought we were setting off firecrackers. But we weren’t, I promise.” 

“Hmm.” Grandma turned to Mrs. Burker. “They weren’t bothering you, were they, Shelly?” 

“I suppose not,” she admitted. 

“Well, not much more to say, is there?” 

Mrs. Burker sniffed but didn’t argue. “I’ll be getting along home, then.” 

Grandma gave me a sharp look as Mrs. Burker sauntered away. “You two weren’t in the house alone, were you? I may like the boy, but I never said you could be taking up together when I wasn’t here.” 

“Taking up together?” I played indignant, hoping my lips didn’t somehow give away what had been going on only minutes before. “Grandma, he gave me a ride home and I gave him a soda. I am almost fifteen, you know. Old enough to be in a house with a boy.” 

She didn’t fall for my wounded-innocence routine. “I don’t care if he gave you a diamond ring. No boys in the house when I’m not around.” 

I rolled my eyes and huffed, though I was just as happy to have an excuse never to let Jack in the house again. My lips felt swollen and tender when I ran my tongue over them. Grandma stared at me with a vaguely suspicious expression as I started inching toward the back door. 

“I better get started on my homework.” I gave a forced laugh. “They really laid it on thick this week.” 

Grandma studied me over the top of her glasses. “I’m sorry I couldn’t pick you up from school. Is everything okay? You look like something’s bothering you.” 

I took a few steps back. “School was fine. Nothing’s bothering me.” 

She chuckled. “You would say that if they had jabbed needles under your fingernails.” 

“That’s ridiculous.” I had to suppress a smile. “It really is fine.” 

“If you say so.” She shuffled over to the car and opened the trunk. “How does chicken sound for dinner?” 

“Great.” My shoulders dropped with relief at the change of subject, and I hurried around the back of the car to pull out the grocery bags. 

A tiny part of me actually wanted to tell Grandma what had happened, just so I could figure out if I had done the right thing by pushing Jack away. I was still smarting from the things he’d said about Cam, but I knew I’d hurt him as well, and that made it hard to stay mad. 

I just couldn’t get my head around how quickly things between us had changed. I thought Jack knew how I felt about Cam, so I was safe. I thought we could just be friends, and not worry about all that boyfriend-girlfriend stuff. But now I’d done something I couldn’t undo. And I had a horrible feeling I’d regret it for a long time. 

“You and Jack didn’t get into a fight, did you?” Grandma asked. “He looked a bit odd when I drove up.” 

“Jack and I are pretty different,” I said, throwing the bags onto the counter as we entered the kitchen. “He’s had a hard life, Grandma. I’m not sure what to think about him.” 

She sighed. “I wondered what had happened when Jack and his mama left the house. I think Tom was rough on that boy. He always struck me as an unreliable character.” 

“Yeah.” I wasn’t sure what I could tell Grandma without breaking Jack’s confidence. “I think you’re right.” 

“Well, you can’t fix that, Danny. You can’t turn back the clock.” 

“I know.” It all seemed terribly sad. Jack and his mom, Jack and me. Nothing working out like it should. “He scares me a little, that’s all. Like he doesn’t worry about things he should, or doesn’t care about things the rest of us do.” I thought about it as I spoke. “It isn’t that I feel sorry for him, exactly. I just wish life could be different.” 

“No sense wishing for something that will never be,” Grandma said, unexpectedly stern. “You take what life gives you and you do something good with it.” 

Grandma did that sometimes. When you wanted  answers, she forgot the question. When you wanted sympathy, she’d tell you to quit feeling sorry for yourself. 

I knew better than to argue. “Sure, Grandma. Whatever you say.” 
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I TOOK the city bus to school on Monday. Grandma had a cold, and her arthritis made it harder to get going in the morning now that it was cold and damp all the time. I made her promise the night before that she’d call Mrs. Burker if she needed anything. I hated not being around to help her myself. 

Meanwhile, I had my own problems to worry about. I spent the bus ride looking at the people around me, wondering if I was being followed. The guy with the dingy brown hat pulled low over his eyes—could he be after me? What about the woman with the flowered dress? Was that really a purse she was carrying? Was there something inside—maybe a gun? 

The bus dropped me off at the parking lot about twenty minutes early. The lot was dark, and as far as I could tell, empty. I knew other people would start to arrive in a few minutes, but for now at least, I was alone. I stood there for a minute, shivering in the cold morning air. Then I kicked the gravel for a while and worried about seeing Jack and Cam. That didn’t do my nerves any good, so then I worried about my algebra homework. Finally I decided I needed something to distract me from what was to come. 

I walked over to the misshapen tree at the far end of the parking lot and studied the limbs closest to the ground. Clumps of dead brown leaves hung from the end of the branches, rustling softly as a breeze passed through them. With a quick check to make sure I was still alone, I dropped my backpack, rubbed my hands together, and focused on a single large leaf. 

Seconds later, my body was tingling and the leaf was winging its way to the ground. I stared up, and a second leaf sailed down beside the first. 

Next I looked up at the branch. It was thin and swayed gently under a load of dead leaves. I focused on it, and with a satisfying crack, it snapped at the juncture with a larger branch, hung at a crazy angle for a moment, then fell straight to the ground in front of me. 

I stared down with a now-familiar mix of triumph and fear. I still didn’t understand the power, but I was coming closer. After two days of practice I had learned to summon that familiar tingle whenever I wanted it. I was becoming more adept at reading the tangle of forces around me, though I didn’t know yet precisely what they were. I assumed at least some of what I was feeling was gravity—the gravity of the sun and the moon, and the gravity of the earth. So far, all I could do was nudge those forces, alter their balance as they acted on objects around me. But I wondered what would happen if I unraveled them, or accidentally set them permanently in some alternative direction. I didn’t think I had the ability to do that, but what if I did and just didn’t know it yet? 

The more I thought about it, the more nervous I  became. We’d learned last year in my social studies class that the atomic bomb worked by splitting some of the bonds in an atom. I didn’t remember exactly which ones, but I recalled that the bomb only represented a tiny fraction of the energy that could be released. If I severed some of those bonds, I could blow us all to kingdom come. That possibility alone convinced me to try harder to understand what I was doing, and made me desperate for someone to talk to about it. 

My only option for that, of course, was Jack. 

Or was it? Now that I knew about Jack, I couldn’t help but wonder again what was really going on at Delcroix. Because it was difficult to believe that it was just coincidence that the two of us, with our strange powers, had ended up at the same school. 

Then again, we were different from the other kids at Delcroix. Esther and Hennie had incredible gifts, but they were right there, out in the open. Everybody knew about them. Jack and I weren’t like that. We didn’t have gifts like the other students’. 

But we’re the ones Mr. Judan and Cam personally recruited. Why is that? 

The familiar crunch of tires on gravel interrupted my thoughts. I spun around, hoping whoever was in the car hadn’t seen me playing with the leaves. They were still far enough away that I doubted they could see the sticks at my feet, let alone notice a few leaves dancing to the ground. 

That car was the first in the series now turning in from the highway. The time for games was over. I meandered toward the center of the lot and let the crowd surround me. 

Esther arrived about five minutes later. She found me with uncanny speed, and ran over, her chest and backpack bouncing in an uneven rhythm. “Why didn’t you call me this weekend?” she called out when she was still twenty feet away. “We were supposed to talk about Hennie and Yashir!” 

“I had too much homework. Grandma didn’t want me to call anyone until I finished it.” 

Esther stopped in front of me, her hair a foaming cloud of black around her head. “That’s okay, but we have got to get you a cell phone so we can text each other, at least.” She must have seen me looking at her hair, because she gestured toward it and grimaced. “I combed it. It’s like a nervous tic or something.” 

We both laughed, and I tried not to think about how embarrassing it was to be the only kid in the entire school without a cell. Esther dropped her backpack next to mine and scanned the parking lot. “Have you seen Hennie?” 

 “Not yet.” 

I wondered if I should broach the topic now, or wait until later. I realized I should probably wait, but I was practically bursting. We only had one phone in the house, and the cord didn’t stretch to my room, or I would have called her over the weekend and asked. I just didn’t want Grandma listening in on my conversation. 

“Esther, have you really kissed a lot of boys?” 

“Well,” she said casually, still looking around the lot, “not a lot, but a few. Why?” She turned and gave me a sharp look. “Does this have something to do with Cam? Did he kiss you or something?” 

“No, no!” I raised my hands in protest. “Definitely not. I was just curious, because, well, because I haven’t. And I’m just wondering. About kissing, I mean. In case it comes up in the future.” I sounded like an idiot, babbling nervously as her steely eyes seemed to pierce right through me. 

“Sure, right.” She rolled her eyes. “Okay, the truth is that it’s a little weird at first, but totally fun. You just wait. You’ll see.” 

“What if you weren’t sure if you liked someone or not, and then you kissed him?” I realized this was a very risky question to ask, because it would subject me to further interrogation down the road. But if anyone knew the answer, it would be Esther. “Could you tell if you were meant to be together? By kissing him, I mean?” 

This had been driving me crazy all weekend. If I was meant to be with Cam, why had I liked kissing Jack? I knew Jack wasn’t right for me, and I knew I couldn’t be the girlfriend he needed, yet I’d still made out with him in my backyard. Why? I could blame it on the power, which always left me a little giddy and overwhelmed, or on the fact that it was my first kiss and I was curious to finally see what all the fuss was about. But in the end it came back to me, kissing Jack of my own free will. 

“Oh! Well, you know, I’m not really sure.” She frowned, as if surprised by this apparent hole in her encyclopedia of knowledge. “I’m not sure you always have to like someone to like kissing them. But when you do like them, it’s amazing. Like when I kissed Sam Hopkins for the first time. Wow.” Her face got all dreamy. “I thought I was in heaven.” 

 “Heaven, huh?” 

Her description made me feel a little better. I wouldn’t call what had happened in my backyard heaven. I’d enjoyed it, but there had been an edge of discomfort to the whole experience—like I knew it wasn’t quite right. 

It would be much, much better if Cam kissed me. Heaven, probably. 

Not that that seemed like a serious possibility. We’d been hanging out for weeks, and he’d never made a move on me—and he’d had plenty of opportunities. If Cam did like me as more than just a friend, he had a funny way of showing it. 

“Are you positive you aren’t asking this question for a reason?” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you absolutely positive?” 

“Oh, look.” I pointed across the lot, hoping to distract her. I wasn’t sure I could be a very convincing liar, especially if I had to repeat what I’d said to Hennie. She’d see through me in an instant. “Isn’t that Hennie’s car?” 

“Yep, that looks like her.” She shook her finger at me. “But don’t think I’m going to forget about our little conversation.” 

“Okay, okay.” This friend thing was a double-edged sword. It was nice to be able to ask these sorts of questions, but it also meant you couldn’t keep secrets. Or at least you couldn’t keep secrets about things like boys. 

Hennie arrived, looking gorgeous as usual in a jean miniskirt and rose-colored shirt. Esther just had to tell her exactly what I had asked. Hearing the question retold made me squirm with embarrassment. Hennie looked at me with her usual deep, gentle gaze, and I had the feeling she already knew exactly why I had asked it. 

But she didn’t say anything about Jack or Cam. Instead she said, “I don’t have nearly as much experience as Esther with boys. But last year at camp, Walter Maitland and I made out, and I’d had a crush on him forever.” 

“Walt Maitland?” Esther interrupted. “Are you kidding?” 

“He’s a lot cuter than when you knew him,” Hennie said. “He plays football now. Anyway, I was going to say that Walt turned out to be a complete jerk. But he was so cute, I didn’t even care. All I knew at the time was that I was finally kissing the guy I’d liked forever.” 

“And…?” I prompted. 

“Yeah, and…?” Esther said. “I can’t believe you’ve never told me this story before.” 

“And he was a great kisser,” she pronounced with a grin. “I loved it.” 

Esther and I both groaned. 

“So you’re telling me exactly the opposite of what Esther said?” I asked. 

“Not necessarily. I’m just saying he definitely wasn’t the guy for me, but I still wanted to be with him for a little while.” 

“Basically there’s nothing either of you can tell me,” I said. 

“Pretty much,” Esther said. 

“Thanks for clearing that up.” 

“Any time.” Esther giggled. 

A familiar black car with a dent in the side squealed into the parking lot. At the same time, the Silver Bullet arrived at the far side of the iron fence. Jack got out of the car, sunglasses shading his eyes, even though the sun had barely come up. He looked tougher than usual, with a leather jacket open at the neck and a pair of black jeans hanging low around his hips. 

“How does a freshman get to drive, anyway?” Esther asked, nibbling her lip shrewdly as she watched him amble across the lot. 

“He’s got a fake license,” I said without thinking, and then gave myself an inward kick. He probably hadn’t meant for me to pass that information along. 

“Oh.” Esther’s eyes widened. 

Hennie’s eyes narrowed, and she glanced back and forth between us. You could practically see the wheels turning in her brain, and I wondered if she was hearing that second voice she’d told us about in the library. Luckily for me, though, she was kind enough to not to say anything then and there. 

Esther and Hennie weren’t the only ones who’d spotted Jack. I noticed at least a dozen other heads turning, Allie’s among them. This inspired a jolt of something—jealousy? Pride? I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that part of me wanted everyone to know he had kissed me, that I had attracted the attention of someone good-looking and dangerous. But the bigger part felt a sense of regret. Watching him now with slightly more clinical eyes than I had before, I felt more certain than ever that I’d made the right decision. 

The heavy iron gate retracted, and the metallic voice blared loud enough to be heard across the parking lot. “Caution, the gates are opening! Caution, the gates are opening!” 

The Silver Bullet pulled through slowly and ground to a stop. Allie ran over to walk with Jack the rest of the way to the bus. Just before they passed out of view, he pushed up his sunglasses and swept his gaze around the lot. He could have been looking for anything, but I knew he was looking for me. He stopped a second later, his eyes locked on mine. 

I jerked my gaze away. 

“Jeez, Dancia, he looks pissed,” Esther said in a hushed voice. “What did you do?” 

I shivered, unable to keep from looking back at him. His silvery glare lasted only a minute before he dropped the glasses back down onto his nose. Then he turned to Allie, and they moved out of sight. 

“It’s hard to explain,” I said, defeated. Jack had been my only chance for a friend who understood what it was like to have psychic powers. I should never have kissed him. I should have pushed him away from the start. Then maybe he wouldn’t have gotten so angry at me, so hurt. 

“You had to turn him down, didn’t you?” Hennie said quietly. 

I nodded. Hennie patted my arm, and Esther clucked sympathetically in the background. 

