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For Nemesis.
I’m sorry. I wrote a bad book about us. (Not sorry.)



Chapter One

3 YEARS, 43 WEEKS, 2 DAYS

IT SEEMS TO ME THAT OLD PEOPLE really like to tell you to enjoy
your life while you’re young. Said people are usually forty-nine hundred
years old and drive Volvos. Not that there’s anything wrong with Volvos.
But there is definitely something wrong with being forty-nine hundred years
old. This is primarily because having too much experience makes you
boring and flat as week-old soda.

Exhibit A: Jack Adam Hunter.

Exhibit B: Immortal vampires, probably.

Exhibit C: Grandparents.

My grandma is the one and only exception to this rule in the entire
world. My grandma is tremendous. When I was two months old she took
me for a ride in the basket attached to her Harley-Davidson. I'm slightly
positive this experience full of wind and exhaust and bawling crafted me
into the dashing heroine I am today. Mom and Dad sent her to an old
people’s home, since I guess taking your infant granddaughter for a spin
with your bike gang is the first sign of dementia or something. But now that
I’m in Georgia, we are reunited at last. There were tears. And snotty tissues.
That lasted for roughly five minutes. Now there’s mostly a lot of insanity.

“I’m not one to question the validity of doing neat things,” I say as I
hand Gran another fistful of fireworks, “but if I were the sort of person to
do that, you know, someone really boring and lame and definitely not me,
my question would be along the lines of, ‘what the hell are we doing on this
roof at four in the morning, question mark.” At least four question marks go



after that. And like, a very concerned emoji.”

Gran makes a tut-tut noise and stuffs the rest of the fireworks into the
chimney’s mouth. There are so many that I can’t see the dark brick inside
anymore. We ran a fuse up through the chimney an hour ago, and now Gran
ties it to the huge combined fuse of all the fireworks. She sits back on her
heels and wipes wispy dyed-green hair from her eyes, flashing a wicked
grin at me.

“As chairman of the Greeting and Farewell Committee of Silverlake
Home for the Elderly, it’s my duty to give the girls and guys here a proper
sendoff. None of this funeral-procession, boring-priest nonsense. Viola was
a good woman, with a lot of love for life. She’d never want a dull sendoff,
but her kids are forcing that on her. Even after she’s dead!”

“The horror!” I gasp in sync with her.

“Exactly.” Gran points at me. Her eyes are the same as mine, reddish-
brown. Dad’s reddish-brown. “Horrible. The things people do these days to
disrespect the dead are just awful. So we’re going to respect my dead friend
properly.”

“By stuffing the chimney full of fireworks.”

“By stuffing the chimney full of fireworks,” she agrees. “When the
nurse comes by in the morning and starts the fire, she’ll light this whole
damn place up! Viola would’ve gotten a good laugh out of that.”

I smile and help Gran down the fire escape. She’s tall and in shape for a
seventy-year-old, but she’s still thin, her fingers tiny. When we’re back on
solid ground and walking across the lawn to her building, Gran throws an
arm around my neck.

“What about your funeral, eh?” she asks.

“You mean the one that is never going to happen ever because I am
going to gather the seven Dragon Balls and wish for eternal life?”

She laughs. “Yeah, that one. What would you want for it?”

I muse it over for all of six and a half seconds. “Make-outs. Naked
dancing. Maybe a cake.”



Gran smirks at me as we walk up the whitewashed stairs.

“What? What is it? Why are you giving me That One Look?”

“Oh, nothing. You’ve grown so much, is all. You said ‘make-out’
without turning five shades of purple.”

“Yes, well, now I am an extremely mature, responsible adult, and I can
do things like discuss the trials and tribulations of adolescence calmly.”

“Uh-huh,” Gran says expectantly.

“Such as making out. I did actually make out with someone.”

Gran waits.

“I mean, I punched him before I made out with him. But it was a mature
punch.”

Gran laughs, full and loud. I point at her as she opens the door to her
room and sits on her bed.

“Don’t you dare start naming stuff you want at your funeral. Because I
know from movies that when old people say stuff it usually comes true, and
if you die I will be exceptionally bummed out.”

“It comes true because we’re wise, dear.”

“It comes true because you guys have freaky awesome brain powers
that seem to do everything but grant you immortality. And teeth.”

Gran laughs, easing out of her slippers and lying back on the bed.
“Come here.”

I lumber over to the bed and sit on it. She takes my hand and pets it,
slowly, looking me right in the eyes.

“A lot of people in your life are going to tell you how they think you
should live. Some might not say it outright at all. Some of them might just
convince you without saying anything that you need to live a certain way.”

She looks out the dark window dotted with stars, smiles, and then looks
back to me.

“Listen to me carefully, sweet girl. Don’t live any other way than the
way that makes you happy. If you aren’t happy, leave your lover. If you
aren’t happy, quit the job. If you aren’t happy, do more to make yourself



happy. Because you are the only one who can make yourself truly happy in
this life.”

I open my mouth to argue, but she hushes me.

“I know. I know other things and other people will make you feel happy.
But they won’t make you happy. That comes from you. That comes from
your own heart. Letting happiness grow in you—that all comes from inside.
Some people never learn that. Some people never let happiness in, or they
let it in too late. Some people never let it in because they’re afraid. But
that’s the worst thing you can do to yourself. That’s punishing yourself.
Lots of folks don’t even know they do it. So. I want you to know. I want
you to try to be happy, for yourself.”

I feel my eyes watering. If I cry now, I might never stop.

“There was a girl,” I say. “A-A friend. Sort of. She never—she never let
it in. She was sick. Really sick.”

“And where is she now?” Gran asks patiently.

“She...” I tighten my grip on Gran’s hand. “She killed herself. And I
was the last one—I w-was the last one to talk to her, Gran, and I—”

Gran'’s strong, thin arms engulf me, the smell of lilacs and musty linens
wafting up from her.

“I could’ve—I should’ve seen it, I should’ve—"

“There was nothing you could’ve done.” Gran’s voice is iron.

“But I—I was with her, and I knew her, and I knew how sad she was—"

“She must have been very unhappy.”

“We all knew that! B-But...but we thought—"

“And what about now? Do you think she’s still unhappy?”

“She’s...dead.”

“Wherever she is now, she’s happier than when she was here.”

I pull away. “She’s not! She’s just dead. She can’t feel anything. If
she...if she’d kept living, she could have had the chance to be happy again,
here, with everyone—"

Gran’s eyes are somber, but they glint. “That sounds an awful lot like



someone else telling a girl how to live her life.”

My mouth gapes with a retort, but I close it. She’s right. Who am I to
tell people Sophia would’ve been happier if she’d kept holding on to life?
It’s not my place. Gran moves her arms and hugs me closer, drawing my
head to her chest, and I let her. It’s like coming home.

“Cry for her, sweet girl, not for what you did or didn’t do. And then get
up. Find what makes you happy,” she murmurs. “Life is too long to be so
sad. I’'m sure she’d want you to be happy.”

All of Sophia’s twisted, angry faces compound in my mind.

“I don’t think so,” I say.

“But you said she was your friend.”

“Yeah, but—I hurt her. I did things to hurt her.”

“On purpose?”

My breath catches before I can say yes. I mull over my kiss with Jack.
Our war. The laughter and the righteous anger and the tender, soft moments.
The memories sting, like lemon juice in a paper cut.

“N-No. I was trying...to help?”

Gran raises a thin eyebrow. I shake my head.

“That’s how it was at first. I was trying to help another friend, Kayla.
But then...but then I started to really like him. I was hurting Sophia by
liking him. Every second I liked him was more hurt to her. S-So. I take it
back. I wasn’t trying to help. I was being selfish.”

“It sounds like you were trying to be happy with this boy.”

I scoff. “But that hurt her. Us, we hurt her a lot. I got between them. [—
She probably felt like she had nothing left, with him moving on. So she...
she...”

The white dress on the green lawn flashes in my mind. Sophia’s blue
eyes, empty, her hair like a banner of corn silk and moonlight, caked with
blood where her head met the ground. The tiny silver bracelet that said
TALLIE glinting back at me.

She’d lost everything. And I took the last person in her life from her. I



did it without even thinking, without even considering how it might hurt
her. I just barreled ahead and did what I wanted to because I was selfish.
Because I wanted to be happy.

Because I wanted love when I knew I didn’t deserve it.

And now, I’ll never deserve it.

I am the evil thing.

I am the darkest dragon who ate the saddest princess.

My thoughts are rudely interrupted by Gran’s finger flicking my
forehead.

“I can hear the cogs in your brain turning. Don’t go down that road.
That’s arrogant. You think too much of yourself and your effect on people.
If she went and killed herself, she did it because her life was miserable and
she’d thought about it for ages, not because you did one little thing.”

“But I contributed. [—”

Gran leans back in her bed and huffs, pulling the cover over her. “I’'m
not gonna argue with you when you’re all wrapped up in self-pity, you
hear? Come back when you’re thinking clearly. I wanna talk to my
granddaughter, not a silly martyr who’s trying to take all the blame.”

I go quiet. Gran must realize how rare an occasion this is, because she
sighs.

“I’'m sorry, kiddo. I know it’s hard. But you’re making it harder on
yourself.” She leans up and kisses me on the cheek. “Come back at nine.
The nurse lights the fire then.”

A small, grim smile tugs at my lips.

The drive home is all dark roads and a pale, gold-white gibbous moon
lurking on the horizon. The same color as Sophia’s hair. I hear her voice
clearly in my head.

You tried to help. You tried to help, and for that I can never thank you
enough.

I drive back to the nursing home at eight in the morning, and Gran and I
park our butts in lawn chairs, with sunglasses and lemonade, and wait for



nine o’clock.

Then nine comes, and the chimney spews fireworks—oranges and blues
and greens incinerating the clouds. Gran laughs and toasts the sky, toasts
her dead friend. I lean back in the chair and do the same with a soft, quiet
nod.



Chapter Two

3 YEARS, 44 WEEKS, 2 DAYS

WHEN I WAS NINE, Dad packed up and left. It was clear and sunny. I was
wearing overalls, and the air smelled like blackberries, and I watched him
until he got in the cab and it sped away. I tried to run after him, but my legs
were too short.

He taught me something really important that day.

When things get hard, people leave. Not that I blame them. Hard things
are real tough to deal with, and they sap your energy and time and attention.
So people leave because it’s easier, and they can use that time and energy
elsewhere, on something that isn’t so difficult. Dad left because Mom was
nagging too much—because she was stressed about raising me, and they
were constantly short on money because they were raising me. It was
stressful for him, and her. But that was because of me. Mostly it was my
fault. They would have been happy if they didn’t have me. I’ve never
worked up the guts to say sorry to either of them.

But now I’'m going off to college. I’'m older. I don’t need them quite as
much anymore. I’'m different from the little girl who tried to run after the
cab.

The sun tries to choke my eyeballs. Waking up at two in the afternoon
every day means I’m a rock star. Or a zombie. Possibly both. Rock stars do
cocaine, and cocaine is basically zombie dust, right? Right. I know so much
about drugs. I’'m going to college and I know so much about drugs. I’ll be
fine.

“Isis?” There’s a knock on my door, and Dad’s voice filters in. “Why



are you mumbling about drugs?”

I’'m talking aloud again, aren’t I? I jump out of bed, throw on a pair of
jean shorts, and smooth out my sleep-crumpled T-shirt, then fling open the
door. Dad’s disapproving face stares down at me, hair dark and streaked
with silver, his eyes the same warm brown as mine.

“That’s a great question, Dad, and here’s the answer: I’ve been
practicing saying no,” I announce. “To drugs. In my sleep.”