“Whatever,” I said, breaking the spell. “It’s over. We should get on the bus.” 

We had gotten about halfway across the parking lot before Hennie realized she had left her backpack on the ground where we had been standing. We watched as she ran back to get it. 

“Isn’t that Yashir?” Esther said as a familiar dreadlocked form got out of a car across the lot. 

“Yeah.” I waved. 

Yashir started toward us, on a path directly in line with Hennie. I could tell the moment she noticed him, because she slowed down and her back got really straight. She looked at her feet and then seemed to deliberately pick up her head. 

“She’s going to talk to him,” I whispered to Esther. “She’s really going to do it.” 

Yashir noticed Hennie at the same time. He said something to her, but they were too far away for me to hear what it was. From his smile a moment later, I assume Hennie  answered him. 

They were having an actual conversation. 

Esther squeezed my arm. “This is huge,” she said. We watched as they exchanged words, still walking toward each other. That was when Esther gasped in horror. “Dancia, look at Hennie’s backpack. She’s headed right for it!” 

Sweet, clumsy Hennie was having her first conversation with the boy of her dreams, and she was on a collision course with her gigantic leather backpack. If she tripped now, she’d never recover from the embarrassment. 

I thought quickly. “Esther, is that Chris? With a girl?” I pointed in the opposite direction at a boy in line to get on the bus. I hoped it wasn’t really Chris, the guy Esther liked, because he had his arm slung around the shoulders of a blonde named Liz, from the cross-country team. 

“What?” Esther spun around. 

The moment she looked away, I focused on the backpack and marshaled the familiar tingle of energy. I poked at the forces acting on it, like I had at the tree branch, but that only made it lurch up a few inches and then drop back into place. Desperately, knowing I had only a few seconds, I imagined pushing down on one side of it, like a tiddledywink, and amazingly enough, it worked. Clumsily, the sturdy bag jumped a few inches to the left, landing just out of Hennie’s path. Luckily, Yashir and Hennie were too focused on each other to notice the backpack’s odd behavior. 

“That’s not Chris,” Esther proclaimed, turning back to see Hennie standing next to Yashir, still talking. She grinned. “Oh, thank goodness she didn’t trip. I thought she was a goner.” 

A warm feeling spread through me. “Yeah, thank goodness.” 

Jack didn’t say a word to me for the next few days, and I tried not to show how hurt I was. It seemed crazy, because we’d only known each other a couple of months, but I’d come to rely on him even more than I had known. Without Jack to talk to, my classes dragged on endlessly, my homework was impossible, I had no idea what music to listen to, and Catherine’s taunts and jabs were too much to bear. 

By Thursday I was a wreck. Though I should have been thrilled that I’d found a way to use my power and not have it hurt someone, dealing with Jack’s anger took away all the joy. Meanwhile, I barely talked to Cam. On Monday he told me he would be busy all week with a couple of big projects. I still looked for him every day at lunch and was absurdly disappointed when he wasn’t there. 

I suppose it was because of what had happened with Jack, I don’t know, but I was desperate to talk to Cam. It wasn’t like we were best friends, but I missed him and the little walks we used to take, and the time we climbed up that tree together in the woods. Sometimes when he passed me in the hall and waved, I felt like he was someone I had seen in a movie but didn’t really know. 

That made me feel even worse, like I had hurt Jack for a dream that would never come true. 

Finally, after an endless morning of Jack glaring at me and teachers complaining about homework assignments I hadn’t finished, I hurried down to the cafeteria. Standing at the entrance to the lunchroom, I tried to look like I was checking out the menu options instead of pathetically trying to locate Cam in the crowd. 

My breath caught when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cam wave at me as he headed toward his usual table, Anna to his right. I tried to look surprised, as if I hadn’t noticed him. He motioned for me to follow them. Anna smiled and repeated Cam’s gesture, and then made a point of draping one arm over his, as if he was her property. 

She was always like that. I’m not sure if she was jealous, precisely, but she certainly let me know that I was not going to get between her and Cam. 

As I maneuvered my way around the masses, Catherine gave me her usual contemptuous sneer, from a table with a bunch of other Button-downs. Hennie waved at me as she collected her dessert. I didn’t see Jack, but that wasn’t unusual. 

When I got to their table, Cam and Anna were sitting down, and he’d started to dig into a plateful of spaghetti and meatballs. He swallowed a mouthful in a hurry, and wiped his face clean. 

“How’s it going?” he said. “Seems like I haven’t see you in forever.” 

“Yeah. I guess you’ve been busy.” I regretted the words as soon as I said them. The last thing I wanted was to sound like I was whining about him not paying enough attention to me. 

“I know. It’s totally my fault and I’m really sorry about it. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” Cam sounded eager to talk to me. So eager, in fact, that it made me suspicious. He changed positions to face me more directly, which meant Anna had to move her arm. She shot me a private glare and then put her hands in her lap. 

Jack’s words burned in my ears, and I had to force a friendly smile, even to Cam. 

The sensation of someone watching crawled up my spine. I took a quick look around. Sure enough, Jack had appeared at the entrance to the lunchroom, and he was staring right at us. 

“You should pull up a chair,” Cam commanded. “We can make room.” 

“No, that’s okay.” It could have been the distaste directed my way from Anna, or perhaps Jack’s voice ringing in my ears, but either way, the thought of sitting next to Cam had lost a bit of its magic. I nodded toward Esther, who was in line for lunch. “I told my friends I’d sit with them.” 

“We’re your friends too,” he protested. 

Are you? I wanted to ask. Are you really? Instead I said, “I know, but I promised. We’re going to compare our World Civ homework.” 

Anna sidled up closer to Cam and purred, “Dancia, do you still want to go for a run with me? Coach had to cancel practice today, so we could run together this afternoon.” 

I’d been putting off running with Anna ever since Cam had suggested it. By this point I’d used up every excuse I could imagine. The idea of being alone with her was almost as nauseating as eating with her, but I managed a fake smile. “Gosh, Anna, that is so nice of you. Thanks. I’d love to.” 

“Looking forward to it,” she replied sweetly. 

I had the feeling that Anna and I understood each other, and that our workout would be anything but fun. 

“I guess I’ll see you later, Cam.” I started to walk away. He jumped up and followed me a few feet from the table. 

“Don’t let Anna intimidate you,” he said softly. “Truth is, she’s been a little weird since we broke up last summer. I should tell her to back off, but I don’t have the heart to hurt her feelings. Know what I mean?” 

His eyes pleaded with me. He looked sincere, but I wasn’t convinced, and I guess I must have shown it. 

He put a hand on my arm, and I jumped, struck as always by the way his touch made me want to melt onto the floor. “You have study hall sixth period, don’t you? I’ve got my ethics seminar fifth and sixth period. We’re starting independent study tomorrow, so I can go to the library if I want. I could tell Mrs. Langdon you’re helping with my project, and we could hang out together.” 

I hesitated. Cam had the power to make my insides go squishy and my mind draw a blank, but that also meant he would have the power to turn me into a blubbering idiot if he turned out to be a fake. My heart warred with my head for a minute, but my heart prevailed. How could I turn down my dream? 

“All right. I guess I could use a little time in the library.” 

 He flashed his million-dollar smile. “I’ll come get you.” 

I swallowed hard and made my way on unsteady feet to where I had seen Esther, not even noticing when Jack sprang up and headed in my direction. He caught up with me a few tables later. 

“So, did you tell Prince Charming what you were doing last Friday?” he asked. 

I tried not to react to the enmity in his voice. “Don’t be like this, Jack.” 

Can’t we just be friends, Jack? Please, please, please? 

“I found something interesting this morning. Thought you might want to take a look.” 

I sighed and turned to face him. “What is it?” 

“A little something I came across in your boyfriend’s room. Something that might make you think twice before you keep letting him follow you around.” He held up a piece of white paper that looked like a form someone had started filling in. 

“What were you doing in his room?” I gaped at him, astonished, though I suppose I shouldn’t have been. “Did you break in? That’s illegal.” 

“I didn’t break anything, and I reassembled the door before I left. They’ll never suspect. But I thought you deserved to know the truth.” 

“What makes you so sure you know what the truth is?” 

“I have good instincts,” he said, his lips pressed together in a hard line. I was momentarily distracted by remembering what it felt like to have those lips on mine, but snapped back to attention when Jack pointed to the paper. “Take a look. It’s about you. That’s not illegal, is it? To steal something about yourself? Or someone you care about? Or thought cared about you?” 

I snatched the paper out of his hand. Sure enough, at the top of the page it read, “Candidate: Dancia Lewis.” Below that it said, “Watcher: Cam Sanders.” There was a space for the date, and then the next line read, “Record any contact you had with the candidate today.” There was some space for a response, and someone had written in blue blocky letters, “Met candidate on the bus and at lunch.” 

My hand started shaking. 

“This isn’t funny, Jack,” I said, my voice quavering. “You made this up, didn’t you.” 

“Why would I do that?” 

“To make your point about Cam. To make me feel like crap.” 

“Keep reading. You tell me if I would make this up.” He pointed halfway down the page to a new question that read, “Note any concerns you have about the candidate here, and your recommendations for addressing those concerns.” In the same neat handwriting it said in response, “Candidate appears to be spending a great deal of time with Candidate Landry. (Concern about this alternative candidate noted on previous reports.) Will try to encourage candidate to keep her distance from Landry. Will attempt to build stronger relationship with candidate to allow for better surveillance.” 

The taste of acid filled my mouth. 

“Don’t look now,” Jack whispered, leaning toward my ear, “but your Watcher is watching. I don’t think he likes seeing me so close to you. I wonder what he’ll put in his report tonight.” 

I grabbed the paper out of his hand. “You are a horrible person. If this is for real, I don’t blame Cam for writing this about you.” 

Unable to think clearly, I started for the lunchroom door, my only desire to get as far as possible from Jack and Cam and everyone at Delcroix. But then I saw Cam stand up and amble toward one doorway, and Trevor make his way to the other. They moved casually but purposefully. It was like watching a movie. 

They were guarding the exits so they could follow me if I left the room. 

I couldn’t be sure the paper was real, I reminded myself. Jack was not above making up something like this. Maybe it was coincidence, the way Cam and Trevor were now positioning themselves by the doors. Maybe there was a reasonable explanation for all of it. Like a science fair project or something. 

I told myself to stay calm. I looked around and saw Esther and Hennie sitting at a table near the back of the room. I turned on my heels and headed in their direction. 

I had no idea what was happening, or if Cam and Trevor were really watching. But if they were, I wasn’t going to let them see me cry. 
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I WADDED up the paper and shoved it into my back pocket. Then I pasted on a bright smile and joined Esther and Hennie at their table. 

“What’s going on? You look really pale—are you sick?” Hennie said immediately. 

“This is my normal unhealthy skin color,” I joked. 

Esther pulled out the chair next to her, her eyes narrow. “What happened with Cam? Weren’t you eating with him?” 

“I told him I wanted to sit with my friends.” 

Hennie gazed intently at me. I knew she was listening to that “second voice,” and had to use all my willpower to keep the fake smile pinned across my face. 

“You said you’d rather sit with us than with him? That’s crazy,” she said. 

“Why? He’s not that great, you know. And I can’t stand Anna.” I collapsed into the chair and put my hands in my lap so they wouldn’t see them trembling. Cam and Trevor disappeared from view, and I wondered if they were lurking somewhere in the halls, waiting for me to exit the cafeteria and go to class. 

 “Now I know there’s something wrong with you,” Esther declared. “Not that great? He’s amazing. He’s like a dream man.” 

I winced. “Can we change the subject? I don’t really want to talk about Cam right now.” 

“I’m sorry.” Hennie put a hand on my shoulder. “Is there anything we can do?” 

I choked back a fresh wave of tears. I will not cry, I will not cry, I chanted to myself. “No, it’s not a big deal.” 

Not a big deal unless Cam was actually some sort of a hired stalker who was only pretending he liked me because someone at Delcroix said he had to. 

“If he was mean to you, he’s in big trouble.” Esther made a fist and slammed it menacingly into her open palm. 

“Yeah,” Hennie agreed. “We’ll take him down for you, Dancia. No problem.” 

The image of delicate, fragile Hennie whacking Cam in the kneecaps with a baseball bat leaped to my mind, and I started to giggle. It was one of those giggles that verges on complete hysteria, but at least part of it was genuine. Esther joined in, and then Hennie. I laughed so hard, tears ran down my cheeks. 

Once we had control of ourselves, Hennie said, “Seriously, Dancia. We’d do anything for you. That’s what friends are for, you know.” 

I nodded and gazed at them gratefully through a watery haze. “Yeah, absolutely. That’s what friends are for.” 

Ten minutes later I choked down the remainder of my garden burger, said good-bye to Esther and Hennie, and went to my locker to retrieve my books for fifth period—English I. The halls were filled with slamming doors, laughter, and shouting. I felt like I was in a reality show, and any second someone would come by to interview me about my experience at Delcroix. “Everyone’s really nice,” I would confide. “We’re just like any other high school kids.” And everyone watching would roll their eyes because they would know the truth, that we weren’t the least bit like other kids. 

I was the first one to class, so I watched everyone file into the room. I imagined which of them might be candidates, like me. Or were we all candidates? I could already see the Watcher reports for Esther and Hennie: Candidates assimilating well. No concerns to note, other than association with Candidate Lewis. Will continue to monitor closely. 

Who were the other Watchers anyway? Was Trevor one? He showed up at Ethics every now and then. Mr. Fritz said he was working on a special project, but now I wondered if the notes he was taking were about us, not Mr. Fritz’s lectures. Come to think of it, Jack had complained weeks ago that Trevor was practically a fixture on their side of the residence hall, and even though it was almost Thanksgiving, he was still counting us every day at lunch. 

My thoughts were driving me back to the edge of hysteria, so I tried to distract myself by opening up my backpack and arranging my notebook and pen carefully on the desk. The only problem was, I’d doodled Cam’s name into the notebook over and over again, and so looking at it, of course, made me think of him. 

Could he really betray me like that? I didn’t necessarily believe he liked me, but I’d never imagined he didn’t even want to be my friend, that hanging out with me was nothing more than his job. Fortunately, that depressing thought was interrupted by the start of the lecture. 

“Thank you all for coming to class on time. Now, we’re going to jump right into the politics of fifteenth-century England. Can any of you tell me what you learned this weekend about that time period?” 

After receiving a few halfhearted responses, our teacher, Mr. Phillips, began to drone from the front of the room. We were starting our first Shakespeare play, and it wasn’t even fun Shakespeare, like Romeo and Juliet. It was boring Shakespeare—Henry V. Which meant that we had to learn about the history of the time, the politics, and Henry’s crazy partying days before he’d assumed the crown. This might have been fascinating to the fifteen-year-old boys in the class, but it left me cold. 

The lump of paper in my back pocket kept nudging me, making me squirm on my seat. Didn’t I owe it to Cam to keep my mind open? Give him the opportunity to explain himself? If I lost his friendship because I’d believed Jack over him, and it turned out Jack was lying, I’d regret it forever. 

But then there was Delcroix and all the strange things that had happened since I’d started here. The men following Jack and me, the fact that we both felt a shock when we shook Cam’s hand, Jack’s powers, the odd construction of the third floor…the list was too long to ignore. 

As much as I wanted it to, this mystery wasn’t going away. And unfortunately, I made a lousy Nancy Drew. But I couldn’t sit there in my seat and pretend nothing was going on. I had to know the truth, and that meant I needed to talk to Cam. 

“Mr. Phillips, I’m not feeling very well. Can I go to the bathroom?” 

He cleared his throat, his train of thought clearly interrupted by my question. “What’s that? Not feeling well? Should I call the nurse?” 

“No, no.” I made my way toward his desk through a maze of backpacks and legs, and whispered close to his face. “It’s a girl thing. I’ll need to go to my locker first, if that’s okay.” 

This was a foolproof way to prevent a male teacher from inquiring too deeply into your intentions. He immediately flushed a dark purple color and grabbed a hall pass from his desk. “Of course,” he whispered back. “Take your time.” 

I left my bag there and sprinted up the stairs to the third floor. 

At the start of school I would have ignored the paper, ignored Jack, and slunk into a hole where I wouldn’t have caused too much trouble. The thought of confronting someone and admitting the truth about my power would have been impossible—particularly to a guy on whom I had a gargantuan crush. But something in me had changed since I’d started at Delcroix. Something that made me refuse to put my tail between my legs. 

I had a power that could make extraordinary things happen. I needed to learn to control it. I knew that now. It wasn’t evil and neither was I. It was time to stop acting like I was. 

I was through with secrets. It was time for the truth. 

The third floor felt strangely still, as if a heavy hand were weighing on the air. Most of the doors were closed, and when I walked by I could see small groups of students inside, either playing instruments, watching a teacher write notes on a whiteboard, or singing in small groups around a piano. 

I reached the far end and turned down the hall where Jack thought there was a secret passage. I had thought the ethics seminars met in those rooms, but as I peered through the tiny windows in the doors, I saw they were all empty. 

Shoot. I dug my nails into my palm and blew out an annoyed breath. Cam had said something about his ethics seminar doing independent studies, but I thought they were starting tomorrow. I thought they’d be here today. Frustrated, I slipped into a classroom and stared at the back wall, gnawing on a hangnail while I tried to figure out my next step. 

I might be able to catch Cam after school, but then he’d be going to play soccer, and other guys would be around. We’d never be able to talk in private. Then I had practice, and then there was dinner, and then study hours. I’d have to wait until tomorrow. 

I turned to leave, but a tug of curiosity stopped me a few feet from the door. Shaking my head, I paced the distance from the front to back wall. Thirty paces. Just like Jack had measured. What did it mean? 

I was standing there staring at the back wall when I heard the voices. They were muffled, but the closer I got to the wall, the clearer they became. I realized the sound was coming from behind the wall—exactly where Jack had thought a secret passage might lie. At first I strained to make out the voices while facing the hall, so I could run if I saw anyone approaching. But as the murmuring continued and I started to catch scattered words, I abandoned caution and pressed my ear against the wall. 

The voices varied in volume, as if people were walking around. The conversation sounded heated, possibly an argument. When I realized one of the speakers was Cam, I felt a surge of adrenaline so strong I had to lean against the wall to keep my balance. 

“…really like her…not what a Watcher does…” I strained to hear the rest, but only scattered words were audible. 

“Sometimes a Watcher needs to be a little more creative,” a low, persuasive voice rolled out. I immediately realized it was Mr. Judan. You couldn’t mistake that deep soothing bass rumble. 

He faded, and all I could hear was a sound like a train in the distance. Then he came closer, and I could make out words again. “He’s the most powerful candidate we’ve identified in decades, except, perhaps, for Dancia herself.”

 Powerful? Me? 

“If they were to go rogue together, the entire country could be in danger,” Mr. Judan continued. 

“I don’t…” Cam’s voice trailed off again. 

Cam, speak up! I wanted to scream. But his voice simply didn’t carry like Mr. Judan’s. “Agree he’s a danger… doing my best to keep them apart…” 

“No excuses.” Mr. Judan’s voice cut through Cam’s higher-pitched murmur. “They went home together Friday. You must see that that doesn’t happen again. I don’t care what you have to do. You took an oath, my boy, to defend Delcroix and the rest of the world from those who would use their gifts for selfish or dangerous ends. This is when you make good on that oath.” 

There was a long silence. 

Finally Cam said, “Don’t worry, I won’t let you down.” 

I heard footsteps and picked my head up abruptly. It suddenly occurred to me that I had no idea how they got behind the wall, and that I could be standing right in their path. Tiptoeing as quickly and quietly as my sneakers would allow, I made my way back to the door, then ran down the hall all the way back to English, my head buzzing. 

Obviously, Jack was right. Something unbelievable was going on at Delcroix, and Cam was knee-deep in it. 

“Ah, Dancia. I was just about to send someone to find you.” Mr. Phillips sighed with relief when I marched back into the classroom. 

I plopped the hall pass down on his desk. “No need. I’m back.” It had only been ten minutes. Ten minutes, but my life had changed completely. 

“Are you ready to run?” Anna laced her shoes into a double knot and straightened her ponytail. It was a rare sunny November day, with delicate beams of light filtering through the canopy of fir trees. 

“Today was supposed to be a long run for me, so I’ll probably do about ten miles. But you should feel free to stop before that.” Anna adjusted the waistband on her tiny black-and-pink running tights, which neatly exposed her perfectly toned stomach. She had a matching bra-top to go with the tights. 

I was wearing my old Danville Central Hospital T-shirt and cotton sweatpants. 

“Fine with me.” It would have been nice for my ego to pretend I could keep up with Anna, but there was just no way. When she started running she was like some kind of machine. She’d just run and run, and never even seem to get tired. 

She started at a leisurely pace for the first hundred yards or so. The trail was wide enough for two, and we stayed side by side, even though I was dying to drop behind so I wouldn’t have to look at her. We dipped down a small incline and then up an embankment on the other side. This seemed to be a marker for Anna, because she shot off like someone had fired a starting pistol. 

I struggled to catch up, breathing hard even though we had just begun. 

“I guess you’re pretty into Cam, huh?” she said. 

I wiped the beads of sweat already forming on my brow. “What’s that?” I gulped some air. “He’s a good friend, I guess.” 

Or not. I didn’t really know what he was anymore. Just like I didn’t know what to think about Mr. Judan, or anyone else at this stupid school. Anna was probably setting me up for something too. 

She snorted. “Friend? Hmph.” We zigzagged around a fallen log and a muddy spot in the trail. Anna neatly avoided both. A branch poked my ankle, and I splashed mud on my shirt. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I forced out between pants. 

Anna slowed her insane pace a hair, even though she hadn’t yet broken a sweat. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I would stay away from him if you don’t want to get your heart broken.” 

I couldn’t believe it—first Jack, now Anna lecturing me about Cam? I sucked in a desperate lungful of air, trying to concentrate on what Anna was saying while keeping from tripping over my own sneakers. 

“He’s a little out of my league,” I said. “I never thought we were more than friends.” 

Anna nodded. We ran in silence for minute, and then she said, “So, what’s the deal with you and Jack?” 

I stopped dead still in the trail for a moment. “Jack?” I sputtered. 

In a matter of seconds, all I could see was Anna’s back disappearing into the dense foliage. I ran hard to catch her; I think she might have slowed down a fraction to let me do so, but it was hard to tell. 

“He’s a friend, that’s all,” I called, still a few feet behind. “Why?” She didn’t answer, so I ran faster until we were side by side again. My lungs burned, and a cramp had started under my ribs. “Why does everyone want to talk about Jack?” I cried in frustration. 

“I was just wondering. He is awfully cute.” She wove delicately around a stump and a narrow section of trail. “I guess if he was my friend, I’d be keeping my eye out for him.” 

“What? What do you mean?” Something in her tone sent a chill down my back. 

“I just mean not everyone around here likes him as much as you do. You might want to tell him that.” 

The trail turned and crossed out of the woods to flank the playing fields. A small group of guys chased a soccer ball, while a group of girls and guys tossed a Frisbee. 

Anna stopped, and I almost plowed into her back. She rested her arms on top of her head and stared at the soccer players. I realized one of them must be Cam. A second later he broke away from the pack long enough to wave at us. 

I didn’t wave back. I hung down over my knees and tried desperately to catch my breath. He rejoined the game. 

“Jerk,” Anna muttered. 

We started running again, this time in silence. 

As I settled into my stride, I tried to interpret Anna’s strange warning. Cam’s animosity toward Jack was hardly a secret, but was she suggesting Cam might be capable of hurting him? That was hard to believe. More likely, Anna was so bitter about being dumped that she was now spinning stories about Cam. Or maybe she was hoping I’d rush to Jack’s defense, and that would turn Cam against me. 

It was all pretty far-fetched, but the worst part was, whatever code she was speaking, I didn’t get the feeling she was lying. 

“Why are you telling me this?” I summoned the nerve to ask. “You don’t even like me.” 

Anna checked her watch. “Not everything’s about you, Dancia.” 

With that she shook her ponytail and effortlessly lengthened her stride. I stopped on the trail and watched as she sped away from me, her brown hair swinging behind her like a flag. 
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I SUFFERED through my usual evening of studying, ignoring Catherine, and pretending I fit in with twenty-five other clueless freshmen who had no absolutely idea what was going on behind the walls of their fancy private school. Just before lights-out, a fight broke out in the bathroom when Cara accused Hannah of stealing her razor. Hannah, in turn, accused Cara of using her hair spray. Sides were taken and tears ensued. Parties sent emissaries back and forth between rooms. Hennie got involved to negotiate a truce and soothe hurt feelings. 

Catherine gave them all dirty looks and went back to our room and slammed the door. For once I was relieved to be able to follow her and go straight to bed. I had enough real drama in my life. I didn’t need the manufactured kind. 

Cam wasn’t at lunch the next day, so I sat with Esther and Hennie. I purposely put my back to the doors of the cafeteria so I couldn’t watch to see if he’d come in. My friends seemed to know something was up, and didn’t mention Cam once. Esther had a short story due in her creative writing class, and Hennie had a vocabulary quiz in Hindi, so they didn’t have time to pay much attention to me anyway. I bit my fingernails, poked at my taco salad, and refused to even look at Jack. As far as I could tell, he was ignoring me too. 

I barely heard a word Mr. Phillips said during English; I just stared at the clock and counted the minutes until I could run to study hall. Cam had said he would come get me then. Even with Anna’s odd warning ringing in my ears, I still wanted desperately to see him, all the while dreading the moment I would look into his eyes and know how he  really felt. 

Though I was convinced he would deny everything, I had decided to confront Cam about the “Watcher report.” I just couldn’t give up on him completely. Part of me still believed there was a way out of this, an explanation for the whole awful mess. The paper lay tucked into my back pocket, wrinkled from where I’d wadded it up the day before. 

I started to panic the moment he entered the room. That wavy hair tickling the edges of his ears, those broad shoulders, and the smile that seemed to work even on teachers. It all had a magical effect, and I suddenly couldn’t imagine even suggesting that he was involved in anything so ugly as what the paper might suggest. 

He handed my teacher, Mrs. Westerly, an official-looking yellow sheet, and she beckoned for me to approach her desk. 

“Dancia, Cameron has requested that you assist in his seminar project. I don’t normally allow freshmen to opt out of study hall so early in the year, but he has personally vouched for you.” She glared at me over the top of her glasses. 

Mrs. Westerly liked to think of herself as being tough. 

“Now, you may go to the library,” she continued in a stern voice, “but nowhere else. Understood?” 

“Okay.” I gulped. 

Cam gave me an encouraging Don’t worry about it, I’ll take care of everything look. “Thank you, Mrs. Westerly,” he said. 

“I’m holding you responsible, Cameron,” she warned. 

 “I understand.” 

I went back to my desk to grab my books, and a few of the girls in the class gave me jealous looks. It was a good thing I had given up on my fade-into-the-background plan. All the time I’d been spending with Cam had made me a bit of a celebrity among the freshman girls. Even Allie had asked me a week or two ago whether we were going out. 

Cam’s arm brushed against mine as I walked out the door, and he gave me a little wink. My confusion deepened. Could he really be this good an actor? How could he be so sweet, and so devious? 

“How was your run with Anna?” he asked. “I saw you guys yesterday, by the practice field. You looked like you were working hard. I hope everything went okay?” He took his time with the words, as if making sure he said precisely the right thing. 

I considered my response just as carefully. Anna was one of Cam’s best friends, and his ex-girlfriend. I wouldn’t do myself any favors being catty about her. “It was…challenging. She’s very fast. And serious about what she does.” 

We walked passed the trophies and plaques on the wall by the front door. I stopped in front of a picture of a team of runners. Each person held out a silver medal. Anna was standing in front of the group. She had a grim smile on her face, as if she were trying hard to look happy. 

“You know, that’s at last year’s state championships. She was pissed they only got second,” Cam looked at the picture with a mix of admiration and something else—regret? Was he sorry that he had broken up with Anna? 

“I get the feeling she can be a bit competitive.” I lingered, shifting between watching Cam and studying the picture. I wished for something in his body language that would tell me how he felt about her. 

“Now that’s an understatement.” Cam pointed to the stairs. “We should go. I’ll get in all kinds of trouble if we get caught in the hall.” 

I took one last look at Anna’s face and followed Cam up the stairs. We passed the front desk and wound around the stacks. The library extended through several connected rooms, and Cam seemed to know where he was going. I kept my mouth shut and followed, trying to ignore the curious gazes I felt directed our way. 

We maneuvered around study cubes hidden at the ends of shelves, and around dark corners of the library I didn’t even know existed. Finally, Cam led us through a set of double doors to a dim, windowless room, where one fluorescent light flickered overhead. 

We sat down at the only desk in the room, and Cam pulled his chair beside me. He cleared his throat. “I have something I want to talk to you about—” he started to say, but I interrupted him. 