Dad’s face remains unamused. I hug him and prance downstairs, past
dozens of family portraits. The walls are clean and white and the carpets
plush. The banisters are shiny cherrywood, and the flight of stairs leading
down is massive, like something out of a fairy tale.

“There you are, Isis! Good morning.”

“And there’s the wicked stepmother,” I mumble. She is not actually
wicked. On a scale of Angelic to Wicked, she is definitely a four, which is,
like, Absently Selfish or something. The same level as substitute teachers
and guys who blast their car bass way too loud when you’re trying to sleep.
I just call her wicked because it makes me feel good. Wicked good.

Kelly looks up from the entrance hall, blond and blue-eyed, with wrists
thinner than a stork’s legs and enough makeup to choke a magazine model.
I’ve never seen her undone and messy, not even at night and not even on
Sundays. She’s nearly ten months pregnant, but even so she looks like she
walked straight out of a Sears ad —wholesome pastel sweaters and all. She
has twins and yet doesn’t even look slightly ruffled. I have a sneaking
suspicion she’s an android, but I haven’t found her battery charger yet.

“There’re croissants for breakfast, and I made your favorite—whipped-
cream pancakes!” Kelly smiles. “That’s your favorite, right? Your father
said it was.”

“Yup. I loved those. When I was, uh, four.” T grin until it becomes
awkward. Dad doesn’t know anything about who I am now, and that’s
painfully clear. “Look, thanks a bunch for going through all that Martha
Stewartian effort! But I’ve got other breakfast plans.”



“No you don’t,” she says lightly.

“Uh, yes, I do. With friends.”

“Which friends? You don’t have friends here in Georgia.”

“I’ll have you know I have friends all over the space-time continuum.
And some of them have telepathy. And, like, fireball-making powers. Do
you like fireballs? I hope so. Because they don’t especially like people
calling me friendless.”

Kelly’s perfect porcelain face hardens. It’s familiar, since I’ve been here
two weeks and she makes that face every single freaking time something
comes out of my mouth. She hates what I say and who I am. I can tell. I
don’t fit into her perfect mold of what a teenage girl should be. She wants to
tell me I’m ridiculous, or over the top, but she wants me to like her, first and
foremost. I brush past her and grab my purse and keys from the table in the
hall.

“How about some shopping?” Kelly offers when I’'m halfway out the
door. “You and I could go wherever you’d like! There’s a great place
downtown—"

“How about some no?” I say. “With a side of no thanks?”

“That’s too bad.” Kelly forces a smile. “We should spend some one-on-
one time together. I’d really like to get to know you.”

“You really wanna know me? You wanna know, what, that I peed my
pants in third grade? That I like bad pop music and merry-go-rounds and
the color orange?”

“That’s a great place to start!” she says.

“You want me to like you. You don’t care about who I am; you just want
me to like you. But it doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t happen overnight.”

“What’s going on down here?” Dad asks, coming into view over the
stairs. “And why are you using that tone of voice with Kelly, Isis?”

“What tone?” I half laugh, half scoff.

“There it is again. Don’t use that tone with me, I’'m your father.”

A hot knot works its way into my throat.



“Sorry,” I mumble. “It’s kind of hard to remember that when you
haven’t been around for eight years.”

I slam the door behind me. Gravel crunches under my furious steps.
Kelly unwisely gave me free use of her “old” black BMW that’s practically
pristine. She has three of them, all in different colors and with different
drop-tops and pimped-out tires. I get in and slam the door, starting it and
pulling away from the landscaped lawn and palm trees in stately rows. Even
the kids’ playhouse out back is made of marble, with its own tiny working
fountain. The twins wave at me as I pull out, and I wave back. They’re fine.
They’re young and naive, and I can’t fault them for either of those. They’re
just kids.

Like I was, once.

This is the lap of luxury, and I’m sitting in it like a whiny kid on a mall
Santa.

It takes the entire drive to the beach to calm my raging nerves. I agreed
to come for the summer because Dad sounded like he genuinely missed me
and wanted to see me off before college, and only because Mom seemed to
be doing so much better. Somewhere in the vast and fabulous labyrinth that
is my head, a game-show buzzer goes off. Bzzzt! Wrong. Dad just wanted
me here because he feels guilty, and he’s trying to make up for a huge
amount of lost time. But he can’t. Unlike Mom, he never came back for me.

Kelly hasn’t changed—I have. I can’t stand her anymore. I’m a different
person now. Two years ago, when I last visited, I was quiet. I was sad. I
didn’t fight or argue. I was in the middle of dealing with Nameless. The last
time I came here, it was right before—

I shake my head.

The last time I came here, I was pure. And simple. And clean.

Dad still thinks I’m that little girl of two summers ago, and so he treats
me like her. Like I should respect him. Like I should care about what he
says.

But I don’t.



Because he left me. Twice.

Can’t ever say that to his face, though. That’d mess up what little family
dynamics I have left. Dropping the news I wasn’t going to Stanford didn’t
help improve his view of me, either. He’d already gotten a stupid my kid
goes to Stanford T-shirt and everything. Who gets those, anyway? Tourists
and people with no fashion sense. Dad wouldn’t know fashion if it bit him
in his history professor ass, and he was definitely a tourist—staying in my
life for only a few weeks at a time.

I heave a sigh and park. Goldfield Beach is tiny, dune grasses swaying
between gentle swells of gray sand. The water is choppy and dark today,
like a really pissed-off witch is making a brew that doth kill many dudes.
It’s the Atlantic—the Atlantic I grew up on in Florida. The smell of salt and
sunbaked stones fills my nose. Seagulls politely scream at each other over
pieces of crab. The ocean is big and doesn’t really care what tone of voice I
use, or whether I go shopping or choose Ohio State over Stanford.

I kick my shoes off and run. Running and I got a divorce after I lost
enough weight. But right now, running is the best. Even the BMW’s got
Kelly’s stench all over it. Running is the only way I can truly leave the
bullshit behind.

Running on the beach is a fun and unique experience. There’s a lot of
sand. I trip on a rock and stub my toe so hard I possibly now have weird,
deformed hobbit feet. I'm so out of breath I feel like vomiting. A seagull
almost poops on my arm.

“It’s okay, buddy!” I shade my eyes and look up at the sky. “Luckily for
you, I am both stunningly good-looking and benevolent. I forgive you!”

He drops a fat deuce on my shoulder in gratitude.

I sigh. It could be worse. I could be surrounded by people. On the moon.
And one of those people could be Jack Hunter.

My stomach twists like a yoga prodigy. Icicle eyes fill my mind, frost
over my heart, and I summon what’s left of my fire to melt them away. Not
now.



Never again.

I’'m far away from the car. Its fancy German headlights can’t watch me
contemplate life in the incredibly-wistful-yet-also-somehow-sexy manner I
am famous for. Infamous for. Am I even gonna be infamous anymore? At
East Summit High I left my mark, but at Ohio State I’ll be nothing. I’ll be
the gum on a busy New York lady’s shoe. Less than that! I’ll be that one
piece of bread no one eats because it only has one open face and is sort of
always stale no matter when you buy it!

With everything that happened after Sophia’s death, I hadn’t given
myself time to worry about a new school. But now that it’s less than a week
away, I’m starting to freak. I’'m almost a goddamn college freshman! I’ll
have a dorm and a roommate and actual classes where grades actually
matter! They’ll define the rest of my career-slash-life-slash future prospects
with Tom Hiddleston. I have to start taking things mildly seriously now!
Ugh! Just thinking about that word sends shivers down my spine. Serious.
Seeeerious. Cereal-ous. Trix are for kids. College is not for kids. College is
for grown-ups.

I don’t feel like a grown-up.

I’m more worried about Mom than anything, but she and I planned
every-other-weekend visits. Even her therapist says my mom’s doing better,
especially since her horrible ex-boyfriend’s imprisonment. I’'m glad Leo’s in
jail—not just because he threw me against a wall and cracked my head open
and nearly killed me—slash-made me temporarily forget Jack, but because
bad dudes should be in jail, period.

In the Columbus airport when Mom saw me off, the color in her cheeks
was back, and she’d smiled more in a week than I’d seen in my whole life.

Or maybe she was just trying extra hard for me.

I pick up a flat, smooth rock and try to skip it across the water. It drowns
instead.

East Summit High School sort of wilted after Sophia died.

Nobody would come out and say that, of course, except me. Queen Bee



Avery, the most popular girl in school and my begrudging half friend, came
to school less and less, and finally stopped altogether. We learned a few
weeks before graduation she was in a psych ward, undergoing intensive
therapy. For her, prom was out of the question. The social order of East
Summit was thrown in the blender and turned on high—girls scrabbled to
fill the void and take the prom queen crown.

Avery showed up to graduation, though, and she walked to the podium
when her name was called and got her diploma. She looked pale and
haggard, and her parents were in the crowd, giving thin-lipped smiles of dry
encouragement. I got the feeling they’d thrown her in the loony bin for
show, to get her “better” quickly and without caring about whether or not it
was really helping her get better. And then, before any of us could blink,
she was whisked away to a private college in Connecticut, instead of UCLA
like she’d planned. Even if she was a bitch, I keep hoping she’ll end up all
right. Or at least happier. But Sophia was her redemption, her idol, her
friend. If I lost all three of those at once, I’d be broken, too.

Wren stared at Sophia’s casket like it was a TV show, something not
real. Kayla—my best friend and Wren’s girlfriend—helped him through the
worst of it, visiting his house every day and staying with him in the nurses’
office during school when he crumbled. It broke her heart and mine to see
Wren so horribly, twistedly sad. Sophia had been his friend when they were
younger for so long. I reminded him to eat—brought him burritos and
potpies—and when he couldn’t eat, I texted to remind him to sleep. I
probably didn’t help much. I probably could have done more. Prom came
and went, but none of us attended. We spent it at Sophia’s grave instead,
saying good-bye in our own ways.

By graduation, Wren learned to smile again. MIT was still a very real
thing for him, and he’d left early in the summer to earn a few extra credits,
or to escape Sophia’s death. Both, probably. Kayla was torn up by it, but
since she’s going to school in Boston in September anyway, she’s hurting a
little less. They’d been growing closer after Sophia’s death. Dunno if they’d



done anything serious—Kayla mostly just hugged him. No kissing that I
could see, and Kayla refused to dish on what they do in private, more out of
respect than embarrassment. She’s grown so much by helping him. She only
talks about Vogue once a week now!

I skip another rock. It flies over the waves and jumps twice before
sinking.

I’ll miss Kayla. I already do.

The summer was mostly me and her, having last sleepovers and last
quiet bottles of wine in cow pastures while looking at stars. We didn’t go to
parties. I didn’t feel like it. She hadn’t been friends with Sophia, but it was
still a death that affected her closest friends and her boyfriend. We’d
promised to text every day. And Instagram. And Snapchat. And Facebook.
Basically, we’d made a promise to talk. A lot. We might not see each other
so much, but a warm blanket of comfort settles over my heart when I think
about her. She has my back. I have her flawless backside.

I’ve never liked funerals. And now I like them even less.

I cried. Of course I did.

Jack Hunter, though, didn’t cry at all.

He should have, but he didn’t. He stood in the corner by his mother,
who cried enough for the both of them, her black dress and his black suit
mingling as she leaned on him to keep standing. His hair had been gelled
into perfect place, his face an opaque mask of the darkest ice I’d seen yet,
just like his nickname in high school—the Ice Prince. The skin below his
eyes was bruised with exhaustion, and his cheekbones seemed somehow
sharper. I shivered looking at him. He wasn’t putting on the lifeless,
emotionless act anymore. He just was lifeless. He was empty. The spark had
been sucked out of his eyes, leaving pale shells behind. His entire body, his
entire physical presence, seemed like a shell—an illusion made of mirrors
and brittle frost that would shatter at the slightest touch. He was chilling to
look at, like something that shouldn’t be still living or still moving. A
mannequin. A zombie puppet.



I tried once. To bring him back. At the wake, in the musty-smelling
funeral home laden with sorrow-cookies and sad-cakes, I said something
about Sophia, how the priest who called her a selfless and beautiful girl
didn’t really know her at all. Jack had been holding a cup of water, staring
into it as he stood in a corner away from the noise and crying people. He
looked up at me, took in my face—red from my own crying—and closed
his eyes.

“It’s over,” he said, too calmly.

“What is?” I asked, my stomach roiling. He pushed off the wall and
walked away with one last word.

“Everything.”

He stopped coming to school after that. I talked to Principal Evans
about it, and he said Jack had dropped out. Harvard hadn’t revoked its early
acceptance offer, and Jack could still theoretically go even with straight Fs
for his last two quarters. But both of us knew he wasn’t going. He didn’t
care anymore.

When April came, at the almost-two-month mark of his absence, I went
looking for him. I wanted to look for him before that. Hell, I really wanted
to. I fought not to. I thought he needed space; I thought it would help if I
stayed away. The last thing that’d help him would be seeing me. Having the
crazy girl who was once your nemesis track you down would be stressful
for even the most practiced ice prince. Besides, I wouldn’t know how to
help. I would just mess things up more. Say the wrong thing. Do the wrong
thing. Like I had with Sophia.

But when Mrs. Hunter came to my door one late afternoon, crying and
begging for me to find him, I knew I had to start looking. Even though she
only knew Jack and I were maybe-friends, maybe-enemies, she was
desperate enough to ask every one of his acquaintances for help. None of
them could—Wren and Avery were too wrapped up in their own grief.

I was the only one.

I waited until spring break. And then I started chasing a ghost.



Mrs. Hunter gave me the note Jack left—it was simple and written on
plain white paper. He said he was leaving, not to call the cops, and that he
loved her. Mrs. Hunter had, in her desperation, gotten the bank to hand over
his account information. She told me the money for Sophia’s now-pointless
surgery had been refunded to him, and he’d then gifted most of it to
someone, taking a mere four thousand for himself. Four thousand was
enough to live on for a bit, sure. But almost three months was pushing it.

He’d left all his stuff in his room, too. The only thing he took was his
father’s cigar box with Sophia’s letters inside. I looked for any sign of him
at Tallie’s grave—Tallie, his and Sophia’s daughter who died before she
was ever born. Nothing. He wasn’t there. A rose was left on Sophia’s grave,
wilted. It had to be weeks old. If he’d come back after that, he would’ve put
down a fresh flower.

Then I checked the hospital. The kids I used to hang out with there,
Mira and James, said Jack came to see them the day after Sophia’s funeral.
He told them he was going away for a long time, and he gave them each a
massive brand-new teddy bear as a farewell gift. They’d been Sophia’s
friends, but it was more than that. Sophia, before the tumors started
transforming her personality, loved them. They were like Tallie to her—the
child-Tallie she would never have, and Jack knew that. Jack treated them
like that.

I called the Rose Club in a last-ditch attempt to find him. The operator
insisted he quit months ago.

And that was it. All my leads, suddenly dead. Jack was slipping from
my hands like midnight sand.

And then someone named Lily called. She’d overheard the Rose Club
operator’s conversation with me. She was a friend of “Jaden,” Jack’s escort
persona there, which I insanely doubted because the only friend Jack allows
himself to have is his reflection and/or his own massive dumb brain. I let
her chat my ear off and agreed to meet her at a café in Columbus.

Lily was blond and beautiful and almost six feet tall. From her



expensive purse and perfume, I called her out instantly as an escort. She
didn’t deny it, which made me like her more. She wasn’t wasting my
precious time as I tried to save Jack.

Save?

I shake my head and watch the salt spray of the ocean douse a rock.
“Save” is the wrong word. I can’t think like that. I can’t save myself, let
alone another person. But for a while, I wanted to. I really wanted to. Jack,
of all people, deserved help. I thought I could help a little. I thought I could
do at least that much for him, after everything we’d been through. After
what I felt for him.

I laugh and chuck a rock, not bothering to try to skip it.

I was an idiot.

The old Isis wouldn’t have given up when Lily told me Jack came to
visit her before he left town. He wouldn’t say where he was going, but he
gave her a manila folder and told her if a girl named Isis ever started
snooping around at the club, to give it to her. So she did.

“He must really like you,” Lily said, inspecting her nails as I put the
folder in my purse.

“Yes, well. Cobras also like mongooses. From afar. On separate sides of
electric fences.”

“No, listen”—Lily leans in, one cool hand over mine—“I’ve seen a lot
of men, okay? I’ve seen all types of people, too. Jack—Jack is something
special. He’ll deny it, but he either cares with his whole heart about
someone or not at all. He doesn’t half-ass things. The people he bothered to
leave good-bye stuff for—those are the people he cares about in his life.
You’re one of them.”

My heart felt like a sumo wrestler had flattened it. I tried to inhale to say
something, but every breath stung. I didn’t want to believe her. How could I
believe her after he just ran off like that?

Lily took off soon after, leaving me to sneak glances at the envelope.

The old Isis wouldn’t have given up after seeing what was inside.



He didn’t leave me a note or a giant teddy bear. He left me a ticket to
Paris, with the words “I’m sorry” scribbled on it in his large, neat
handwriting.

My eyes burn now like they did then. He was trying to get rid of me.

No, c’mon Isis, don’t be dramatic. Nothing good happens when people
get dramatic. Examples: the Titanic, those rabbits that die when their hearts
beat too fast, every episode of Pretty Little Liars ever. Jack may have been
heartless, but he was also...? Also what? Also definitely not caring about
me. He didn’t even say good-bye in person, and then he sent me a ticket out
of the country. He obviously wasn’t in Paris himself, asking me to join him.
That idea is almost stupidly romantic. Jack’s a lot of things, but “stupid”
and “romantic” are on the rock bottom of his attribute list, along with “nice”
and “generally tolerable.”

I told Kayla multiple times that I wanted to backpack through Europe,
mostly jokingly. He was nearby to hear it, though. He must’ve seen through
the joke and realized I really wanted to. Figures.

I pull the ticket out of my pocket. It’s worn and crumpled, and the plane
left six days ago, but I couldn’t throw it away or use it. He must have used
Sophia’s surgery money to buy it for me, after all. No way in hell could I
ever accept (or reject) something like that. So I just kept it. A braver Isis
would’ve used it. A not-guilty Isis would’ve used it.

If I close my eyes now, I can remember when I went into Jack’s room to
look for clues as to where he went. The beach fades, and I’'m lying on his
bed, looking at the ceiling and wondering where he is on this hellacious
butthole we call Earth. And if he’s safe. Happy is too much to ask for. But
as long as he’s safe, and keeps being safe, one day he can be happy again.
Or so I think. I don’t actually know for sure. I’'m real arrogant, saying these
things like I'm sure of them. I never had anyone I love die. Jack’s had three.

He might never be happy again.

He might be broken forever.

His room fades, and the ocean comes back. The knot in my throat



returns with a vengeance.

“I hope you’re safe, you idiot,” I whisper to the waves.

All T can do is hope and move on. I can’t wait around. I have my own
life to live. I just wish things had turned out differently, is all. Not like, us
dating. Because that would be horribly, stupidly selfish-slash-impossible in
the face of Sophia’s death. I just care about him. As a nemesis. As a rival.
As the only person in the world who can challenge me, I want him to be
acceptably healthy and functioning so we can meet up and fight again one
day. Because the fighting was fun, and I learned a lot and grew a lot from it.
Just the fighting. That’s all I miss. That’s all.

My heart gives a little shuddering squeeze. I start crying. To remedy
this, I take my shirt off and wipe the seagull poop on the hood of Kelly’s
BMW. I start laughing.

And it’s great, except for the part where I start crying harder.



Chapter Three

IT WAS THE BOY’S CROOKED GRIN that gave it away.

He grinned in that special way young boys do when they’re about to
conduct mischief. Possibly violent, and painful. Also possibly illegal, and
definitely probably fun for them. Not so fun for the people it was conducted
on.

That’s why I follow him. Because I know that grin. I know it like I
know parts of my own soul. I’d made that grin once or twice in my life,
when I was a stupider, angrier boy who’d lost his father and had to take it
out on the world. I made that grin before I raised the bat on Leo. I made that
grin once while escorting a woman because she found assault scenarios
terribly, horribly sexy.

I vomited for an hour after that session and tried to scrub her off, tried to
scrub the evil out of me, out of humanity.

It never worked. It never will work. Humanity will always be dark.
They will always try to inflict pain on one another, no matter how much
they say they don’t want to.

I learned that three months ago, after Sophia’s funeral.

I learned it in my car, escaping Ohio. Escaping the pain I’d left behind.

I follow the boy down the quiet city streets, and he leads me to two
more boys. Freshmen in high school, probably. Skinny, with tight jeans and
earbuds hanging out of their pockets. No muscle. No experience. No
courage. That’s why they corner the homeless man between a Dumpster and
a wall scrawled with candy-colored graffiti gone brown on the edges.
Rotten. They laugh and push him. The homeless man wears a flannel shirt
and filthy pants, shaking hands clutching a half-eaten banana he likely
fished out of the trash. His gray beard is down to his chest and knotted, his



face sunburned. The man babbles under his breath so low and fast it sounds
like a chant or a curse. He doesn’t want to die. He spends every day trying
not to die.

“What’s that, you crazy fucker?” A boy leans in, holding his hand to his
ear in an exaggerated motion. “Speak up, we can’t hear shit if you don’t say
shit.”

The second boy brings out his phone and holds it up. “I got this. I'm
recording, so do it.”

The third boy frowns. “No way, man, someone’s gonna see.”

“No one’s gonna see,” the second boy snaps. “We got his back.” He
turns to the first boy. “We got your back. C’'mon!”

The first boy hesitates, and that’s when I know. The first boy is not the
real threat. Neither is the third boy, who looks uncomfortable, like he’s
about to run away at any moment. It’s the second boy, the one with the
camera, who is the true coward. Hiding behind a lens, just like Wren did
that night in middle school. But unlike Wren, he’s smiling. Wren never
smiled. Wren looked comatose, brain-dead. Wren looked like he was
putting his soul somewhere far, far away to escape from the violence.
Camera Boy, on the other hand, is instigating it, egging it on, goading it
with all the small sickly power he has in his gangly teenage body.

Before I punch the camera out of his hands, I briefly thank whatever
god is listening that I’ve lived long enough to learn the difference between
just bad people and truly terrible people. Some people never learn that, and
they get hurt.

Like Isis.

Like Sophia.

My heart contracts painfully, and I punch again, this time at his face.
The camera boy staggers, nose bleeding through his fingers. His friends
jump, backing up quickly. The homeless man squawks and huddles in the
corner, covering his head with his scrawny armes.

“Who the fuck are you?” the second boy shouts.



“Nobody hits Reggie!” The first boy ducks into a fighting position.

“Get out of here,” I say. “Or you two are next.”

“Fuck you!” The first one lunges, and I duck to the side and pull his
arms behind his back in one fluid motion. He struggles, trying to kick and
head-butt me away, but my grip is steel.

“You there,” 1 say to the third one. “Help your friend up and leave.
When you’re around the corner, I'll let your friend go.”