“I have something I need to say first.” Somewhere in my tortured mind, it occurred to me that if I didn’t say something quick, he would turn up the charm and I would end up drooling and mindless, unable to do anything but sit at his feet like an obedient lap dog. 

I took a deep breath and steeled myself for confrontation. I pulled the crinkled paper out of my back pocket and spread it out on the table in front of us. “What’s this, Cam? What’s a Watcher?” 

He leaned forward to examine the paper, and his eyes widened. His cheeks went white, then red. “Where did you…How did you get that?” 

Jack hadn’t made it up. My last bit of hope dissolved. “I don’t think that matters. I just want to know what it means.” 

“Jesus, Dancia. You shouldn’t have this.” His voice was barely above a whisper. 

Pain, sharp and sudden, laced through my heart. “It’s about me, isn’t it? Don’t I have a right to know if I’m being watched?” 

“Did Landry give you that?” He slammed his hand down on the paper. “I knew I felt a disturbance in my room yesterday. He must have broken in while I was grabbing breakfast.” 

“It doesn’t matter where I got it, Cam,” I said flatly. “I want to know what it means.” 

“It’s for your own good,” he said, through pinched lips. “For everyone’s good.” 

“Delcroix isn’t just a private school, is it? What else is going on here? Is this some government thing?” 

He shook his head. “No, of course not. Look, it’s not what it seems. It’s nothing bad. Honestly.” 

I waited for him to explain, but he just kept staring at the page, his shoulders tight, his foot tapping the ground rapidly as if he were waging some internal battle. I waged my own battle, fighting the desire to collapse with the pain—the sheer heartache of having all my insecurities proven horribly, completely true—and the desire to punch Cam right across his perfectly square jaw. Finally I grabbed my backpack and stood up. 

“Listen, if you’re not going to tell me what’s going on, I’ll find out myself. At least I know why you’ve been so nice to me. From now on I won’t let myself fall for it.” I started to walk away, but he caught my arm. 

“Dancia, it’s not that I don’t want to tell you. But I can’t.” His eyes pleaded with me. “And I do like you. I like you a lot. That’s why this is all such a mess. You’ve got to believe me.” 

I tried to shake off his arm, but he held on tighter. “Cam.” My voice broke. “Don’t make a fool out of me. Please.” 

He pulled me gently back down into my chair, taking my hand in his. Reluctantly, I set my backpack on the floor and let our eyes meet. 

He will not turn my brain to pea soup, I chanted to myself. 

“I do have to watch you,” he said, his gaze even softer than usual—almost tender. “But I would have done it anyway. What I said to you that day I got the message from my dad was true—you’re a real friend, Dancia. Someone special.” 

“You’ve got friends, Cam,” I said. “You don’t need me.” 

“But you’re different from other girls I know. You’re more”—he fumbled for the word—“more real. Like you don’t pretend to be something you’re not.” 

I laughed sourly. “You have no idea how wrong you are. I’ve been pretending all my life. I guess of all people, my Watcher should know that.” 

“You may have hidden your gift,” he said, “and you had every reason to do that. But you’ve never hidden yourself. You’ve always been Dancia—tough and funny, absolutely determined, and a fierce protector for those who need you. I admire that a lot. I admire you. You’ve got to believe me.” 

How did he manage to keep getting my hopes up when I knew at the end of the day he was just going to crush them? 

“Look, things are all messed up right now because of this.” He let go of my hand and gestured toward the Watcher report. “But I seriously like you, Dancia.” For the first time since I’d met him, he seemed hesitant. “In fact, the main reason I haven’t tried to be anything more than just friends was because of the whole Watcher thing. I didn’t want to get those things mixed up. You’re too important to me.” He pushed his chair back from the desk. “I’m sure you’re pissed at me. I understand that. But there’s more to us than this paper. I just hope you can believe me.” 

My heart turned to a puddle of mush, along with what was left of my anger, but somehow I managed to find my voice. “I don’t understand what’s going on here. How can I believe a word you say when you won’t tell me the truth?” 

He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair, scattering the ends around his face. “If I tell you, I’ll have to tell Mr. Judan,” he said under his breath, looking around as if expecting Judan to materialize right there in front of us. “He’s supposed to be the one to make the decision on whether to tell candidates about the program.” Cam picked up the Watcher report and glared at the paper as if it were responsible for all his troubles. 

Just when the silence had become too much, he continued, “This is really big, Dancia. Really important. If I tell you, you can’t tell anyone else. I’m serious. No one. Are you sure you want to know the truth?” The intensity radiated from him in waves. He was almost trembling in his concern. 

I paused. “I can’t tell anyone? Even my grandma?” It occurred to me that if my powers were real, and there was a whole school dedicated to kids like me, maybe I could finally tell Grandma the truth. 

“No.” His eyes were suddenly hard and sharp. “It’s for her own good. Once you know about Delcroix, you could be in danger yourself. It’s not something to take lightly. And Jack can never know. It would be incredibly dangerous. You have to promise me that.” 

I thought about Anna’s crazy warning—about someone being out to get Jack—but things were moving so quickly, I was too dazed and overwhelmed to ask more questions. All I knew was that I was finally going to learn the truth. 

 “I promise.” 

He stood up abruptly. “There’s no going back now, you understand?” 

If he was trying to scare me, he was doing a good job. “Sure,” I said, trying not to let him see how terrified I was. 

Slowly, he walked over to the doors that led back into the main library, closed them with a soft click, and turned a lock under the handle. The fluorescent light gave everything in the room a greenish-gray glow. 

Cam’s face became ghostly. “Follow me.” 
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WE WALKED to the far corner of the room, where the flickering light cast long shadows on the books. Cam reached up to the top of a metal shelving unit, moved a book aside, and punched a series of buttons on a hidden keypad. A soft whirring sound began high overhead, and the row of books on the wall to our left creaked softly. 

“It only stays open for a second,” he said. “You’ll have to squeeze in right after me. Don’t let yourself fall behind.” 

As if spinning on some giant axis, the bookcase revolved about twenty degrees to the left; just enough for Cam to turn sideways and slip inside. As soon as I crossed the threshold, the whirring started again, and the bookcase swung back into place. 

For a second, it was pitch black. I fought the desire to scream like a girl in a bad horror movie, until the absurdity of it all—a secret passageway behind a bookcase? You’ve got to be kidding me!—brought a smile to my face. A light turned on overhead, revealing a narrow corridor illuminated by glowing white lightbulbs. Cold air clung to sterile gray walls. 

“Where are we?” I whispered, the smile fading. Something about the place made me feel like I was in a prison. Or a should-have-been-closed mental institution. 

“Behind the library. We go up a flight of stairs to get to the other library. That’s what I need to show you.” 

He didn’t sound like he wanted to chat, so I shut my mouth and followed him up a circular staircase with a cold metal railing and industrial-plastic steps. 

Lights turned on above us as we climbed. Cam reached the top and disappeared from view. I gripped the chilly railing tightly, my legs shaking so badly I feared I would do something horrifically embarrassing, like trip and smash my face into the steps above. 

We passed through a hole in the ceiling, my head emerging step by step as what had been the ceiling turned into the floor. That was when I got my first look at Cam’s big secret. 

It was another library. A small, narrow one, with books along one wall and deep window wells on the other, the windows covered by pieces of plywood. Everything was gray and a little dingy, as if the cleaning crew didn’t get back here often enough. I got to the top of the stairs and walked slowly to the first shelf, tilting my head to read the titles. 



The Science of Levitation 

Using Your Talent for Shape-changing 

Unlocking the Power: Turning Mass to Energy in Everyday Objects 

A New State: Altering States of Matter Through Chemistry 




“Delcroix isn’t just a school for geniuses,” Cam said flatly. “That’s part of what we do here, but only part. More important, we look for people like you, Dancia. People with special talents.” 

I gulped. “What do you mean, like me?” 

“Your power,” he said. “If you want to talk truth, here it is. We’ve known about your secret for some time. We recruited you because of it.” 

I should have expected it by this point, but somehow hearing him say it out loud made me dizzy. I swayed toward the wall behind me. 

Cam grabbed me around the waist and set me in a window well. “Put your head between your knees,” he commanded. 

I dutifully obeyed, feeling like a complete idiot, peeking out to see his chest only inches away. When the world stopped spinning, I lifted my head. “I think I’ll be okay.” 

He gave me a half smile. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to completely freak you out. I guess it’s a bit of a shock, huh?” 

 “A bit.” 

“I felt the same way when they told me.” 

We sat for a minute in silence. I stared at the rows of books on the wall. Many looked old, with cracked leather bindings and gold edges to the pages. Others were relatively new, but all had been extensively used. Nothing on the shelves looked untouched. 

My anger dissolved into something more like relief. As weird as it all was, a weight was lifting from my shoulders. I didn’t have to pretend anymore. 

“You knew about me all along?” 

“Well, not exactly. We knew someone in Danville was using a Level Three Talent, but you only used it sporadically and somehow without attracting much attention. Most people can’t get to Level Three without training, and we usually hear about those that do. You were harder to identify than most. It wasn’t until the incident at the hospital that we could trace it all back to you.” 

I leaned back against the window. “A Level Three Talent? What’s that? How did you know someone was using one?” 

He began to pace as he spoke, and I had the sense this was a speech he had given before. “Everyone at Delcroix—actually, everyone in the world—has a talent. Most talents are basic everyday stuff. They can be as simple as being a good cook or having a knack for throwing great parties. Those are Level One Talents. Level Two gets you noticed. Those are your geniuses, your computer hackers—the type we recruit for Delcroix. Level Twos are people like your friend Hennie, who can read people so well it’s like she’s reading their mind, or Esther, whose impersonations are incredible. Some Level Twos stay there, some can be trained to go even higher. If Hennie takes her talent to the next level, she’ll actually be able to read minds. Esther could learn to shape-shift. You’re a Level Three. Someone who can use her mind to do extraordinary things.” 

“Esther could shape-shift?” I thought about how she said her pants got looser sometimes when she pretended to be someone. Maybe she was already a Level Three Talent and they just didn’t know it. “Can you tell me how it works?” I whispered, both excited and terrified to finally learn about my power. “What it is I’m doing?” 

He shook his head. “Not until we experiment with you a little. You know, ask you to do certain things and observe the results. But my guess is that you’re playing with some of the forces of nature, perhaps with gravity. Everyone’s talent is a little different, but they fall into some general categories. Earth Talents, like yours, can manipulate the chemical and physical forces of the earth. Life Talents have extraordinary powers to understand, persuade, and communicate with people and animals. Somatic Talents have extraordinary bodily powers—Trevor, for example, can see through walls. I have a Life Talent for recognizing other talents. I feel a resonance when someone nearby uses their power. It’s hard to describe, almost like a vibration. And I felt that resonance over the past few years probably every time you used your power.” 

Forces of nature. Gravity. That sounded right. 

“Can a person have more than one talent?” After all, Jack had said he felt something when I used my power, sort of like what Cam described, but Jack could also change the form of things. 

“Yes, but usually one talent is more powerful than the others. I’m a Level Three for recognition, Level Two for persuasion. It’s why people always vote for me to be class president. I could probably use my persuasion to be a really good politician, but not much else. But if it was my primary talent, I could learn to control people’s minds. Mr. Judan’s a Level Three for persuasion.” 

I shivered. I knew there was something spooky about Mr. Judan. “Is there a Level Four?” 

He stopped pacing. “After Level Three, it gets messy. There have been reports in the past of Level Fours, but there aren’t any around today, so we can’t be sure. But you’re already a strong Level Three, and you haven’t even been trained.” 

“How does it work? Your recognition thing, I mean.” 

 “The first time I touch a Level Three Talent, I get a vibration. I think you may have felt it when we first shook hands.” 

I nodded. “It felt like a shock. I always wondered about that.” 

“Normally, you wouldn’t even feel it. It’s a…meeting of energies.” He shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know quite how to describe it. We typically don’t even try to identify Level Threes until midway through freshman year, and the candidate doesn’t even know what’s happened. But with you and with Jack, things were different from the start. When I touched you it was a hundred times stronger than anything I’d ever felt before. You jumped a mile. Mr. Judan even saw it. That’s when we knew how powerful you were, and how important it was to get you into Delcroix.” 

“Why don’t you tell the”—I fumbled over the word—“candidates…what Delcroix’s really all about?” 

“We can’t go around training just anyone to use these kinds of powers. What if they were to use them for the wrong purposes? Can you imagine how dangerous that could be? We make them take the pledge to get into Delcroix, but we can’t stop there.” 

I nodded. He looked so grave, so serious, that I got a little scared. If I could put someone into a coma, and I didn’t even know what I was doing, think about what I could do with a little training. 

Cam continued his explanation. “Before we start formal training, we subject candidates to significant stresses and challenges, and we investigate their reactions. We cannot risk training someone who will use their powers for evil. So we watch and wait. That’s why we do the wall and other group experiences. At the beginning of sophomore or junior year we invite those students who show they can be trusted to join the program.” 

He approached my seat in the window well and put a hand next to my knee. Then he leaned forward until I could feel his breath on my face. There was so much information coming at me, I could barely take it all in, but at that  moment, all I could think about was Cam saying that the reason he hadn’t tried to be more than friends was because of the Watcher thing. 

It was enough to make me dizzy all over again. 

“Throughout all of it, we have a network of Watchers monitoring the progress of each candidate. Some are teachers, like Mr. Fritz, who watch candidates in the classroom. Most are other students, like me and Trevor and Anna. We each get assigned a handful of candidates, and we find ways to spend time with them. We participate in activities with our candidates, offer to help with homework, and observe them in the dining hall. Although each of us is assigned specific students to watch, we work together closely so we don’t make anyone uncomfortable. For example, Anna might keep an eye on you during cross-country, while I might be there for you at lunch.” 

I swallowed hard. “So someone’s watching me all the time? Pretending to be my friend and then taking notes about the things I say or do?” 

“You’re making it sound worse than it is. Most candidates don’t know about their talent, but they do know they’re different. They’ve often been ostracized or bullied for the very gifts that we want to encourage. They need extra attention. We’re giving them that attention. We don’t watch because we want to hurt anyone. We watch because we care about our candidates. We want to be there for them. And if they start going down the wrong path, we need to know that too.” 

I wasn’t entirely convinced, but Cam’s face was so open and sincere, it was hard to doubt that he believed what he was saying. “Does everyone have a Watcher?” 

“Not exactly. The teachers, advisers, and team leaders do some reporting on every freshman. Technically, you’re all candidates. But the reality is that most people never get past Level Two. Only a handful of candidates will be brought into the program, and we usually know who those people are before school even starts. Those are the ones who are given an individual Watcher.” 

“Are you watching Jack?” I had to ask, even though his very name felt like taboo. 

“We all watch Jack,” Cam said grimly. “We know too much about him not to. But officially he’s assigned to Trevor.” 

My gaze darted around, meeting his and then pushing back, like the wrong end of a magnet bumping against another. “Okay. So what’s the program?” 

“Different things for different people. There’s basic lessons, learning more about how talents work, the forces that they utilize, that sort of thing. After that you specialize. For me, it’s learning how to read the vibrations I feel, how to identify more about a candidate than simply whether they have a Level Three Talent or not. They think maybe I can learn to tell from the time I recruit someone whether they can be trusted in the program. You’ll learn about the forces you can control, and make sure you know exactly what you’re doing so your talent doesn’t end up hurting anyone.” 

That made me shudder. I had hurt people. For years, I had hurt people every time I used my talent. Did Cam know that? What would he think of me if he ever found out? 

“What happens to the ones who aren’t asked to join the program?” I said. 

He turned around and rested his back against the edge of the windowsill, staring forward as he ran his fingers through his hair. “Most of them never figure out what they could have been. They go through Delcroix, get trained in a lesser talent, and go on with their lives. The ones that do figure it out, well, that’s why the program exists in the first place. To protect the rest of the world from the ones who would do harm.” 

I looked down at my hands. “And you think I could do that? Help protect people?” 

Cam reached over and laced our fingers together. My hand appeared small and white, almost fragile next to his. “We don’t really know what you’re capable of, Dancia. But when you’re upset, even the air around you sparkles. That day in Mr. Fritz’s class, when you had the trip-to-the-moon activity, you did something that felt like an earthquake. I practically busted down the door of the girls’ bathroom, I was so worried about you. Mr. Fritz had to call me off and get your friend Allie in to check on you instead.” 

A part of me melted into the window well. Cam had been worried about me. 

He smiled and turned back toward me. The corners of his eyes crinkled, and my stomach fluttered. “There’s extraordinary power in you. We just have to find a way—carefully—to unleash it.” 

I don’t know what might have happened then, because the sound of feet tromping up the circular staircase broke the silence. A head emerged from the floor below, then another. First Trevor, then Anna, then two other people I vaguely recognized from the lunch table. 

“Holy shit, Cam. What’s going on?” Trevor demanded. 

Anna’s eyes bugged out. She looked at Cam, then me, then our hands still knitted together, her face growing whiter by the second. 

Cam straightened but didn’t let go of my hand. “I thought you guys were going to the woods today.” 

“It started raining.” Trevor ran up the last few steps and threw up his hands in disbelief. “Jesus, Cam, I know you like her, but have you lost your mind?” He glared at both of us, his eyes blazing. Normally I would have been terrified, but his wrath seemed reserved primarily for Cam. “We watch and protect, Cam. This isn’t protecting. This just exposes her to more danger.” 

Cam’s hand tightened on mine. Stupid as it was, that tiny piece of confirmation from Trevor meant more to me than almost anything Cam had said. Besides, it was oddly comforting to think that Trevor—scary Trevor—was looking out for me. If I hadn’t been completely freaked out by the group of them staring at me, I think I would have smiled. 

“You don’t understand,” Cam said, shooting me a quick look. “She figured it out herself. Most of it, anyway. I was just filling in a few details. Not that it really matters, because we all know it’s just a matter of time before she’s up here with us. And I would stand for her. Right now if necessary.” 

“How could you stand for her?” Anna demanded. “You barely know her. And what about Jack? She’s attached to him. I know it.” 

Cam’s mouth set in a hard line. “I’m her recruiter and her Watcher. I know. Besides, you’ve heard her history. She’s already shown how she’ll use her talent. And trust me, Landry isn’t a problem.” 

Clearly, “stand for her” meant something important, which was pretty cool. Still, it pissed me off to have Anna and Cam discussing Jack and me. I wondered how many times they’d done that since school started, and got even madder. Watching me for a few months at school didn’t mean they knew me—or Jack, for that matter. They didn’t know how he helped me when Catherine was so mean I almost lost it. They didn’t know how we studied together and explored the school together. 

They didn’t know how terrified he was of being followed. 

And what did Cam mean when he said that Jack wasn’t a problem? 

I hated to do it, but I pulled my hand free from Cam and jumped off the windowsill. “I should go,” I muttered, and started to make my way around the group. 

Anna put her hands on her hips and glared, though I couldn’t tell if she was directing her anger more at Cam or at me. 

Trevor raised a chilly eyebrow. “Dancia, whether you like it or not, Cam’s just made you one of us. Leaving won’t change that.” 

Cam walked over and stood at my side. “Trevor’s right. You’re part of a new team now. For better or worse.” 

From the other end of the hall, an unmistakable voice boomed. “Cameron! What’s going on here!?” 

Mr. Judan had arrived. 
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“DELCROIX IS affiliated with two other training programs in the United States, and several others worldwide. Most of the teachers here, though not all, are familiar with our true mission: to develop extraordinary talents and see that they are put in service to the good of humanity.” 

I squirmed in the lush velvet armchair Mr. Judan had directed me toward upon entering his office, wishing I could pace the floor like Cam. The large windowless room was surprisingly opulent, with elegant brass lamps, an antique-looking loveseat, and portraits of men wearing old-fashioned suits and neckties, and women in high-necked lacy gowns. 

“Principal Solom and I are also members of the Governing Council, which oversees the activities of Level Three and Level Four Talents across the globe. The Governing Council sends our talents to help in cases of natural disasters, wars, and other extremely dangerous situations. Although we do not show our face publicly, you can rest assured that were it not for the council, over the past few years, India and Pakistan would have set off a nuclear holocaust, thieves would have raided a chemical weapons plant here in Washington, and a little germ known as Ebola would have led to the deaths of thousands, perhaps millions, on the East Coast. We do these things by direct intervention and by preemptive attack; our Watchers allow us to monitor the activities of dangerous people and ensure their plans never come to fruition. In fact, the Watchers—a program I initiated, by the way—are the council’s most important weapon in preventing harm to the people we protect.” 

“You mean there are grown-up Watchers? Watchers outside of Delcroix?” I asked. 

A look of pure self-satisfaction crossed his face. “Watchers are the cornerstone of our new security program. Some very motivated students, like Cameron, begin training to become Watchers while they are in school. Others train after they graduate. Either way, they must complete an exhaustive course of education in everything from foreign policy to martial arts. When they are done they will be able to operate in any country, in any situation. Their goal, quite simply, is to ensure that their targets do not endanger the lives of those around them. Of course, it’s always a struggle to find and train enough qualified Watchers to keep track of all the dangerous people in the world. Watchers must be flexible, be able to go anywhere, and deal with any emergency.” I looked at Cam, imagining him as a cross between Superman and James Bond. He lowered his eyes but smiled, as if he were both pleased and embarrassed by Mr. Judan’s words. “They monitor everyone from political dictators to your friend Jack Landry, and must be ready to react to any situation.” 

I pictured Jack, running from Sunglasses Guy that day before school had even begun, and recoiled. “Wait a minute, you were watching Jack before he came to Delcroix? What’s wrong with Jack? He’s not a dangerous person. Why were you watching him?” 

Mr. Judan sat behind a dark oak desk. He tapped a pencil gently against one hand as he spoke. “Watchers follow known threats and young people who have been identified as having potential Level Three Talents. We’ve been following Jack Landry since his father accused his four-year-old son of threatening to choke him with invisible chains. Reports like that are usually dismissed by the police, but we tend to take them seriously. We’ve known him to use his talent repeatedly since then.” 

Somewhere between Trevor’s appearance on the steps leading to the secret library and the booming sound of Mr. Judan’s voice, I had begun to sweat, and now a tiny trickle slipped from my temple down my cheek. 

When had they started following me? 

“But his dad is a horrible man. You can’t blame him for trying to defend himself,” I insisted. 

“Jack has led a difficult life, that’s true. But that life changed him, and something inside turned from the good. We brought him to Delcroix because we had to see if he could be channeled safely. But now we’re certain he cannot.” 

“You barely know him,” I cried. “How can you be sure?” 

Cam and Mr. Judan exchanged significant looks. Cam knelt down in front of my chair. “Jack’s done a lot of things he probably hasn’t told you about, Dancia. He’s a member of a gang—a serious one. We don’t think he’s done anything illegal since he’s been in Danville, but it’s only a matter of time. He’s dangerous. Not only to himself, but also to people around him.” 

No he’s not! I wanted to scream. He’s a good person inside, I know he is! But I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t doubt Jack was capable of breaking the law. He’d told me he’d stolen cars. I just knew there was more to him than that. 

“I was willing to give him a chance,” Mr. Judan interjected, “but things have gotten much more serious. Early this morning Jack broke into the program library and stole two books.” 

“How do you know it was him?” 

“We don’t know for sure,” Cam admitted, “but there’s traces of him all over the library. I could feel it.” 

“The books that Jack stole contain information he could use to unlock his talent,” Mr. Judan continued. “We must get those books back. We’ve already searched his house but didn’t find them. We think he may have hidden them somewhere.” 

Mr. Judan stared at me with one eyebrow slightly raised. I drew back against the chair. He seemed to be asking me a question. “What?” I whispered. 

“Dancia, I can’t say I approve of Cameron having made the decision to bring you here”—he reserved a little frown for Cam—“but we knew having you and Jack together at Delcroix in the same year would cause some…complications.” He enunciated the word as if it left a sour taste in his mouth. 

I bristled at the implication that either Jack or I had done something wrong. “If you don’t like having me here, I’ll leave.” 

A tiny, humorless smile crossed his lips. “I don’t think so.” 

I breathed an inward sigh of relief. As bizarre as everything seemed, and as weird and unsettling as Mr. Judan and the whole Watcher thing was, I desperately wanted to stay at Delcroix and be a part of the program. They believed talents like mine could be used to protect people. It was all I had ever dreamed of—for my power to be useful and to keep people from harm. I wouldn’t have to hide and be guilty. I could be proud of who I was and what I did. 

“But we do have expectations of our students,” he said. “And now that you’ll be joining the program, you’re going to be a part of something far bigger and far more important than anything you’ve ever known.” 

His eyes bored into mine. I glanced away nervously, briefly catching Cam’s stare, which was just as intent. They wanted something from me. And I had a bad feeling I knew what it was. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Jack must be stopped.” 

There, it had been said. 

“Are you going to kill him or something?” I blurted out. 

Mr. Judan’s eyes were cold. “Our job is to watch, and to do everything in our power to make sure those with talents don’t hurt other people. Right now that means getting those books from Jack before he learns something dangerous.” 

Acutely aware that he hadn’t answered my question, I said, “Jack and I aren’t talking right now. I have no idea where he might have hidden your books.” 

“Surely you could find a way to speak with him. If you could convince him to bring the books back quickly, we wouldn’t need to worry quite as much.” 

“Look,” I said flatly, “Jack’s got this thing about being watched. It makes him crazy. He knows you’ve been following him, and he hates it. If he does have the books, I can’t imagine what I could possibly say to him that would make him want to give them back.” 

Mr. Judan steepled his fingers together and rested his chin on them. He stared at me for a minute, then opened a red ledger on his desk and started making some notations in it. 

Without looking up, in an almost casual voice, he said, “You seem to have strong feelings for Jack. That’s understandable. We even anticipated that might happen. But I need to have those books back by tomorrow morning. Any later than that, and I’ll have to assume the worst. We only have a few Watchers in town right now, but there are more on the way. What happens next is really up to you.” 

Cam headed back down the circular staircase at a quick but controlled pace. I followed, with considerably less grace. 

“Where are we going?” I demanded. 

“We’re going to Jack’s house. Mr. Judan and some of the others have already searched it and can’t tell where he might have hidden the books, but you might see something we didn’t.” 

“Don’t I get any say about it? Maybe I don’t want to go hunt down Jack like he’s some kind of criminal. The whole Watcher thing is a little creepy, don’t you think?” 

Cam spun around, something like hurt appearing in his voice. “We aren’t creepy, all right? It’s a job. A really important job. And if you care about Jack, you’ll help us get those books back before the other Watchers get into town. If you think I’m bad, wait until you see the professionals. Jack has the potential to affect hundreds, maybe thousands of lives. They aren’t going to just let this go.” 

I immediately regretted what I had said. I’d forgotten that Cam was training to be one of them. 

Was one of them. 

“What will they…” I wanted to ask what will they do with Jack? but I wasn’t sure that Cam could answer that question. Or that I wanted him to. 

I stayed quiet after that. Part of me was terrified by Mr. Judan and everything Delcroix now seemed to represent. But the other part rippled with excitement. A chance to learn to use my power—this time for good. A chance to be on a new team, as Cam had put it. They all seemed so sure of themselves. Like they had the answers. It would be so nice not to have to worry about the answers for a change. 

Besides, they’d given me a chance to help Jack, and maybe, in some small way, I could make up for all the hurt I’d caused him. 

We retraced our steps down the long gray hallway. When we reached the end of the corridor, Cam pushed a button on the wall, and a tiny screen appeared, showing the room in the library where I had confronted him about the Watcher Report. It was empty, and the doors were still closed. He pushed the button again, and the wall creaked open. 

Cam slipped through the slim opening, and I followed, catching my shirt on a fake book and briefly panicking that I would be squashed like a bug when the wall swung closed. Luckily, my hands stopped trembling long enough to pull myself free. Cam didn’t look left or right as he strolled through the library. We avoided the front door and went down a narrow flight of stairs I hadn’t known was there, then passed through a hallway to a heavy gray fire door. We went through that and down another hallway before reaching a black door without windows or any identifying marks. 

Cam extracted from his pocket a silver key ring with a hook on it that looked like a bottle opener. He stuck it into the door and turned the handle. We passed through, and the air immediately got colder and damper. A small light illuminated a box of switches on the wall to our left, but otherwise everything was dark and still. 

“Where are we?” My voice echoed, and my imagination filled in the shape of the room—tall and cavernous, with a ceiling of rock. Kind of like the Batcave. 

“Parking garage. Where they keep the Silver Bullet and a few other vehicles,” Cam said. He hit a number of switches, and huge overhead lights flooded the space. My imagination proved mostly accurate. We were in a large open room with two buses, a black Mercedes, and a tan Buick. The image of Jack’s face, white and pinched with anger when he realized we were being followed, leaped to my mind. Cam opened a box on the wall and grabbed a key, then unlocked the door of the Mercedes.