The third one is sweating profusely, eyes darting between his bloodied
friend and his immobilized one. He finally makes the right decision and
pulls the camera boy to his feet. Camera Boy scrabbles for his phone and
limps around the corner with his friend, vibrantly swearing. I wait a dozen
seconds, then shove the first boy forward. He backs up, pointing at me with
a furious, twisted expression.

“I’1l get you for this, you piece of shit!”

“No,” I say coolly. “You won’t.”

This makes something in him snap—his pride, maybe. He rushes me
again, and this time I’m forced to show no mercy. I knock my elbow into
his diaphragm, and he collapses on the ground, gasping for air. I extend my
hand to the homeless man.

“We should go. His friends will be back.”

The homeless man uncurls, watery blue eyes connecting with mine. He
nods, slowly, and uses my hand to help himself up. I make him walk in
front of me, guarding the rear, all the way out of the alley and to the front of
the strip mall, where there are cars and too many witnesses for the boys to
try anything else. The homeless man’s gait is strong and true, but a limp
hampers him. A veteran, probably, who’s fallen on hard times.

“Thank you,” the man croaks.

I scoff. “I did it to stop them. Not to help you.”

“Whatever reason, bless you. God bless you.”

He did. God blessed me, 1 think as I watch him go. And then he took it
all away.



I shrug away that thought. I’m far better off than most people. But it’s
that same privilege that sickens me. I’'m eighteen. I’m, by all nationality
counts, Caucasian. There’s some Italian in me, on Mom’s side, and Russian
on Dad’s. But I’'m decidedly white. And male. I am not hideous to look at,
nor is my brain crippled by general idiocy. Mom and I never wanted for
money. I am lucky. I am privileged.

The homeless man hobbling down the boulevard needs God’s blessings
more than I do.

Sophia needed God’s blessings more than anyone.

The traffic becomes white noise in my ears, washing against me and
around me. People pass, their faces blurring indistinctly. Nothing feels real
—it’s a world trapped in a snow globe. The colors of the strip mall are
washed-out instead of bright. The smells are Styrofoam and wood, tasteless
where there should be taste. Nothing is right. I’m not right.

But I'd known that for a long time. I’m not right. I stand out too much.
I’m too cold. I am not like the rest of the faces in the crowd. I don’t feel as
deeply as them. I don’t vibrate with as much emotion as they do. I don’t
have as many friends, and I don’t want them. I want to be alone.

If I were more like a normal person, warmer, would I have been able to
tell what Sophia was about to do? Would I have been able to understand her
better? Would I have been able to see her despair and stop it?

If I were more like Isis, would I have been able to save her?

That’s what you do, her voice echoes. You protect people.

My fingers twitch, the knuckles bloodied. She’s wrong. I hurt them.

I turn and head back to my car.

I came to meet my employer, Gregory Callan of VORTEX Enterprises.
This little side trip to the strip mall was for an ATM I could get cash from. I
got sidetracked by the homeless man and my own anger.

Unlike Isis, who was convinced Gregory was shady, I gave him a
chance. I had to, after what he did for me. He found me, somehow, when no
one else could. After Sophia’s funeral, I left Ohio and drove and drove,



without caring where I ended up. I stopped at run-down bars and pubs,
picking fights and passing out behind their trash cans with swollen lips and
twisted knees. I drove myself into hell with an iron hammer—relentless,
barely stopping to sleep or eat. Sophia’s face haunted me in every
moonbeam, every shadow in the desert sand. I tried desperately to escape
her—no, to escape the guilt. I was thin, delirious, and covered in old
wounds when Gregory found me in a seedy Las Vegas motel.

How he found me, I’ll never know. I tried to fight him against the grimy
walls of that place, but I was too weak to even land a punch. He locked my
arms behind my back and smiled affably. I still remember his words.

You call that a punch? It’s a disgrace. If you want to die, that’s fine with
me. But do it after I’ve taught you how to fight properly.

I passed out in his arms and woke to the gentle sun of morning and the
dry air of the desert. Gregory had taken me to a ranch in the middle of
nowhere, where a massive, silent man in a bandanna and oil-spattered jeans
served me thin broth and changed my bandages. I tried to fight him, too, but
I was too exhausted and weak to even form a fist. The man’s name was
Littlehawk, and he and Gregory had been friends for their whole lives.
They’d formed Vortex Enterprises together, recruiting the most promising
police academy trainees and martial arts tournament winners, training them
to become bodyguards for hire, as they had been so long ago.

Trainees came to Littlehawk’s ranch soft, and they left hardened by
weeks of hauling firewood, fetching water, and wrangling the wild herd of
horses that lived there. On top of it all was shooting practice, awareness
training, brutal obstacle courses, and mixed martial arts training in all sorts
of styles: wing chun, karate, muay thai, judo. The Nevada sun baked the
clay of inexperience into hard ceramic, and I watched the recruits from my
window as I recovered, and I envied them. They gave their all to the
training, pouring their best effort into it. I was like that once—devoted,
hardworking. Lying in that bed, powerless, I wanted nothing more than to
be out there with them, filling my head with sweat and soreness instead of



guilt and darkness.

When I was well enough, Gregory and Littlehawk gave me that chance.
And it saved me.

I haven’t looked back since.

Vortex Enterprises has my loyalty, if only because I owe a great debt to
the men who run it. They pulled me from the edge when even I couldn’t.

The September air swelters around me, crickets crying out lonely songs
in the tall golden grasses on the side of the highway. The heat wave is the
last dying gasp of the brutal, once-in-a-century summer that hits Ohio. The
city of Columbus has never looked drier or bigger. The sky is a pale white-
blue and goes on forever. My white dress shirt sticks to every sweat-stained
crevice of my body, and the dark suit over it is uncomfortably hot.

I shouldn’t be here.

I should be in Cambridge, Massachusetts. At Harvard.

I should be settling in to my dorm room and learning to tolerate the idiot
who will be my roommate for a year. I should be taking classes now, typing
notes on the laptop Mom bought me. But I returned the laptop, and I
returned my dorm room. I returned it all. I rescinded my tuition and closed
my bank accounts and packed a single backpack and left a note on the
kitchen counter that told Mom not to worry.

And then I left.

That world, the innocent little fishbowl of young-adult angst people like
to call college, isn’t meant for me. I am mentally older than they are. I
always have been. I am smarter than they are. I always have been.

I’'m amazed you manage to get your head off your pillow in the
mornings.

Isis’s voice rings clear and bright in my ears. But I’m better at ignoring
it now. It’s gotten fainter. I haven’t seen her for half a year, and yet her
voice clings in my brain. It’s incredible. Incredibly annoying. It’s either a
testament to her infuriatingly persistent personality, or a testament to my
unwillingness to let go of the last few moments in my life I recall being



truly happy. Happy? I’m unsure if I was ever happy, even with her. It’s a
mishmash of fuzzy memories and stolen moments of tenderness, all laced
with the searing edge of guilt that is Sophia’s face.

Maybe I was happy. But it’s pointless. There’s no real value in being
happy.

There’s no real value in something that doesn’t last.

I take a right onto the shipping roads of Columbus, where eighteen-
wheelers gather five deep and Matson containers choke the dusty, fenced-in
lots. Two massive cranes noisily rearrange blocks of containers, loading and
unloading with creaking, dutiful slowness. Men in orange vests and hard
hats weave among containers, checking the contents, marking things on
clipboards, and shouting obscenities at one another over the ordered chaos.
Gregory—a tall, broad-shouldered man with an impressive salt-and-pepper
mustache and tweed suit—stands in a near-empty lot. A shorter, yet
somehow even beefier, young man stands next to him, wearing a dark suit
like mine. His posture is tense yet relaxed, his hair spiked and his eyes dark.
A dragon tattoo twines up his neck. It’s Charlie Moriyama, Gregory’s right-
hand man and most trusted bodyguard. I saw him once or twice at the ranch,
where he came to talk to Gregory and even taught some of the judo classes.
He kicked my ass the first time I sparred with him—the only person at the
Ranch besides Gregory to do so. I hold a grudging respect for Charlie; he’s
brash and immature at times, but extremely talented.

Across from both of them is a woman with black hair tied up in a neat
bun. She shuns a business skirt for a woman’s suit, looking every part a
professional. But a professional of what, I can’t quite tell. Gregory’s
training kicks in; there’s no obvious weapon lump on her, and any jewelry
that would mark her as a drug dealer or tattoos that would out her as a gang
member are well hidden, if they exist at all. She doesn’t even wear makeup.
Odd, considering most of the people who contract Gregory’s services are
usually extremely wealthy and appearance-conscious.

Gregory sees me coming and waves me over. He plays the jolly old man



bit almost too well, but it serves to hide the vicious businessman, wizened
soldier, and master black belt beneath.

“Jack! Vanessa and I were just talking about you.”

I sidle up beside Charlie, who crosses his arms and grunts. “You took
too long,” he says.

“Had to make a detour. Road construction.”

“Yeah? Is this the same ‘road construction’ that got you on the news last
week?”

“C’mon.” Gregory smiles. “Let’s at least try to pretend to be friends
when in front of—” He turns and cocks an eyebrow at the woman, as if
asking her what she is.

“Let’s call me a potential client for now,” Vanessa says. Her blue eyes
are sharp and riveted to my knuckles. I wipe the blood off on a cloth I
always keep in my pocket for this exact purpose.

“—in front of a potential client,” Gregory finishes. “Besides, Jack’s
entitled to his five minutes. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were
jealous.”

Charlie scoffs. “Jealous? Yeah, boss, I'm real jealous of wannabe
Batman over here.”

I’d risen in the ranks faster than anyone at Vortex. Of course Charlie’s
jealous. He’s been in the business for years, even though he can’t be more
than twenty-two. He had to claw his way up by his hangnails. He thinks I’'m
pampered and spoiled. And I am. To a degree.

“I wasn’t aware what I did in my free time was up for criticism by you,”
I say.

Charlie throws a glare at me. “It’s up for criticism when you decide to
use your training to beat the shit out of guys who steal Popsicles from 7-
Eleven.”

“They mugged a woman,” I counter smoothly.

“They were small-time idiots pulling off small crime!” Charlie snarls.
“But your little savior complex had you wasting time on their stupid asses.”



“My time. Not yours. It’s hardly any of your concern.”

“You got us on the news! We’re Vortex, not gopddamn Walmart!”

“They never got his name or a picture of him,” Gregory steps in.
“Really, Charlie, you can relax. We aren’t here for a witch hunt; we’re here
for the client. Settle this later.”

Charlie goes red down to his spiked roots. I glance at Gregory, and
despite his smile he narrows his eyes slightly. He should’ve told Charlie to
be quiet ages ago. Letting him blab in front of a client was Gregory’s way
of letting Charlie embarrass himself. It’s the subtle kind of mind game
Gregory loves to play. Most of the people he trains and hires are not clever
enough to sidestep it.

“Vanessa,” Gregory begins. “Would you do the honors?”

“I’m Vanessa Redgate,” the woman says. “I can’t disclose who I work
for, but we’re offering Mr. Callan a contract.”

“Outside of your work’s approval, I assume?” I ask, and motion around.
“Considering the unorthodox meeting place.”

Vanessa nods, “We are after a small, elite group of hackers who have
been shuffling funds for the largest black market on the internet.”

“The Spice Road,” I say.

Vanessa nods again. “I’m impressed. I wasn’t aware Vortex agents
excelled anywhere beyond their muscles.”

Gregory laughs and claps me on the shoulder. “Jack’s a special case.
Please, continue.”

“Regardless, these hackers worked for the Spice Road. They call
themselves the Gatekeepers. The people I work for have unanimously
decided against using third-party—"

“Contractors,” Gregory interrupts, flashing a smile. “We prefer the term
‘contractors.’”