 “Let’s go,” he called over his shoulder as he sank into the driver’s seat. 

I slid down into the smooth leather with the knowledge that I had now truly entered an alternate universe. “I thought the Silver Bullet was the only vehicle that could get past the gate.” 

“It is. We take a different route.” 

The car roared to life and we headed into a dark tunnel, our headlights illuminating the blacktop below. We climbed a steep hill and then stopped when we reached a steel grate lit on the far side by hazy yellow sunlight. Cam leaned over and pushed a button on a device that looked like an intercom. A voice boomed out, “Who’s there?” 

“It’s Cam Sanders, Pete. On official business for Mr. Judan. I’ve got Dancia Lewis with me. She will be assisting in an official investigation.” 

The voice came back, a trifle apologetic. “Sorry, Cam. You know what happened this morning. We’re on lockdown. No one goes out. Even you.” 

“We don’t have time for this. Call Mr. Judan,” Cam barked. 

Cam tapped impatiently on the wheel as we waited. I remembered Jack talking about the gates, and how they would be used to keep us in. 

Everything he had said about Delcroix, from the gates to being followed, had been true. But Jack hadn’t known that it was all for the good. That they only wanted to protect people. 

The voice crackled through the speaker. “He gave the okay. Be careful out there.” 

The thick crosshatched gate opened, and Cam hit the accelerator so hard, my ponytail slammed against the headrest. We pulled out onto a gravel road I didn’t recognize. It led to Highway 78, a little farther down from the parking lot. Thick bushes grew up along either side of the road, partially shielding it from the highway. 

We cruised the streets, me worrying endlessly about Jack and the Watchers, Cam looking grim and determined. I kept shooting him glances out of the corner of my eye, and despite the magnitude of everything that was happening, I still got a little jolt of pure pleasure every time I did. Let me tell you, there is nothing sexier than a guy driving a black Mercedes. 

We eventually pulled into the driveway of an old bungalow not far from my house. Cam pushed open the front door, which wasn’t even locked. Whoever lived there was either dirt-poor or just didn’t care. Maybe a little of both. Inside, the house was littered with beer bottles, pizza boxes, and piles of mail and papers. Dishes were stacked in the sink and on the counter, and a few flies were buzzing over a dirty table. 

“This is it.” Cam said. “You take a look, see if anything tips you off.” 

I picked my way past the trash to the two bedrooms in back. One was fairly neat, with a stack of papers on the dresser. Jack’s room. I tiptoed hesitantly inside, feeling horrible. What was I doing? Had I become a sort of Watcher? Could it possibly be right to spy on Jack? I reminded myself that this was for his own good. We had to find him and the stolen books before Mr. Judan, or Jack, did something drastic. 

I gingerly opened the dresser drawers and found a few clothes and books, but nothing remarkable. By the mirror I saw a picture tucked under some papers. I pushed the pile aside and pulled out the photograph. 

It was me, looking away from the camera. I was wearing an old ball cap and my usual summer outfit of T-shirt and shorts. 

“Holy crap,” I breathed. 

Cam saw what I was looking at and sighed. “He started following you a couple of weeks before school started. That’s one of the reasons I warned you to keep away from him. I was always nervous about inviting him to Delcroix, but Mr. Judan couldn’t be budged. I think he hoped he could be the one to train Jack.” 

I clutched the photo tightly. He must have started following me after I crashed Sunglasses Guy’s car, after he’d felt me use my power. The picture raised more questions than answers. What exactly did I mean to Jack? I knew when I pushed him away, after we’d kissed, that he’d been hurt. But how deeply? 

Could I be the reason he stole the books? 

And then I knew where Jack had gone. He hadn’t come here, to this horrible house. 

 He’d gone to find me. 

My grip on the picture tightened until it folded down the center. I dropped it and began rubbing my hands together nervously. 

Reluctantly, I turned to Cam. “I think I may have an idea where to look.” 
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WE DROVE straight to my house. I had no idea why the Delcroix guys wouldn’t have looked there yet, but I could have sworn that’s where Jack would be hiding. As soon as we pulled up, I jumped out of the car and ran up the path, hoping to get to the door before Cam did. Maybe some part of me even hoped to have a second alone with Jack before he was caught. 

He was sitting at the table with Grandma, drinking soda from a glass. He didn’t look surprised when Cam and I burst through the door. 

“Goodness, what’s the hurry, Danny?” Grandma scolded. She straightened in her chair when she saw Cam behind me. “Oh my, did they let everyone out of school early today? Who’s that with you?” 

Even in his haste, Cam nodded politely. “I’m Cameron, the student recruiter. I came by with Mr. Judan this summer.” 

Grandma shot me a quick look. “Oh, Cameron, of course! How nice to see you again.” She pushed back her chair. “Can I get you something? A soda or some juice?” 

Cam gave her one of his melting smiles. “No, thanks,” he said. “But that’s very kind of you to offer.” 

“Grandma, we need to talk to Jack alone.” I looked around, but unfortunately, there weren’t a lot of places to do that. “We’ll all go outside, if you don’t mind.” 

A worried frown knitted her forehead. “Is everything okay?” 

“Sure,” Jack interjected. He slouched in his chair like he didn’t have a care in the world. “I imagine they have a few questions for me.” 

Damn it, Jack, I wanted to scream at him. Take this seriously! He wasn’t looking at me, just tracing a finger along the side of his glass. Water pooled under his touch and then slid down to the table. 

“Well, tell me if I can do anything,” Grandma said. 

Cam had said I couldn’t tell Grandma about Delcroix, for her own good. He’d said that the knowledge was dangerous. My throat went dry as I thought about Grandma being threatened because of me—because of something I was, or something I knew. For some reason this made it easier to be pissed at Jack. He didn’t have a grandma to worry about. The only one Jack worried about was Jack. 

“We will.” I practically hauled Jack out of the chair and pushed both guys toward the back door. From the back, Jack looked much smaller than Cam. They were so different: Cam’s broad shoulders bristling with repressed energy, Jack’s thin body in an affected slouch. I followed them out to the backyard, trying not to look at the cans that lay on either side of the stump, where they had fallen only a week before. 

“So, what’s this all about?” Jack asked. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets and leaned against the house. “Are we planning for the big school dance? Did you want to invite me to be on the decorating committee?” 

“Where are the books, Landry?” Cam demanded. 

“My, oh my,” Jack said mildly. “You’re awfully agitated, Cameron. What books?” 

“The books,” Cam spat out. “You know what I mean.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

I glared at him. “This is serious, Jack. Tell us where the books are, or you’re going to be in huge trouble.” 

Jack looked at me with mock horror. “Trouble? Me? Now that would be something new. Besides, I don’t have the books anymore. And since when is it ‘us,’ anyway? Did you join the Delcroix party while I wasn’t looking? Or should I say, while I was turning those bastards around in circles, spending hours creating false trails just to get a few minutes alone with Grandma?” 

“Please, Jack,” I implored. “We don’t have much time. Please tell us the truth. Don’t let them be right about you. You could still change their minds. You could show them who you really are.” 

 He flipped his hair back from his forehead and laughed. It was a hard, ugly sound that made me cringe. “Their minds were made up when I was four, just like everyone else in this town. Besides, I won’t be around long enough to care. I’m through with Delcroix, Danny. I just came over to say goodbye to Grandma, and talk to you.” 

“You’re not going anywhere,” Cam said flatly. “Even as we speak, every Watcher in the state is converging on Danville. You might have fooled them for a little while, but they’ll be back. You might as well give up.” 

I cringed. It sounded so cruel when Cam said it that way. I looked at the driveway, wondering when they would appear. 

“I’ve been hiding all my life,” Jack scoffed. “Your Watchers aren’t as good as you think they are.” He turned to me, and through the teasing and the lounging and the air of false confidence, I could see the fear in his eyes, and it made me want to cry. “I thought I’d give you a chance to come with me. We make a pretty good team. I thought maybe once you figured out the truth about him and all the others up there at that so-called school, you would realize that.” 

“I can’t go with you, Jack,” I said. “You know that.” 

“Why? Because of Grandma? We’ll keep in touch, send her some letters. She’ll be fine.” His voice took on a note of urgency. “You can’t let them run your life. They’ll never let you go anywhere, do anything ever again without being watched.” 

“We don’t watch people in the program,” Cam cut in. 

“Sure you don’t,” Jack said. “And we’re supposed to  believe that because you’ve been so honest until now?” 

“You can believe what you want,” Cam said. “It doesn’t really matter, Jack. Dancia wants to use her powers for good. You know that. She doesn’t want to be like you.” 

“And I suppose she does want to be like you?” Jack snarled, his lean body snapping to life. Jack threw a punch at Cam so fast I barely knew what happened. Caught by surprise, Cam’s head snapped back as Jack’s fist connected with his jaw. He stumbled a few feet. 

“You don’t want to do this,” Cam warned. “I can make things much worse for you.” 

An invisible force slammed Cam’s head from one side to the other. He grunted, and blood appeared in the corner of his mouth. 

“Jack, stop!” I yelled. My voice seemed to echo across the backyard. I looked at the house, half expecting to see Grandma appear at the kitchen window. But there was no sign of her, and for once I was grateful for her lousy hearing. 

I tried to push my way between Jack and Cam, but a wall of air stopped me from getting closer. When Jack had used the wall on me before, it had been barely visible, only a faint ripple of light outlining its edges. This wall had a yellowish cast, and it swayed like a curtain when Cam caught Jack under the jaw with a punch. 

“I’m not going to let you people follow me, do you understand?” The whites of Jack’s eyes gleamed, and at that moment he looked exactly like the man in the hospital. 

I looked frantically around the yard but saw nothing I could use to join the fight. Jack was using his power on Cam, who didn’t have any way to fight back other than with brute strength. Still, Cam managed to land a few punches, one that left Jack’s nose bloody. 

“You’re a child, Jack,” Cam taunted. “Don’t you see? You don’t have the experience or the training to use your power this way. You’ll run out of juice in a few minutes, and then it will be just the two of us.” He landed a hard punch on the side of Jack’s face, and Jack stumbled backward, the wall dissolving as his eyes fluttered open and closed. 

Jack stopped and swayed for a moment, then shook his head and glared at Cam. The wall disappeared. “Fine. You want an even fight?” 

He took a step forward and swung a fist that caught Cam in the gut and left him gasping for air. But Cam returned it with an uppercut that sent Jack staggering back several feet. 

As it had so many times before, rational thought seemed to fade, and all I knew was that I had to help. The power rushed through me, leaving me full and tingling with energy that I wasn’t sure how to use. I looked around frantically. The only things I saw were the cans I hadn’t cleaned up from the week before, so I sent them careening along the ground toward the two guys. They had to move quickly to avoid being tripped or whacked in the ankles. The distraction forced them to stop trying to kill each other long enough for me to yell, “Cut it out, Jack! If you don’t have the books, they won’t do anything to you.” 

They froze, as if they had forgotten I was there. 

Jack looked at me, panting, his eyes full of pain. “You don’t understand. The books were just an excuse. They’ve been planning this for years.” 

Cam shook his head and wiped a smear of blood from his mouth. “You had a chance at Delcroix. But you blew it.” 

“Cam, can I talk to Jack for a minute?” I said. 

“About what?” he asked suspiciously. 

“I just need to talk to him. Please?” 

Cam stared at me, his jaw set. “For a minute, that’s it.” 

Jack grabbed my hand and pulled me aside. “Come away with me, Danny,” he pleaded, his voice low so that Cam couldn’t hear. “I’ll tell you about what I read. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. We’re powerful enough together to take care of ourselves.” 

A little part of my heart died at his admission. “Jack, what were you thinking? Didn’t you know they’d come after you?” 

“I couldn’t stand watching them lie to you. You needed to know the truth.” 

“Oh, Jack.” My chin began to tremble. I reached out and touched his arm. “I do know the truth. You’ve been both right and wrong. Please, let them teach you, let them train you. They want to help people. That’s what this is all about.” 

“You call this helping?” He gestured toward Cam, raising his voice. “Were those Watchers helping when they let my dad beat up my mom? If everyone was so worried about me, why didn’t they help me before now?” 

I stopped and looked at Cam. 

He straightened defensively. “Watchers don’t get involved that way. If we got involved, people would find out what we do, and we can’t have that. The program relies on secrecy.” 

I didn’t particularly like that answer, but for now it had to suffice. 

Jack’s mouth tightened. He looked between me and Cam. “This is really about him, isn’t it? You think Prince Charming is going to ride away with you on his white horse. Well that’s not how it really works.” He threw off my hand. “He’s no better than I am.” 

“I know that.” I also knew that beneath the anger and defensiveness, Jack cared about me, cared with an intensity I didn’t fully understand. But I didn’t care back, not the way he wanted—or needed. 

“I need to stay at Delcroix, Jack,” I said. “I need to know what my powers can really do, and I don’t want to learn by accident, when I hurt someone, or a lot of someones. We can do incredible things, Jack. Don’t you want to learn about it?” 

“We could learn from each other,” he said, a note of desperation in his voice. 

“No. I don’t want to hide anymore. Don’t you see? I’m finally coming clean. Running away isn’t for me anymore. I’ve been fighting my nature all my life, and I’m sick of it.” A shiver ran through me as I spoke, and I realized the truth of my words. “I want to be able to use the power when people need me and I’m not scared to take the responsibility. You’re the one who taught me that, Jack. All those years, I had myself convinced I had no control over it, just because I didn’t want to admit that I had made those choices. You showed me the truth.” I took his hand again, held it between mine. “You are a good person, Jack. I know you are, regardless of what anyone else might say.” 

Jack turned to the house, his jaw set and trembling. “I can’t let them watch me,” he said, pleading with me. “You understand, don’t you?” 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, and then let it out slowly. I did understand. 

I turned to Cam. “Can’t we let him go? He said he doesn’t have the books.” 

Cam’s eyes widened. “Let him go? Are you crazy? I know for a fact that he took the books! I felt it in the library!” 

“He’s not a bad person,” I pleaded, avoiding the issue. “There’s good in him, I know it. You can’t bring him back to Delcroix. Who knows what they’ll do to him there?” 

“They’ll watch him,” Cam said defensively. “It isn’t like they’ll torture him or something.” 

“Do you really believe that?” I asked softly. 

I had my answer in the way he avoided my gaze. 

“Cam, I know what they told you about him, but can’t you feel the good in Jack? You’re his recruiter. You know he’s not as bad as they seem to think.” 

It was a calculated risk. Cam could have felt precisely the opposite. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, his jaw clenched. The air around us grew heavy as Cam considered my plea. 

Then something incredible happened—even as I watched, the hard lines of his shoulders softened, drooped. As though he had reached an internal conclusion that he didn’t want to make. 

Jack looked from me to Cam, assessing, calculating. 

“Please, Cam,” I said. “For me.” 

“He’s dangerous,” Cam insisted, though his voice was less sure than it had been a moment ago. “How can you let a person like this go free?” 

“Because what they want to do to him isn’t right,” I said. “Jack’s a human being. You can’t pretend otherwise and treat him in the same way the program has for all these years. And it will only get worse now. You know that.” 

Cam didn’t respond. 

That was when we heard the roar of a car headed our way. Jack’s body tensed, and Cam sighed. “They’re here. I figured it wouldn’t be long.” 

I ran to the edge of the yard and peered over the fence. A car hurtled toward us from a few blocks away. 

“I’ve got to do something,” I said, turning toward Cam and pleading with my eyes for him to understand. 

He hesitated. As I watched the car approach, one of the windows rolled down, and something appeared. Something that caught a glint of sunlight. Something metallic. 

“Oh my God, that’s a gun,” I gasped. 

Cam and Jack ran to my side. The three of us stood there leaning over the fence to watch the approaching car. 

I poked Cam in the ribs. Hard. 

“Cam. Gun. You said they were just going to watch him,” I whispered, more urgently this time. It was one thing to believe the Watchers were capable of killing Jack. It was another to see the proof of it, pointed our way. 

Cam didn’t move, his eyes pinned on the car. 

Jack stood frozen, his gaze darting frantically between me and the car. His mouth fell open, and the whistle of his breath—fast, like a trapped animal—was faintly audible. 

No one seemed able to move. As the car reached the corner of my block, I realized if anyone was going to save Jack, it would have to be me. 

I took a deep breath and focused on the tingle of power still coursing through me. Then I deliberately stared at the car. With a nudge to the forces holding it in place, I knocked the gun from the Watcher’s hand. It hit the ground and skittered across the asphalt. 

The hand withdrew for just a second before another gun appeared in its place. A face half covered with mirrored sunglasses emerged from the window. I shuddered, recognizing the man I had seen following Jack what seemed like a lifetime ago. 

I knew I needed to do something more drastic, so I pushed a finger toward the windshield of the car, as if I were the weight of the sky pressing down on the glass, and it shattered, sending thousands of pieces flying in every direction. The car swerved but kept coming. 

They were two houses away. 

Sweat beading on my forehead, I studied a telephone pole and tugged it to the ground. A shower of sparks flew from the power lines overhead as it fell. The car—which I could now see was the familiar tan Buick—swerved violently left and right to avoid the falling pole, but didn’t stop. 

I was a second behind, too slow, too late. I could see the gun more clearly as they approached. That was when I heard our front door open. 

“Good Lord, what’s going on?” Grandma’s voice was almost lost in the roar of the car and the hissing electrical lines. 

Grandma. My heart almost stopped. What if they hurt Grandma? 

I narrowed my eyes. I had never used my power for a sustained time like this, and my body felt heavy, my head a weight on my shoulders that was difficult to control. But now they were messing with something sacred. Someone I would do anything to protect. 

I had vowed days ago not to break any bonds that might inadvertently set off another Hiroshima, so I flailed for a moment, unsure what to do next to stop the progress of that oncoming car and its horrible cargo. I looked up for a second, as if searching for inspiration from the heavens, and my eyes caught the corner of Mount Rainier, its flat top hidden by a thick cover of clouds. 

That was it. I needed help from something bigger than me. I focused on the street, this time studying the forces underneath, the cauldron under the pavement. I had never thought to look there before, and I recoiled at the forces I saw, surging and pulsing like hot lava. Aware that I could be doing something horribly dangerous, I held out one hand, opened my fist, and then squeezed, as if I could bring something from far below up to the surface. 

I heard a low rumble, felt a vibration in my shoes, and then the earth yawned. A sinkhole appeared directly in front of my house. The Buick’s brakes squealed as the driver tried to avoid the hole, but it was too late. It plunged into the ground, the front of the car and its occupants swallowed beneath the street. 

For a second, everything went absolutely still. Puffy white smoke billowed from the back of the car, which now pointed at a sixty degree angle to the sky. Then a car alarm started down the block, and life resumed. Voices emerged from the hole—angry voices, cursing the car and demanding to know what had happened. 

Across the street a door opened. Mr. James, an old man who always seemed to be wearing a bathrobe, emerged from his house. A second later, a woman appeared from the house next to his. They looked at the car, gasped, and ran back inside, I suppose to get a phone. 

Cam, his face pasty, shot me a disbelieving look. “We are going to get in so much trouble for this,” he whispered under his breath. 

“I couldn’t let them kill him,” I said, half pleading, half defiant. “And I wouldn’t let them hurt Grandma.” 

Cam swung around to face Jack. “If you’re attacked, just focus on your shield,” he said quickly. “Don’t let them distract you. They can’t fight your talent directly, but they will know the second you relax it.” 

“Do you have a car?” I asked Jack, looking back and forth between him and the gigantic hole in the middle of the street. I pictured the driver climbing out, gun drawn, and had to fight to remain calm. 

Jack nodded, the panic retreating from his eyes, replaced by a sad, hard defiance. “Around the block. I didn’t want them to see it out front.” 

I nodded. He knew what he was doing. He had been hiding a long time. “You’d better go. It won’t take them long to get out of that hole.” 

He wiped a drop of blood from his nose and turned his back deliberately on the street. “Are you sure you won’t come?” 

 “I’m sure.” 

Without another word he ran and jumped the back fence. 

I wondered if I would ever see him again. 

By the time Cam and I got to the street, the wail of a siren could be heard in the distance and the two Watchers were climbing out of the car. One took off running down the block. The other pulled out a phone and started barking something into it. 

Grandma stood by the house, looking around anxiously. I ran over and gave her a hug. 

“Thank goodness you’re okay,” she said, patting me on the back. She peered over my shoulder as we separated. “Where’s Jack?” 

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “He had to go.” 

Grandma studied my face and then Cam’s, before nodding gravely, as if she understood. 

“I should get back to school,” Cam said. He passed a quick, silent message to the Watcher on the phone. Then he leaned over and pressed a quick kiss on my cheek, got into the Mercedes, and drove away. 

If Grandma thought it was odd that he disappeared so quickly, she never said so, though she did raise her eyebrows when he kissed me. I must have turned red, because she chuckled and said, “About time.” 

“We’re just friends,” I spluttered, barely able to breathe as the feeling of his lips on my skin rippled through my body. 

“Of course,” she replied. “What did you think I meant?” 

The electric company arrived not long after the fire truck, police car, and ambulance. They had to bring a crane to extract the car from the twenty-foot hole. A geologist said an underground pool of water must have collected down there, causing the sinkhole and undermining the stability of the telephone pole. 

I stood there for a long time, looking at the street and marveling at what I had done. 

It was Grandma’s regular Friday bingo night, so I spent the rest of the evening alone, reliving the whole crazy afternoon and wondering what had finally convinced Cam to let Jack go. Had he done it for me, or had it been the sight of the gun that changed his mind? Over and over, I relived the moment where he kissed my cheek, and replayed in my mind the way Trevor had said, “I know you like her…” 

He must care for me, I told myself. He must. 

When I lay down in bed that night, something sharp poked at my head. I reached under my pillow and found two books. Instantly I understood why Jack had come to my house. He had never expected me to come with him. Maybe he had hoped that I would, but he had been through too much in his life to expect it. 

He had come because he wanted to show me the truth about Delcroix before he left. 

I turned on my light and stared at the books, awed by the damage they had done. They were slim, leather-bound volumes with soft covers, the leather so smooth in places it reflected the light with a yellow glow. One was titled An Introduction to Earth Talents. The other was A History of the Governing Council. 

Not wanting to touch them, let alone read anything between their covers, I wrapped them in a pillowcase and slid them into my backpack. Jack hadn’t lied. He didn’t have the books. He had given them to me. 
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GRANDMA DROPPED me off at the Delcroix parking lot on Monday. It was the last week of school before Thanksgiving, and as I stepped out of the car, the cold rain that had been falling unexpectedly turned soft and white. I waved as Grandma drove away, and then looked up at the sky. Through the glow of the streetlight, white flakes drifted down toward me. For a moment I let the childlike thrill of seeing snow overwhelm the anxiety and fear I’d been fighting all weekend. 

The mix of snow and rain fell for a few minutes before turning to freezing rain. I wondered if Grandma would make it home without rear-ending someone. As if in perfect time with my thoughts, a gray sedan pulled into the parking lot and slid a few feet on the slick asphalt. A chauffeur jumped out and opened the back door. Catherine emerged with her navy coat belted tightly around her waist. 

For the first time as I watched her, pity outweighed my hatred. In her own way, Catherine was just as much of a freak as I was, and she didn’t really have parents to help her any more than I did. In all the time we’d been at school, she’d never gotten a visit from her mom or dad, who were in D.C. most of the time, and they had a chauffeur bring her to and from school each weekend, just so she could go to their empty house and stay with a nanny. At least I had Grandma. 

As the parking lot filled, I had to tell myself to stop hoping that Jack might suddenly appear. He was gone. I almost wondered if he’d ever really been here. 

My backpack felt heavy on my shoulders, the weight a painful reminder of the load I carried. The school looked the same way it had the week before, but everything had a new meaning. The wrought-iron gates loomed against the muddy brown lawn like a living presence, huge arms surrounding the school in a tight embrace. I pictured the library, the tunnel Cam and I had driven through, and wondered how many other secrets lay inside the innocent-looking, red brick structure. 

I wanted to be happy. I should have been happy. After all, just three days before I’d learned the truth about my power, found people who could teach me to use it, and the boy I’d dreamed about for months said he liked me. He’d held my hand and looked at me like I was more than just a friend. But looming above everything was an inescapable fact: Jack was gone, and a part of me had gone with him. I couldn’t pretend anymore that there were easy answers, or that burying my head in the sand would make my problems go away. And I was fairly certain that from here on out, life was only going to get more complicated. 

It wasn’t long before the people I knew best started to arrive. Allie got there first, her ponytail bobbing. I watched Hector jump down from the cab of a four-by-four, and Marika kissed her mom as she waved good-bye. 

They were probably thinking about homework and teachers and what they would wear to the dance in a couple of weeks. I had to worry about whether I’d set off a nuclear reaction the next time I played around with the forces of nature, and whether I’d done the right thing by coming back to Delcroix instead of running away with Jack. 

I mean, I knew I wanted to be with Cam, and I knew I wanted to use my powers to do good, but how did I know that would really happen at Delcroix? Everyone here seemed to think Jack was a horrible, dangerous person; so much so, they seemed willing to kill him. I couldn’t quite fathom that. It was wrong to kill someone just because you thought he might be dangerous, particularly if you had never really understood him in the first place. 

And then there was all the trouble I had created for Cam. He’d looked so worried when he’d driven away on Friday. I had no idea what he planned to tell Mr. Judan, but I felt sick when I imagined the trouble he might be in because of me. I wasn’t supposed to know what Delcroix was all about for another year, so it wasn’t like there were other freshmen I could talk to about what had happened. And Anna still didn’t like me—or maybe she liked me even less now that I knew the truth. 

It would have helped if I’d talked to Cam over the weekend. I’m sure he was too busy dealing with the mess I’d created to stop by. I didn’t even know if they would have let him leave school to see me. But it would have been nice to hear his voice or see him smile. To know that he cared about me. 

Just when I’d almost convinced myself to run back home and hide under my covers, Esther arrived. When she saw me, she squealed and ran over like we’d been separated for months. 

“I called you ten times this weekend and no one ever picked up. Enough is enough!” Proudly, she held out a little cardboard box with a picture of a cell phone on the top. “Now don’t be all weird and say you can’t accept it, because it’s really for my convenience, not yours. And we only prepaid two hundred minutes, but you’re so responsible, you’ll probably make it last till New Year’s.” 

I stared at the box, and a little fountain started somewhere behind my eyes. Two big tears slid down my cheeks. “There was an accident on my street,” I said, my voice shaky. “Our phone went out.” 

I tried to look away, but Esther just gave me one of those embarrassingly huge hugs and stared me right in the face. 

“Well, we were worried about you,” she said. “You looked really upset last week, and then when we didn’t see you Friday after school…” She gave me another squeeze and then released me. “Hennie and I decided we needed some way to get a hold of you.” 

Hennie ran up, her long hair flowing in perfect waves down her back. She stumbled over her shoelace and grabbed my arm to steady herself. “Did you already give it to her?” She scowled at Esther. “I wanted to be here when you gave it to her!” 

“This is really nice,” I said, looking back and forth  between them. “I don’t know what I’d do without you two.” 

Hennie hugged me, less fiercely than Esther but with no less emotion. “For some reason I had this feeling you might have left school for good. But you wouldn’t do that, would you? Without talking to us?” 

I shook my head and wiped my face dry. “No way. I’d miss you guys way too much. Besides, who would pay my cell phone bill if I left?” 

We all laughed and hugged again, and a weight that had been hanging on my heart dissolved. “So what’s up with Yashir?” I asked Hennie. “Weren’t you going to call him this weekend?” 

“I bet she chickened out,” Esther said. 

Hennie stuck out her tongue. “Just goes to show you don’t know everything.” 

“No way!” Esther said. “You seriously called him? And talked to him?” 

“I’m not sure what else you’d do on the phone,” Hennie said smugly. 

“And…?” I said. 

She looked around as if to make sure we weren’t going to be overheard, and then whispered, “I think he likes me.” 

Esther threw her hands in the air. “It’s a miracle! She  finally figured it out!” 

“We talked for an hour,” she said dreamily. “And I couldn’t have done it without you two.” She gave each of us a quick hug. 

“No problem,” I said, hugging her back. “Now, any chance you want to do my World Civ paper for me?” 

As soon as we got to school I went straight to Mr. Judan’s office and handed him the books. He just nodded and said thank you. Like he had expected me to come back with them all along. 

Crowds of students were streaming up and down the hallway when I emerged. Trevor passed me as I paused in the doorway. He raised his eyebrows in question. 

“I brought them back,” I said defensively. 

He turned his steely gaze to the wall of Mr. Judan’s office, and then turned back to me. “I never doubted you would. I just didn’t think it was right to ask.” 

I started to reply, but the words died in my throat as a tall, chestnut-haired figure approached behind him. Cam looked tired, dark circles under his eyes, and his hair was messed up in back. There was a purple bruise over one of his eyes and a Band-Aid on his jaw. He always looked so put  together, it was hard not to gape at his disheveled appearance. 