Vanessa eyes him warily but continues. “Decided against using third-
party contractors. But my supervisor and a great number of people within
the project have worked for years to trace the Gatekeepers. We finally have



a lead, but we don’t want to risk deploying a team and spooking them into
going underground. Training people for this particular mission is just not
cost-effective, and by the time we do train them, the lead may have already
gone dry. ”

“So this is where we come in,” I say. She nods.

“We have strong evidence that two people closely connected to the
Gatekeepers recently transferred into Ohio State University as
sophomores.”

Ohio State. The name catches in my brain like a large fish in a too-small
net. During my stay at the Ranch, and after I was well enough, I had a
laptop. Gregory lent it to me, with one request: that I find a goal. It was a
simple task to anyone but me; I'd lost everything with Sophia’s death.
Things like goals seemed stupid when I no longer wanted to live in this hell
we call a world, but I couldn’t deny Gregory. He’d saved me. So I focused
on the only thing I felt I’d left unfinished, the only thing I felt I could do for
the people I’d left behind.

Will Cavanaugh—Isis’s abuser and ex-boyfriend, the guy she called
“Nameless.” T picked up where I left off before Sophia’s death and found
his trail, which consisted mostly of stalking his social media. He didn’t post
much, mostly complaints about basketball teams and games, but it was
enough. I hungrily devoured everything he shared, looking through his old
photos. One of them even had Isis in it, the old Isis smiling timidly. Seeing
that picture only fueled my stalking higher. I tried to trace Will’s IP address
but never got very far; he stuck to his old methods of routing himself
around the world to throw off tracers like mine.

One day, though, as I watched his family’s Facebook feeds, his aunt
gave me a vital piece of info. She tagged Will in a picture of her holding up
an Ohio State University sweatshirt, beaming. The hashtag was
#mynephewgotin. The picture disappeared shortly after—I assume Will got
her to take it down, one way or another. But I already had the info in my
hands.



Will Cavanaugh is going to OSU in the fall.

So Vanessa’s words about OSU perk up my ears, and I listen closer.
Could it be him she’s after? He’s a good hacker—Isis herself said he won
hacking tournaments in middle school.

“The goal,” Vanessa continues, “would be to maintain surveillance on
these two without rousing suspicion. The ultimate goal would be to gather
evidence, preferably hard copies and byte logs of their hacking activities, or
their correspondence with the Gatekeepers themselves.”

“How long?” Charlie grunts. Vanessa raises an eyebrow at him.

“Excuse me?”

“How long would the contract last?”

“For as long as you can feasibly maintain your cover at the university.”

“So, it’s open-ended,” I say.

“Until you gather what we decide is solid enough evidence to
incriminate both of them, yes.”

I look to Gregory, who shrugs.

“It’s not our type of gig, Vanessa,” he says. “Surely you understand.”

“It could be,” T say quickly. “Charlie and I are the youngest in Vortex.
We could feasibly fit in.”

If T could get into OSU without rousing suspicion, I might be able to
find Will there, too.

Gregory shoots me a quick look. “You could. But why would you want
to? This is information work, not bodyguarding. We don’t do that.”

“But we could,” 1 press.

“You’re asking us to sit on our asses and go to college with a bunch of
privileged kids for a year?” Charlie scoffs.

“The tuition would be paid,” Vanessa interrupts. “You would have to put
up a show of attending class and maintaining decent enough grades to
continue your enrollment. But your primary concern will be surveillance
and secrecy. No one can know why you’re there.”

“Ms. Vanessa,” Gregory says, “I'm sure you’re aware Vortex



Enterprises is a for-hire bodyguard company, not a stable of spies.”

“I know that well enough,” she says. “But you came very highly
recommended from several politically connected friends of mine who’ve
used your service. And no other company has such a”—she fixes me with a
stare—“diverse range of ages among their employees. It’s imperative we
employ informants who look the part of college students.”

“These two college students who are connected to the Gatekeepers,” |
muse. “Do you have names?”

“None that I can disclose prior to your acceptance of the work.”

“You really think you can do this?” Gregory asks me.

I nod firmly. “It would be simple.”

“For you.” Charlie snorts. “But the rest of us are here to guard, not get
ass-deep into some James Bond shit.”

Gregory ponders this for a moment, then nods at Vanessa. “We’ll do it.”

“What?” Charlie looks incredulous.

“It’s the beginning of the school year. You’ll blend in fine,” Gregory
says, a steely edge in his voice. “I know you two can do this. You
especially, Charlie. You’ve got the charisma for it. You always have.”

Gregory pulls Charlie’s arm and motions for me to lean in.

“Listen, it might not be our usual gig, but it’ll pay well. Whoever wants
this, they’re big-time. Maybe even government. It’ll be good to have them
in Vortex’s debt. Do you understand?”

Charlie’s eyes glint with slow realization.

“When would we leave, sir?” I ask.

Gregory shrugs. “As soon as possible, I’'m guessing. I’ll forward you the
details when I get them. All you have to do is agree to it.”

“I agree to it, sir,” I say.

Charlie inhales, chest puffing. “I-I’'m down for it, too, boss!” he says
quickly, glaring at me. “I’m not gonna let Batman fuck it up.”

“I have a name,” I drawl.

“Jack, right. Jackman. Jackoffman,” he corrects. The insults are so



familiar they sting with a bitter sweetness, but I brush them off.

“All right, enough playground antics.” Gregory straightens and smiles at
Vanessa, extending his hand. “My boys here say they’ll do it.”

“Fabulous.” She takes his hand and shakes it. “I’ll be in touch with the
details. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

It takes only a second before she’s gone behind a Matson container. She
moved so quickly I could barely follow her stride. She must’ve had her exit
planned minutes in advance. Charlie shivers a little.

“Damn spooks.”

“She doesn’t seem so bad,” I say.

“Of course she doesn’t seem bad to you. You’re practically one of them
already, all robotic and cutthroat. I’d bet you’d kill your girlfriend if the
boss asked you to.”

My hand shoots out to his suit lapels before I can stop myself. The
world becomes horrible white static again, blurring Charlie’s face, dulling
Gregory’s assertive voice that tries to convince me to let him go. I shove
him higher against the Matson container, the smell of dust and sweat and
steel turning to ash in my nose. He’s awful. An awful puppet. I could crush
him so easily, snuff his life out like I did to Joseph that night by the lake,
like I almost did to Leo, like I did with Sophia.

Because, after all, I let her die.

I killed her.

There is fear in Charlie’s dark eyes, and it’s the only thing that keeps the
roar from consuming my brain. I shove him away and stride back to the car.
Gregory keeps up with me, motioning for me to roll down the driver
window. I do, reluctantly.

“Look at me,” Gregory says, voice suddenly dark and commanding. I
meet his gaze. “Are you going to be able to do this? Or do we need to
revisit our training?”

My body flinches out of instinct, out of the physical memory from the
training sessions with Gregory. The memory of blood oozing from my ears



and my fingernails black and falling off. No. I don’t need to learn the hard
way again.

“I have myself under control, sir,” I say slowly.

Gregory stares at me, through me, and then nods and pats the hood of
my car.

“Get packing, then. You’ve got college to attend.”

We return to the motel Gregory is paying for us to stay in—two
serviceable twin beds and nothing much else, but it’s better than sleeping in
our cars. Better than the gravel he made us sleep on during training. Charlie
grumbles obscenities and jumps in the shower immediately. I order Chinese
takeout and open my laptop. Gregory, ever punctual and eager to get
started, forwarded us the dossiers. The two student faces stare out at me
from their files. One of them is tan, jockish, with a fair face and dark eyes
like a cat’s. Kyle Morris from Lakeside City, Michigan. The other—
handsome-looking, brown hair, and a symmetrical face with eyes like
frozen steel.

Will Cavanaugh from Good Falls, Florida.

I was right.

I was right, and now the game has truly begun.



Chapter Four

3 YEARS, 44 WEEKS, 6 DAYS

SOMETIMES WHEN LIFE KICKS you in the ass, you have to kick it
back.

In the nuts.

With steel-toed boots.

Essentially, if someone, anyone, kicks you, it is very mature to take the
high road and not kick them back. But it’s not fun. And I’'m all about fun.
One hundred percent fun. One fundred percent.

I smirk at my own pun. One pundred percent. My father groaning across
the breakfast table is the only indication that I’ve been thinking out loud for
the past five minutes.

“Isis, eat your food,” he pleads.

“No, Dad, I gotta go.” I stand up quickly from my chair. The twins pelt
each other with oatmeal.

“You’ll sit down and eat your breakfast with the rest of us, Isis, or so
help me—"

“Where are you going?” Kelly interrupts him and smiles sweetly at me.

“Home.”

Kelly’s eyes light up at the prospect. Dad’s darken.

“Isis, your ticket doesn’t have you going back until the thirtieth—"

“Dad,” I whine. “My friend died and I gotta go kick life in the nuts.”

“We’re all going to die. The Lion King said so,” one of the twins pauses
in her oatmeal-throwing to say, her bright blond braids contrasting with her
blue eyes as she blinks.



“Exactly!” I motion at her. “See, Dad? She gets it!”

Dad’s face turns red in his about-to-explode manner when Kelly grabs
his arm and coos.

“Oh, darling, she must be so eager to get back to Ohio and start college.
Remember when we were that age? I was so excited to leave the house and
get on with my life! She’s just feeling that good old independence bug.
Delta loves me—I’'m a gold flier. They’ll let me change the date for
nothing.”

Dad lets out a frustrated sigh, his red face going with it. “Aren’t you—
aren’t you happy here? This was supposed to be your summer vacation,
with me. I haven’t seen you in two years, Isis. Two years.”

“I’m having loads of fun here,” I lie vigorously. “And I’m gonna miss
you.” Another lie. I don’t even know you. “I’m just, you know. Like Kelly
said. I’m ready to go!”

Dad eyes me over his glasses, and after what feels like eternity, sighs.
Kelly smiles. I’ve won. As I pack my bags, I realize there’s really nothing
for me here except borrowed BMWs and a family that was never really
mine. And it took me nine years to figure that out.

You really are slow, aren’t you?

The voice echoes so clear I’d swear Jack was standing nearby. But
there’s no one there. A lopsided picture of Kelly and Dad and their new
family stares at me through the open doorway. There are no pictures of me
anywhere in the house, not even as a kid. I guess Dad just didn’t have any.
Or maybe Kelly didn’t want them up.

I’m surrounded by people here, but I’m completely alone.

I snap my suitcase shut and sit on it.

I cry a little at the airport two days later. Dad doesn’t cry at all. This
tells me everything I need to know about everything I never wanted to
know. The airplane takes off and I helpfully throw peanuts at the bald guy
in front of me who won’t stop farting. The stewardess thanks me with her
eyes, but then he gets up and goes to the bathroom and leaves the door open



afterward and we perish. For two slow hours.
Mom is waiting for me at baggage claim. I smell like man-farts, but she
hugs me anyway, and that’s how I know I’m really home.

Packing for college is like packing for war. You’re not coming back. You
don’t know what’s out there. There’s a chance you may die (exams) and/or
suffer life-changing injuries (hangovers, STDs). And if you do come back,
you’re lucky. But the enemy territory is just begging to be explored, and
I’ve gotten all the training I need from basic (high school). I’'ll be okay.

I can’t fit Ms. Muffin into my suitcase.

I’m absolutely not going to be okay.

Mom hears my wails of distress and comes like a tired hound to the
slaughter.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

“Everything is over forever!” I throw myself onto my pillows. Mom
waits patiently for a translation. I thrust my finger toward Ms. Muffin half
hanging out of the bursting suitcase.