“We’ve got a couple of minutes before class,” he said. “Can I talk to you?” 

His face was dark and serious, and I had the sudden fear that he was going to tell me we had both been expelled, and I’d have to go to Danville High School after all. 

I nodded and followed him across the hall to the nurse’s office. The door was ajar; the nurse stood a few doors down, chatting with one of the teachers. When she turned to yell something at a kid running down the stairs, Cam and I snuck in and pushed the door closed behind us. 

It was a small space, just a desk and a bed. When the door clicked shut, I felt the walls close in around us. 

Cam and I were alone. 

“How are you?” he asked. 

I forced a lighthearted tone. “I’m fine. There’s a big sinkhole in front of my house, and the phone company said it would be a few days before they could replace the pole that collapsed, but other than that, it was a pretty boring weekend.” 

He flashed a smile, and for a second the old Cam twinkled in his eyes. But then this new, sober Cam reappeared, and he began to pace by the door. “I felt terrible running out on you like that. I figured I had to get back as soon as I could. I wanted to explain what happened to Mr. Judan in person.” 

“What did you say?” 

“I told him that we found Jack, and he and I fought, but he got away,” he said. 

“Was he pissed about the sinkhole?” I asked. 

Cam shook his head. “I told him you were the one who found Jack. I guess that was enough. He didn’t ask about what happened to your street.” 

I felt a rush of gratitude for Mr. Judan. “That was lucky.” 

“We spent the rest of the weekend looking for Jack,” Cam continued. “But Jack was right. He really does know how to hide.” 

I nodded, saddened that Cam had been forced to lie. It didn’t sit well with him—that was obvious. “Are you okay with that?” 

“I don’t know.” He looked at me, his dark eyes tormented. “I just keep wondering…did we do the right thing? What if he does something terrible, or hurts someone?” 

“Oh, Cam, I’m not sure.” I struggled to find the words to explain how I felt, and why I thought it was worth the risk to let Jack go. “I guess I didn’t really have a choice. Jack is a person. He made me laugh. He cared about me. There was good in him, I know it. I couldn’t give up on that.” 

Jack was powerful, even I could see that. He could be dangerous. There might even have been a little evil in him. 

But isn’t that true of all of us? 

Cam sighed. “I know. I couldn’t have let him go if I didn’t believe that. I just hope the good is stronger than the bad.” 

He was quiet, and I thought about what Grandma had said a long time ago, that sometimes you’ll only know that you’ve taken the wrong path because something inside you will feel twisted. Giving up Jack to the Watchers would have been wrong. When he looked at me Friday afternoon, and I saw those men headed in our direction, I knew it. I felt it in my heart. 

In the hallway the bell rang for first period. I adjusted my backpack. “I guess we should get to class.” 

Cam nodded and held out his hand. “Dancia?” 

I dropped my eyes. “Yeah?” 

Gently, he pulled me toward him. When we were only inches apart, I looked up. His mouth hovered above mine, his eyes tender. “I’m glad you stayed,” he whispered. 

And then he leaned down and brought his lips to mine. The kiss started out soft and light, like the brush of a summer breeze, and I melted into it. He pulled me against him, safe and warm. Our arms intertwined, and where my kiss with Jack had been sudden, jolting—even a little frighten-ing—this kiss was simply…heaven. Our lips fit together perfectly. I didn’t have to think about what to do next. 

And for the first time in my life, I knew I was right where I belonged. 

Dimly, I heard a bell ring. We parted and I rocked back on my heels. He stared at me with a crooked smile. 

I smiled back. “Me too.” 
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THE WORLD around us is fraught with danger.” Mr. Judan, Chief Recruiter for Delcroix Academy, gestured broadly as he spoke. His voice, low and sonorous, slid through the cold night air. “Scientists can alter and manipulate the DNA that makes us human. Medical technology can be used to develop lifesaving vaccines—or horrifying biological weapons. Our very earth is threatened by years of abuse and neglect. Civilization stands at the edge of chaos, but the students of the Delcroix Academy Program have the potential to lead it back to peace and security.” 

A breeze rustled the branches of the trees overhead and shook loose a few scattered raindrops. I wiped a trickle of water from my forehead. Eight candidates, including me, stood in a line at Mr. Judan’s left, each of us wearing shiny white robes over our dresses and suits. The rest of the Program students and teachers watched from wooden benches that formed a rough semicircle around me and the other candidates. Though we were barely five minutes from the Delcroix campus, the secluded clearing felt miles away. Huge torches flared into the sky, sputtering and hissing as the rain fell on them. 

“Graduates of the Program work in laboratories and hospitals, teach at the world’s greatest universities, and serve at the highest levels of government. Their exceptional talents are used to resolve military conflicts and develop cures for devastating diseases. Their physical powers can be used in developing nations to build life-giving infrastructure, and in police forces to track down dangerous criminals. Everywhere, they labor in secrecy, quietly using their gifts to protect, defend, and serve. 

“As candidates, you have the potential to join this force of operatives. You can change lives with your gifts of communication, your physical prowess, and your incredible interactions with the natural world. But before you can do any of these things, you must be trained.” Mr. Judan swept around to face us and fixed us with a steely eye. “Candidates, you stand before us after being tested and watched by your peers. Each of you has been nominated for Initiation. Step forward and offer yourselves to the Program.” 

By some great gift of alphabetical fate, I was required to go first. I dragged one foot in front of the other, trying not to shudder as thirty pairs of eyes were trained directly on me. “Dancia Lewis presents herself for acceptance into the Program, sir.” 

Mr. Judan turned back to the crowd. “Who will stand for this candidate?” 

“I will stand for her.” Cam rose from one of the benches and stepped forward, a candle flickering in his hand. He wore the green robe of the Life Talents. Though it was too dark to make him out clearly, I imagined his deep brown eyes staring confidently at Mr. Judan. Next to him on the bench was Trevor Anderly, Cam’s best friend, wearing the red robe that symbolized the Somatic Talents. Anna Peterson sat on his other side, also clad in red. With her dark hair and creamy skin, Cam’s ex-girlfriend looked way too much like Snow White for my liking. 

“Cameron Sanders, how do you know this candidate?” Mr. Judan stood in the center of the mock stage. 

“I was her Recruiter and Watcher,” Cam said, staring at me while directing his words to Mr. Judan. 

Candidates for the Program were recruited for Delcroix based on their potential Level Three Talents. During their freshman year, they were expected to prove that they had both the talent and the—I don’t know, the goodness, I suppose, to be worthy of joining the Program. If they did, they were nominated for entry into the Program, usually by their Watcher. Nominations were made in the fall of sophomore year, and if the nominations were accepted by the school board, students were told the truth about the Program and prepared for Initiation. 

Cam had been my Watcher, but he had short-circuited the usual process when he told me about the Program back in November. That meant I was the only freshman among the candidates. Just another addition to the long list of ways I didn’t quite fit in. 

“And do you believe this candidate will have the courage and integrity to do what is right? To sacrifice her own needs for the needs of others?” 

Cam nodded. “I believe this candidate will do all these things. I believe this candidate will be an honor to the Governing Council and to Delcroix Academy.” 

I knew this was the ritual response given for every candidate. Still, when Cam said it about me, it felt different. Goose bumps sprang up along my spine, as the weight of the Initiation suddenly came crashing down on me. 

I was committing myself to the Program. My throat squeezed closed. There was no going back now. 

I walked the ten steps to Mr. Judan’s side. The fire reflected off his black hair with its snowy white wings at the temples, and he smiled his movie-star smile. 

“Dancia, once you join the Program, you will forever be part of an organization dedicated to the promotion of peace and stability throughout the world. You will be carefully trained to maximize the potential of your talent, and you will be expected to serve humanity with your great power.” He lowered his voice dramatically. “Are you ready to offer yourself to the Program?” 

I stole a glance at Cam, because looking at Mr. Judan made my knees feel as if they were about to buckle. Cam nodded encouragingly—a tiny, almost imperceptible movement. He knew I was nervous. Mine wasn’t the usual Initiation. 

The problem was, I knew more about the Program than any candidate should. The sophomores standing next to me had been taught that the Program was about spreading peace and happiness. Sure, they knew there were bad guys out there—serial killers, kidnappers, bank robbers, all the usual suspects—and they knew that part of the  Program’s purpose was to fight those bad guys and protect the innocents who might get hurt along the way. But the candidates were also told that graduates of the Program could serve humanity through medicine, art, or even politics. The new students knew about Watchers—the student kind and the professional ones—but they had never seen them in action. 

I had. I had watched those professional Watchers come after a friend of mine with guns drawn, and only my talent had saved him. 

I understood why Mr. Judan didn’t spend a lot of time talking about that side of things. It wasn’t like you had to be a Watcher if you joined the Program, or even that the Watchers were the most important part of the Program. The Governing Council, which ran the Program, did a whole lot more than oversee the Watchers. 

Still, the fact was that I knew about the dark side of the Program, and the rest of the candidates didn’t. I told myself I understood why the Watchers went after Jack. They were just doing their jobs. They thought he was a threat. They thought he could hurt people. They didn’t care about him or understand him the way I did. But that didn’t stop the taste of bile from rising in my throat every time I pictured Jack’s face—scared, hunted—as he jumped over my fence and disappeared. 

Cam nodded again, more noticeably this time, and his eyes flicked from me to Mr. Judan. I straightened. After Jack ran away, Mr. Judan talked me through all of this. He explained how the Watchers were peacekeepers, and how worried they were that Jack might use the books he had stolen from the Program library to make himself an even bigger threat than he already was. Jack had made choices, Mr. Judan said, and those choices were what had sent him over the fence. Not the Watchers. 

“I am ready,” I said. 

Really? a little voice in my head asked mockingly. Are you sure about that? 

Mr. Judan frowned, as if he could hear the voice. I silenced it quickly, just in case he really could read my mind. Cam said he was a persuader, not a mind reader, but with the people at Delcroix, you never knew. 

“Then let us begin the Initiation. Dancia, you have been given a great talent, the talent to manipulate the forces of nature. You can alter gravity with the mere force of your will. Already a strong Level Three, you have the potential to someday move mountains. Do you pledge to use this talent to benefit others?” 

I ignored the bit about moving mountains—I assumed that that was an exaggeration—and focused instead on the pledge. They’d given us the pledges weeks ago, before Christmas, and we had been told to study them carefully and be ready to commit ourselves to them without reservation. The first was the easiest. The one thing I’d wanted all my life was to use my talent to help other people. In the past I’d been too scared to try. I had thought the power was out of my control, and that if I used it, people would get hurt. But now I knew I could control it and harness it for good. The Program would teach me how.

 “I do.” 

“As a member of the Program, you will be a part of something larger and more important than any single person. Do you pledge to sacrifice your selfish desires and dedicate yourself to achieving the goals of the Program?” 

This was much harder, because while I agreed with the goals of the Program, every time I got a little distance from Delcroix, doubts kept popping up. Like, if the Watchers were so powerful, why had they been scared of Jack? Why hadn’t they helped him when he was a little kid getting beaten up by his dad? Why were they ready to kill him just because they thought someday he might be a threat? Most chilling of all, how many people like Jack had they killed along the way? 

I couldn’t say any of this to Cam. He was intimately involved in the Program, perhaps more so than any other student at Delcroix, and I knew he believed in the Program one hundred percent. In part, it was his conviction that spurred me on. 

I struggled in vain to force the words from my mouth. In desperation, I dropped my eyes toward Cam, and this time he smiled at me. Just like that, the answer came, without any thought on my part. 

 “I do.”

 “And finally, Dancia, as a member of the Program, you will be a part of a family, a team dedicated to protecting its own. Do you pledge yourself in support of your new family?” 

My shoulders relaxed. This was easy. Though I didn’t particularly like the idea of being Anna’s sister—after all, she was Cam’s ex-girlfriend, and I had the impression she was ready to step back into that role at a moment’s notice—I did like the idea of having a family. I’d always been jealous of kids who had cousins and aunts and uncles to hang out with at holidays and school breaks. My parents died in a car crash when I was three. I had a few relatives on my dad’s side, but they didn’t think much of me. The only one I really had was Grandma. 

Even if the Program wouldn’t have been like a real family, I knew from my friendship with Jack the previous semester that the bonds I had formed with people who were like me could run deeper and stronger than anything I’d ever imagined. It was something about having a shared secret, or knowing you were different from everyone else around you. That, more than anything, kept me going when the doubts sprang up.

 “I do.” 

“Earth Talents, rise,” Mr. Judan intoned. 

Only two members of the crowd rose. I saw Mr.  Anderson, the gardener at Delcroix, and a guy named Barrett, who I guessed was a senior. 

Gesturing grandly, Mr. Judan said, “Earth Talents, you have the power to see and understand the forces of nature. You have the extraordinary ability to manipulate the very ground on which we walk, the air we breathe, and the relationship between energy and matter. Those who share your gifts are few and far between. They must be carefully instructed and their gifts nurtured. Do you pledge to welcome this new member to your group? To help her grow in wisdom and in power?” 

Barrett stepped forward. He was tall and lanky, with long black hair that he wore loose around his shoulders. Shadows wreathed his face and obscured his eyes, but I could see that he had heavy brows and a beaky nose. He pointed toward the torch at Mr. Judan’s left and then to the one on his right. “The Earth Talents receive you into the Program, Dancia, and pledge our assistance and energy to help you in whatever way you may need.” 

Then he turned his palms to face up, and the flames of the torch shot high into the air—geysers of fire that illuminated the entire circle and the trees around us in a bright yellow glow. All of the candidates gasped, and Barrett nodded in satisfaction. 

I froze, my heart racing. We stood there for a moment, watching the fire gushing into the sky, until Mr. Judan nodded and Barrett sat down. I stared at Barrett, awed and humbled. Sure, I could make sinkholes and drop branches on people. But creating flamethrowers? That was totally out of my league. 

Then Mr. Judan leaned forward and unhooked the cloak from my neck. “Dancia Lewis, you have pledged yourself in service and selflessness. The Earth Talents have welcomed you, and your sponsor, Cameron Sanders, has stood in testament to his faith in your abilities. This is a height few achieve, and you should be proud to have come so far.” 

With a dramatic swirl, he turned my cloak inside out and draped it back around my shoulders, the brown fabric marking my Earth Talent now exposed to the air. The white satin was cool and damp, and a chill stole across my shoulders. 

Mr. Judan smiled widely. “The Initiation is complete. Welcome to the Program, Dancia.” 
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