“Isis, she’s a doll.” Mom sighs. “You’re going to college. Maybe it’s
time to get rid of her.”

I bolt upright, my eyes as big as saucers and my mouth as big as a flying
saucer.

Mom corrects herself. “Okay, okay. Ms. Muffin stays. But keep in mind,
first impressions are everything, and the only people Ms. Muffin will
impress are six-year-olds.”

“Precisely, Madre. I don’t want to be friends with people who aren’t six.
At heart. Only at heart. Because it’s also fun to legally drive.”

Mom shakes her head, laughing a little, and goes back downstairs to her
pancakes.

I sneak into her bathroom with all the grace of an anime ninja and check
her pill stock. She’s full up—antidepressants, mostly. It worries me because
they make some people kill themselves. But it also doesn’t worry me,



because they stop some people from killing themselves. It’s the shittiest
fifty-fifty gamble in the world, but it’s all we have. It’s all that’ll keep Mom
safe while I’m gone.

“What are you doing, Isis?”

I immediately slam the mirror shut. “Checking for rats! And mold. Both
of which kill people. Did you know rats can leap more than ten feet
horizontally? And they always aim for the jugular.”

Mom tenses, her lips pursing like she’s going to chastise me, but then
she moves in, enveloping me in her arms. Arms that are a little thicker than
they used to be.

“I’ll be all right, sweetie,” she murmurs into my fading purple-streaked
hair. “It’s okay. It’s okay to stop worrying now.”

“I can’t,” I say. “If I stop, something bad will happen. If I stop, I won’t
see it coming, I won’t pay attention, and something will happen to you—"

Mom’s grip tightens. “You’ve been so strong for me, for so long. Thank
you.”

I feel a familiar prickle in my eye and promptly deny it exit. Mom holds
me at arm’s length, looking me up and down as she strokes my cheek.

“And now, it’s time for you to be strong for yourself. Not me. Not
anyone. No one else but you.”

I laugh, but it’s watery. “I’m not—I’m not so good at that.”

She smiles, eyes like gray mirrors full of love. “Then it’s time to learn.”

In the very back of my closet, I find a pink chiffon shirt Kelly sent me
as a gift. But it’s more than that now. It’s the pink shirt Jack said I was— 1
was— I can’t even bring myself to say it, and how lame is that, that I can’t
even say a word? Mouths are meant for saying words, and I have one, and I
know words, but this one is hard. This one means something, so it’s hard.

In this pink blouse, someone called me beautiful for the first time.
Someone I respected. Respect. Someone I loved.

Love.

Love?



I shake my head and jam the shirt into the farthest reaches of my
suitcase. You never know when you’ll need a new curtain. Or a toilet rag.

Mom helps me load stuff into the car. I’ve got my trusty blue suitcase
and my beat-up backpack from high school. High school. Hi, school. Bye,
school. I shiver a little as I realize I’'m not in it anymore. I'm officially out.
Half of me wants to drink nineteen Red Bulls and dance the motherfucking
hokey pokey nonstop for twenty-four hours, and the other part of me wants
to crawl back into school, wrap it around me like a security blanket, and
never come back out. I settle for rolling on the lawn and moaning with
dread like a grubby caterpillar refusing to get out of its cocoon.

Kayla pulls into our driveway just as Mom loads the last bag. I jump up
from groaning on the lawn and rush over. She’s right on time for our dinner
date. Our last and final farewell dinner date. She gets out of the car in a
blindingly beautiful white dress and sandals, her dark hair combed out to
chocolate sheetlike perfection. She greets my mom with the graciousness of
seven French queens and drags me into her car with the strength of seven
Viking warriors. When we’re on the road, she huffs.

“Is the stuff in the trunk really all you’re taking? The Romanies travel
with more stuff than you!”

“Ah”—I raise a sage finger—“but Romanies don’t have an entire
suitcase pocket devoted to Haribo gummy bears.”

Kayla rolls her eyes. “You’re so nuts.”

“I prefer gummies to nuts.”

“Oh do you?” Kayla arches her brow in that terribly cheesy double-
entendre way, and I suppress the urge to pluck it off her face. Her face is a
work of art, cheesy eyebrow or no. I don’t ruin art. Except when I do. And
then I get yelled at.

“Anyway,” I say. “This is the last time we’ll see each other until
Christmas break, so we'd better crash a party or something equally
entertaining yet memorable.”

Kayla grins and merges onto the highway. “I know just the place.”



I recognize the street before I do the restaurant. The Red Fern looms
before us. The same place I arranged Jack and Kayla’s first date. The one I
stalked them at. But Kayla doesn’t know that, of course. She picks a booth
by the window and we settle in; she orders iced tea, and I order a root beer.

“If we were in Europe, we’d be able to order wine.” Kayla sighs
dreamily. “God, they have it so good there.”

I frown, remembering the ticket Jack left me. It leaves a sour taste in my
mouth.

“Oh yeah. Everybody loves the plague.”

“That was centuries ago, Isis. No one has the plague anymore.”

“The death metal fans of the world beg to differ.”

Kayla rolls her eyes, and when the waitress returns with our drinks, she
orders spring rolls for us to split. I look around nervously at the decor. The
same colorful birds of paradise linger in the vases, and the crystal light
fixtures look like seaweed suspended in ice.

“I’ve never been here,” I say. “It’s nice.”

“Oh, don’t lie.”

A cold jolt runs down my spine and into my butt. It is mildly
unpleasant. “What?”

Kayla sips her tea. “Jack told me you stalked us on our date.”

“That was only because he was, objectively, a nasty-faced pus-butt bug-
eater, and I had to—"

“I know you paid him to take me out,” she interrupts. I gape like a
particularly mute fish. “It’s fine. I’m over it. That seems like so long ago.”

“You—" I swallow. “You aren’t super pissed?”

“Why would I be? It was one of the best nights of my life.”

“When did he—”

“The night we broke up. The morning after Avery’s party, when she—"

When she locked Wren and a drugged Kayla in a room. I don’t say that,
though, and it really doesn’t need to be said. Kayla shakes her hair out.

“It was when you and Wren went to kick Avery’s ass. Jack and I talked



about a lot of things. That was one of them. He came clean.”

“I never did. Shit, I never told you,” I say instantly. “And I’'m really
sorry—"

“Don’t be, idiot.” She kicks me under the table. “It’s over and it was a
long time ago, and anyway I’d forgive you for anything. Short of killing my
baby brother. And maybe I’d even forgive you for that, depending on how
much he’d spit up on me that week.”

Our spring rolls arrive, and I drown my gratitude in sprouts and poser
meat made out of innocent bean curds. Kayla talks about Massachusetts,
and all the places she’s going to visit with Wren. The East Coast will suit
her—she’s gorgeous and tan and tall, and a big city is all but required so the
maximum amount of peons will be able to bask in her splendor as she
blooms into the most beautiful woman in the world, and eventually, the
queen of Westeros.

“I don’t even like Game of Thrones,” she offers, and I realize I was
speaking my thoughts again. “Everyone is too white.”

The books have fewer white people, and she would know this if she
read more often.

“I’ve been reading War and Peace.”

Correction: she’d know this if she read better, not-dumb books more
often.

“Oh my God, you’re a snob. I’m best friends with a book snob.”

I flip my hair and order stir-fried rice. Kayla orders coconut curry.
Somewhere outside, a man yells “FUCK” and another man yells “STOP”
but we never see them and keep eating our appetizers gleefully. Life goes
on outside the restaurant without us. It is all very dramatic. Kayla picks at
her nails, a somber look replacing her faint exasperated joy.

“I’m going to miss you, snob.”

I reach across the table and put my hand over hers.

“I’ll always be with you,” I say. She smiles, and I continue. “As a pair
of disembodied eyes. Watching your buttocks with great admiration-slash-



envy-slash-protective maternal instinct.”

“Ew.”

“Wren won’t know what hit him when I materialize out of thin air on
your first get-it-on night and punch him in the mouth.”

Kayla glares.

“Softly. Sock him in the mouth softly,” I correct. “With my pinkie.”

Our dinner arrives and we eat like starved hyenas, which is an
improvement, because on the ladder of voracious eaters teenage girls are
just below great white sharks and above starved hyenas, which means we
are actually behaving ourselves. The waitress doesn’t seem to think so, and
she wrinkles her nose when she takes away our dishes, the rings of food left
behind like halos of glory. And indigestion. I duck into the bathroom for a
second to wash my face free of peanut sauce. And it’s then the memories
come flooding back with a particularly heinous vengeance. Jack leaned
against that counter. Jack touched that sink. Jack touched my face for the
first time while he stood where the counter and the wall met. Jack’s in every
tile of this bathroom, and I can’t escape it.

I don’t want to.

He might be missing, gone from my life like a ghost, but here? He’s still
here. I can envision his tall frame here. I can close my eyes and be in the
past again.

It’s just a dumb bathroom in a Thai restaurant. But to me, it’s so much
more.

I wash my face and stare in the mirror.

This is the last dinner Kayla and I will have together for a long time.
Four months, at least. I leave tomorrow. She leaves a week after. This is
where it all stops, and begins again. Nobody knows what will happen, but
I’m determined to keep her in my life. I won’t lose her.

Not like I lost Jack.

“Everything okay?” Kayla asks when I come back to the table.
“Diarrhea?”



“Oh, constantly. It’s my superpower. Semiautomatic shitting.”

Kayla’s quiet, which either meant she didn’t get my joke or she wasn’t
listening.

“You miss him, huh?” she asks quietly.

I know who she’s talking about. It’s hard not to guess when he’s a giant
pink elephant all but sitting on our faces. Spiritually. Spiritually sitting on
our faces. But I play dumb because that’s easier.

“Wren? Hell yeah, I miss him. I messaged that nerd on Facebook last
night and he never—”

“I meant Jack, dummy.”

I’m quiet. Kayla sighs and crosses her arms over her chest as she waits
for the check.

“It’s not fair. He just took off and left you.”

I laugh, the sound bitter. “It’s fine. There was nothing between us,
anyway.”

Kayla gives me another, sharper death stare. She’d learned from Avery
well. “Don’t bullshit me, okay? There’s an entire school that can attest to
your mutual attraction. Plus, I’'m your best friend. And I dated him for a
while. I know exactly how much you meant to each other.”

“Obviously not a lot.” T laugh again. “Since he left so quickly. Without
saying good-bye.”

Kayla’s silent, waiting for more. I smile.

“Living is really weird,” I say. “You never get used to it. But it happens
anyway. And sometimes you find things that make it a little more
comfortable, and you try to hold on to those things, and the tighter you
hold, the faster they slip away.”

I look out the window to the dusk-painted main street, gold streetlamps
just starting to bloom. I’ll miss this small town. It won’t miss me.

“I think Sophia knew that the best out of all of us. Maybe she was the
only one in the world who knew that. Maybe that’s why she just...let go.
Because the things she loved were leaving faster the tighter she held on.”



“Isis—”

I turn back to Kayla. “I’m okay, I promise. I’ve just been thinking about
her a lot. About what I could’ve done. Gran told me I couldn’t have done
anything. But I could’ve. I could’ve just...let go. I could have let Jack go,
and maybe Sophia would still be here.”

“That’s not true!” Kayla protests.

“Maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t. But the only thing I really know is in that
alternate world where I let Jack go, Sophia is more likely to still be alive.”

Kayla flinches. The waitress leaves the bill, but Kayla doesn’t even
notice. I motion at it.

“You gonna get that? We can splitzies.”

We split the bill evenly. On the drive home, with the sky as dark and
starless as cold ocean water, Kayla finally speaks.

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Isis.”

“No,” T agree. “You’re right. I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t do
anything at all.”

Kayla tries to break the dark ice that’s layered over our conversation,
and I try, too. The shadow of Sophia’s death haunts us. Me. It haunts me,
and it’s ruining this good-bye, and I can’t even stop it.

“Look, Kayla, I’'m sorry. I’m just...just really sorry. I don’t know when
I got like this, and I promised myself I wouldn’t—"

“But it’s easier said than done,” she interrupts. “I know. Wren’s been
like this, too. Don’t worry. It’s okay. I’ve had practice handling mopey.”

Her smile is a little drained.

When we pull into my driveway, we sit in the dark car, watching the
moths attack the porch light. They throw themselves at it, over and over
again, like they want to catch fire and burn.

“I’m lucky I met you.” I smile at Kayla. “And I’m triple lucky you have
a thing for insane weirdos. Pretty much won the friend lottery.”

“So did 1.” Kayla pouts. “Without you, I never would’ve realized Avery
was using me.”



“Jack helped.”

She nods, grinning wryly. “I guess. A little.”

“Do you remember the first time we met at Avery’s party? And he made
you cry?”

“Oh God, I was such a crybaby. I can’t even believe how dumb I was.
And that was just, like, ten months ago. I could’ve had a baby in that time.”

“A crybaby,” I insert.

“All babies are crybabies,” she counters. I take on a wise old man squint
and voice as I postulate.

“But are all crybabies...babies?”

Kayla courteously punches my arm, then sighs and leans back in her
seat.

“Jack was the first one to bring it up. He made me start questioning
everything—why I was hanging with Avery, did I really enjoy her company,
how much of my feelings were hidden behind the shopping and the gossip.
Without him, it would’ve taken me a lot longer.”

“Wouldn’t have killed him to put some damn sugar on it,” I grunt.
“Willy Wonka does it all the time, and he’s fine! Possibly homicidal, but
fine.”

Kayla laughs and shakes her head. “You know Jack. He doesn’t work
like that.”

I smile, the thing a little twisted but still whole. Kayla puts her hand on
my shoulder.

“You two are...the same. I didn’t notice it before, but Wren pointed it
out to me. He’s right. You two really are the same. So I think— I think even
if he’s gone now, he’ll be back. People like you—you don’t find very often.
He’ll be back.”

“And when he comes back, I will behead him,” I announce.

“You’ll greet him,” Kayla says sternly. “With a hug.”

“I will greet him with a hug. To his torso. Which will be missing a
head.”



Kayla slaps her palm to her face, and I hug her, laughing. Laughing
warm. Laughing true. Laughing for the first time in what feels like forever.

I’m not really losing my best friend.

We’re just going our own ways. We’re scattering ourselves to different
winds, but we’ll come together again. We are exploring a globe in different
directions. Like Columbus and Magellan, boldly going where no stinky
sixteenth-century European explorer and his crew of scurvy men have ever
gone before! Except one of them died of fever, and, like, mutiny, I think,
and the other was pretty much a racist bastard who enabled hundreds of
years of genocide, so in a fit of good judgment I decide to nix that metaphor
entirely.

“Thank God,” Kayla breathes. “Can you get out now?”



Chapter Five

3 YEARS, 45 WEEKS, 0 DAYS

’'VE COME TO THE VERY ORIGINAL and unique conclusion that
leaving home sucks ass. No one else has ever, in the history of humanity,
come to this conclusion. No one except me. I am special.

“Isis, we’re late!”

And late. I am very late.

Being late doesn’t deter me from being proper about farewells, though.
As Mom starts the car, I stand in the doorway and breathe in the musty air
of eighteen years’ worth of angst. I didn’t spend all eighteen years here, but
all the shit that happened in the last year and a half made it feel like that
long.

Good-bye, little room.

Good-bye, girl I used to be.

I hug Ms. Muffin close and pet Hellspawn one last time and leave.

Mom drives slowly and carefully. I sip ginger ale and watch the
highway flash by. Suddenly, a terrifying thought hits me upside the head
with its sweaty palm.

What the hell did I do with my teenage years?

I didn’t volunteer or play sports. I didn’t become a radical warrior
princess on my sixteenth birthday, complete with a talking cat and
magically appearing clothes. Hogwarts didn’t even send me a letter, and I
haven’t actually forgiven them for that. Wait until I go to London and find
Platform Nine-and-Three-Quarters and slip through to the other side and
unleash my rage. I’ll make Voldemort look like a sock puppet. And I’ll



make out with Draco. And I’ll train a bunch of house elves to fan me and
bring me grapes—

I stop when I realize I’'m writing mental Harry Potter fan fiction on my
way to college. Focus! I need at least seven whole focuses if I’'m going to
make a fabulous impression. Or any impression at all. I’d rather make a bad
impression than no impression.

As Mom pulls onto the exit, I sigh.

I didn’t even kiss a boy. For realsies, anyway. Not-drunk.

I did other things. I held hands and hugged. Nameless pretended real
hard to be nice using hugs and hand-holding. Once or twice he even hinted
he thought I was pretty. But it was an act, just to build me up before he tore
me down. And it was all before the big it. Little it. It’s not even worthy of a
prefix. It’s just “it.”

I have to leave that behind, too. There’s no room for that. Not if I want
to move on with my life. I’ve done my best to bury it, ignore it until it goes
away, and it’s sort of worked. I got far enough to sleep in a bed with Jack
without freaking out. So I’m getting better, and that’s real good to know.

It gives me a little bit of hope where there used to be none.

Jack helped me realize that I’'m not unlovable. I’'m not hopeless.

I’m not all ugly.

Or maybe I realized it on my own.

Either way, fighting with him helped me realize lots of stuff. I grew up
all kinds of ways.

A sharp pain radiates in my chest, but I brush that dirt off my shoulder
and watch Mom’s smile.

“There’s the sign, sweetie. Get the map out, will you?”

Onio State UNIvERSITY looms in white lettering on a big sign on the side
of the road. I pull out the brochure map and direct her onto the campus.
Trees and rosebushes bloom like crazy, the emerald-green lawn dappled
with buttery late-afternoon sun. The buildings are all old brickwork, ivy
sprawling across windows, and Roman columns. The dorms are shabbier,



but just as big. Hundreds of students are walking around, their parents
walking with them, or standing outside the car and hugging them one last
time, or helping them carry baggage into dorms.

Mom parks and gets out, and my stomach drops with excitement as I
fumble with the door handle. This is it. This is how my childhood ends. Not
with a bang, but with a silent scream.

I finger the cigarette burns on my wrist and make sure my sleeve is
covering them. I take it back. My childhood ended a long time ago.

Mom can’t really pick up my heavy suitcase or backpack, so I drag
them up the stairs and she follows. The room is tiny and whitewashed and
on the second floor, right next to the fire escape. There’s no carpet, just cold
tile, and the beds are so high up they seem made for, at the very least,
Hagrid. Two beds are tucked into opposite ends of the room, a window
glaring between them. Two desks are just beside the beds, with ass torture
implements of the highest caliber—wood chairs. Two closets wait to be
filled with shoes or condoms or failed exams or whatever else college kids
fill empty spaces with. Broken dreams, maybe.

My roommate has already claimed the left side, so I plop my stuff on
the right. Mom fusses around with the bedsheets she packed and makes my
bed. I watch her work, knowing I’ll miss the sight of her doing little things
like this. I inspect my roommate’s closet—a guitar, lots of army surplus
jackets and hiking boots. She’s littered her desk with silver jewelry—studs,
rings with skulls, necklaces with spiked orbs of death. Yep. We’ll get along
just fine.

Mom finishes the bed, and we walk downstairs and sit on the lawn,
soaking in the sun. Mom holds my hand, stroking it with her thumb.

“I’m sorry, Isis,” she tries.

“For what? Not birthing me a week or two earlier? I so wanted to be a
Gemini. None of this Cancer nonsense.”

Mom smiles wryly. “No, not that. For...I don’t know. I feel like I didn’t
do a very good job. But I suppose every parent feels like that.”



I squeeze her hand. “You did the best you knew how. We both did.”

She nods and squeezes back. “I’m just glad I could be with you for your
last year at home. Even if...even if it was difficult.”

I know what regret looks like now. I saw it in every line of Jack’s face at
the funeral. I’ll never forget what it looks like, even if the Zabadoobians
abduct me and bleach my brain. Mom wears it like a shawl, lightly but
drawing it taut. I throw my arms around her and bury my head in her
shoulder.

“It’s okay. I had fun. It was hard, but I had fun and I learned stuff, more
stuff than I ever learned in my life, so I’'m real happy I came to live with
you. Thanks for being the best mom ever.”

She puts one arm around me and into my hair and starts crying.

“I love you, Isis.”

“I love you, too!” I laugh, the tears springing up. “I’ll miss you.”

I’ll see her more than Kayla, but it still stings. I’'m about as good at
good-byes as Tarzan is at wearing clothes.

At least Leo’s in jail. She’ll be safe for a few years.

Mom insisted on giving me the old VW Beetle for college. She’d been
wanting to get a different car for a while, and this gave her the perfect
excuse. I see her to the Greyhound bus station and wave as it pulls out of
the lot. I watch her with a sinking heart that sort of dovetails into a swoop,
then lifts up as I drive back to the school again.

I’m alone.

Nobody knows me at Ohio State. I have to start all over. Hundreds of
freshmen stream past me on the sidewalks, trampling the green lawn and
my pure maiden heart as they look right through me. I’'m more faceless than
Emperor Palpatine before he took his hood off. A massive banner over the
huge glass-walled library reads WeLcoME BUCKEYES!

“More like welcome fuck-eyes,” a voice to my left groans. A girl with
seven earrings in one ear and a round, stocky face stands beside me. She’s
heavy and tall and powerful, her hair dyed bright pink and shaved on the



sides. Her combat boots and flannel shirt tell me everything I need to know.
Badass supreme. I simultaneously want to be her and fight her just to be
able to say she punched me. She blinks hazel eyes thick with eyeliner at me.

“Uh, what?” she says.

“Was 1 thinking out loud? I do that sometimes. The doctors say it’s
probably mild Tourette’s, but I say it’s a higher evolutionary process of
humanity. Someday the entire world will be like me and it will be rad.”

The girl’s pink eyebrows shoot up, and she laughs. It’s a full, rich laugh,
like stew instead of the giggly soup of most girls. She holds out her hand.

“Yvette. Yvette Monroe.”

I shake it. “Isis Blake. But my friends call me Crazy. Or Idiot.
Sometimes both at once.”

Yvette smirks. “That makes two of us.”

It’s then I recognize one of the fabulous skull earrings she’s wearing.
There’s another pair in my dorm.

“This is going to sound slightly stalkerish, but I can’t help but notice
you’ve decapitated Jack Skellington and put him on your ears.”

“What can I say?” Yvette shrugs. “I like bones.”

“So do I, actually, because our skeletons support a massive
interconnected muscular structure, and without them we would be blobs of
flesh. Also we wouldn’t have middle fingers to flip people off with. Are you
in room 14B?”

Yvette’s eyes widen. “Yeah, so you’re—"

“My roommate!” 1 screech. A passing guy winces and flips me off. I
loudly inform him he has his skeleton to thank for that. Yvette seems
pleased. She thumps her arm across my shoulders and I sink about two
inches into the soft dirt.

“You first,” she says, leading me back to our dorm.

“First for what? A three-legged footrace? Because I’ll have you know I
only have one really good leg, the other is kind of unshaved and unsexy—"

“First to spill your life story. Where are you from?”



“Uh, Ohio. Or I mean, no. Florida! Yeah, that’s the one. I grew up there,
then moved here senior year. What about you? Oooh, let me guess—hell.
You’re from hell.”

“I am definitely from hell. Hell, Kansas.”

“I like uncooked ramen noodles and driving like a maniac,” I continue.

“I hate everything except bacon and pickles. And I don’t drive.”

“One time in third grade I stuck candy up my nose to impress a boy.
Spoiler: he was not impressed.”

Yvette looks impressed, then sighs.

“I started smoking because it’s the first year of college and I already
know I’m going to drop out.”

And it’s her honesty that kills me. It’s the way she says it—all frank,
undramatic, modest honesty. Something I never had. Something I should’ve
had. Something that, if I had, would have saved someone’s life, maybe.

“My friend killed herself,” I say. Yvette looks over at me for a second, a
minute that stretches into what feels like an hour and I never want it to end,
because she’s seeing me instead of looking through me like everyone else in
this place. Yvette opens the door and we walk in, and she gestures to her
bed.

“This is my half. That’s your half.”

I nod, and she smiles, pink hair lit from behind by the sunlight.

“Let’s get some fucking food.”

Fact: college is great.

I know this primarily because they serve clam chowder next to pizza,
and gyoza next to burritos, and there is dessert every. Single. Night. If you
so choose. And I hella so choose. Sometimes. Sometimes I eat a salad like a
Grown-up™ because that’s what I am now, I guess.

My Hagrid bed is pretty shitty, comfort-wise, but the terrifying thought
of rolling off the five-foot drop at night keeps me securely in the middle and
under the covers always. Yvette snores, and blasts Metallica when she does



her homework, but otherwise we’ve been getting along fine. Better than
fine. She’s snarkier than me, sometimes, which is worthy of at least four
Nobel Prizes, and she’s smart. She isn’t Jack smart or anything, but she’s
not Jack dumb, either. She’s always hard and a little angry, but she laughs
louder and gets angrier faster than anyone I’ve ever known, except maybe
Kayla when I tell her she’s pretty.

But Yvette’s openness is a refreshing change from last year’s secrets and
passive-aggressiveness. She doesn’t bring up Sophia’s suicide, even though
I told her about it the first day. She’s not the type to pry, and I adore her for
it. She smokes on the fire escape sometimes, and sometimes I go up there
with her and try to smoke, but it usually ends with me puking, so we stop
that right quick.

I’ll tell her more about Sophia in my own time. Or maybe I won’t.
Maybe I’ll just keep it inside, like I kept Nameless. But I won’t let it fester
this time. I won’t let it hurt me. I won’t hold on to the hurt like a ball of
shattered glass ever again. Some shitbaby jerk taught me better than that.

My classes are great but sort of easy, in that weird, beginning-of-
semester way. I mean, four teachers assigned ten-page essays due next
week, but forty pages is a febreeze for me. I used to write twenty pages in
my radical-yet-whiny pubescent diary on the daily. The only thing that’s
really hard is focusing, because the classrooms are huge auditoriums, sort
of, which could easily be converted into gladiator rings if we moved the
teacher’s desk and got rid of the chairs, and really, the bland walls would
look so much better with swaths of blood across them and also the lights are
so bright, do they shine the lightbulbs? How do you shine a lightbulb so
high up? Can their janitor fly?

Next to me in our seats in the very back, Yvette informs me janitors
cannot fly. Vampires, however, can.

“Vampires are gross,” I determine.

“Have you even read Twilight?”

“I’ve read so many things that are not that.”



“It was the best. The vampires were the best. The make-outs were the
best.”

I shudder. Yvette, in her flaming skull T-shirt and ripped jeans, sighs
like a fancy princess dreaming of boys.

“Imagine having sex with a vampire.”

“Imagine going to church and praying to your lord and savior,” I offer a
counter-point.

She laughs and goes back to Tumblr on her laptop. The best part about
college, I've decided, is the professors don’t give a shit whether you pay
attention or not. Short of dropping an F-bomb super loud out of nowhere,
they ignore all the internet surfing and texting that goes on. We’re paying to
be here, not the other way around. It’1l be different when labs come around,
but right now it’s Shangri-la, and please do not talk to me about labs,
because the thought of me around combustible chemicals is so exhilarating
I have to fight to not pee myself constantly in anticipation. Long live
science. Long live explode-y things.

Mom calls every night, because that’s what moms do. That, and like,
sighing. But Mom’s always sighed a lot, because she’s sad mostly, but also
because having a borderline nutso daughter like me would be trying on any
mortal human’s soul. Except, like, Beyoncé, but we all know she isn’t
mortal at all and also she has Blue Ivy who I hate because it’s so unfair
because Beyoncé was supposed to be my mom.

“Beyoncé’s music is terrible,” Yvette offers as we walk to dinner.

“Ah yes,” I say. “Let me just mark that down on this neat little list I
keep titled The 25 Reasons Why You’ll Be Joining Me in the Eternally
Agonizing Lava Pit Portion of Beelzebub’s Kingdom.”

“You talk to yourself so much. Is it like, a birth defect?”

“It’s a side effect of the radioactive waste my mother bathed in while
pregnant with me, yes.”

Yvette opens her mouth to say something else, then closes it and turns
the color of a ketchup sandwich—white on the edges, red in the middle. I



follow her gaze to a group of girls, but before I can pinpoint which fly lady
has her attention, Yvette snaps out of it, clearing her throat and grabbing a
bowl for soup.

“Anyway,” she says with much difficulty. “There’s a music showcase
down at Weigel Hall. It’s mostly sweaty dudes dicking around with drums
and Alice in Chains covers. You should come and educate yourself on the
merits of true music.”

“Wait, whoa, are we just gonna ignore the fact that you—"

Yvette suddenly repurposes a decent amount of soup as floor cleaner.
“That I what?” she snaps.

“Uh, nothing. Never mind. Yeah, I’ll come. Is there a cover fee, or?”

She relaxes visibly. “It’s free. I’ll see you at seven, then?”

I answer with a mean air-guitar riff, and she smirks and leaves. I take
my pizza slice out onto the balcony, where the dying sun paints everything
in pale golds and silvers. The tree shadows grow long, tangling in the
shadows of passersby and untangling again.

And that’s when I see him.

I try hard not to see him. I really do. My brain gives a sputter, and I
forget how to swallow. My skin crawls, hot at first, then so terribly cold I
might as well be in Alaska. I start sweating, and my eyes dart around,
looking for all the exits off the terrace—the stairs, the back stairs, through
the cafeteria and out the door. I don’t even think about it, I just do it. I'm
reacting instead of thinking as I pick up my plate and dump it in a whirling
flash; two seconds is all it takes, two seconds and the terror has a complete
and total hold over me as I dash inside the cafeteria and watch him
approach through the window.

Curly, dark brown hair falls into his eyes. Steel-colored eyes, a blue so
dark you can’t see the light through them. The color of swords and the
ocean, both terrifying, both sharp; both can kill you. He killed a little part of
me. His eyebrows are thick and his mouth pleasant, and if you squint he
could be in a British boy band, maybe, possibly. The freckles on his nose



are still there, the freckles I’d written stupid poetry about. He’s taller than I
remember—taller than most of the boys here—and his biceps are huge; he’s
been lifting and it’d make any girl swoon, but it just makes me want to barf.
All T want to do is puke, right here, all over the potted plant I’'m hiding
behind. But above the panic-static that’s currently turning my brain to
mush, another part of me screams silently.

What! The! Fuck! Is Nameless! Doing! Here!

Here, of all places, here, of all goddamn colleges. It has to be a joke. He
has to be visiting a friend or something. He can’t be enrolled here, learning
here, sleeping within the same ten miles of me. He can’t be. He just can't. 1
came here to avoid him. I moved to an entirely different state to leave him
behind, and now he’s found me again. No, shit, there’s no way he’s here just
for me. It’s a coincidence. His shitty, threatening emails earlier in the year
were just last-gasp effort taunts, his way of—of—of what? Somewhere in
the back of my mind, my sessions with Dr. Mernich—the psychologist I
saw after Leo’s assault—stick with me, burning dark and hard. Triggered.
His way of triggering me. He wanted me to remember. And now he’s going
to get to see me remember. In person.

“H-Hey, are you okay?”

I look up. A girl with honey-colored hair and huge gray eyes behind
glasses blinks at me. She smells faintly of musky roses. My stellar powers
of observation alert me to the fact she has a chest even bigger than Kayla’s
and a thick, soft belly, but I barely register it through my haze of panic.

“I’m decidedly not okay,” I say, my voice thin and high.

“Yeah, you look like crap.” The girl covers her mouth, then whispers,
“Um, not in general. But right now you look sick, is all. Bad-sick. Not, um.
Rad-sick.”

Rad-sick. I can feel the literal stars beginning to gleam in my eyes as
history unfurls, and I discover the only person on the planet Earth who may
have beaten me, Isis Blake, in making stupid puns. And having fabulous
curves. And smelling like roses. But then I remember I’d been in the midst



of undergoing a mild panic attack.

“You are really cute and all,” I say quickly, “but I’'m currently facing
down the fact that my ex-boyfriend goes to this college, which is extreme
grossness. You probably don’t want to stick around for something that’s the
same level of gross as, like, a vat of Nickelodeon slime, so if you could just
leave so I can get back in the mood of being terrorized helplessly, I'd
appreciate it.”

Glasses Girl frowns and searches the crowd. “He terrorizes you? I’m so
not down with that, fry-slice. Which one is he?”

“Oh, he’s the one with the hellish, menacing aura barely concealed
beneath a mask of vague antisocial tendencies and abs, and he’s currently
walking into this very room and oh my God I have to go. To space.”

I dart out the back door just as Nameless pushes into the cafeteria. I
gulp twilight air and my steps are so big and frantic I almost trip. Glasses
Girl steadies me by grabbing my elbow.

“Hey, um, seriously, do you want me to take you to the infirmary?”

I consider her for a long moment. “You know, that would be lovely. But
first, I’'m going to puke on your shoes, so you probably won’t want to do
that, or even be remotely nice to me anymore.”

“Okay.”

I unceremoniously puke on her shoes. When I’'m not making attractive
hurling noises anymore, the girl laughs.

“I’m Diana. These are my roommate’s shoes. She’s a bitch.”

“Oh man.” I wipe my mouth. “I love messing up bitch-shoes. I’ve done
it so often. Mostly to this one stupid pretty boy. And now you. Not that
you’re a stupid pretty boy. Or maybe you are. Um.”

There’s a thoughtful pause. Diana looks thoroughly informed of her
own gender.

“I'm Isis.”

“Nice to meet you, Egyptian goddess of fertility.” Diana smiles.

“She was full of magical spells and almost always naked, which is cool



except for probably sand in her hoo-ha, but I’'m not actually into marrying
my own brother—side note: grody—and if I had Isis’s banging magic
powers—pun totally intended—I would be hexing dudes, not sexing them,
and I’d definitely not stay here for four years to figure out what I don’t
mind doing to make money until I die and oh God I need to lie down.”

So I do. On the sidewalk. Diana watches me with unmistakable morbid
curiosity.

“Your puke puddle is right by your head,” she points out helpfully.

I wrinkle my nose and scooch five feet sideways into the grass. And the
grass turns into a hill and I’m rolling and it smells like earth and new fresh
green sproutbabies, and when the world stops spinning and I stop moving
and Diana teeters down the hill asking if I’m okay, bringing that soft smell
of roses with her, I start laughing.

All the terror in my chest was spun out by the rolling fall. It broke the
hard, icy grip of Nameless. The smell of the sun-warmed ground and the
feel of grass tickling my butt reminds me it’ll pass. He’ll pass. He’ll die,
also, someday, and then I'll really be free, but it’s not the end of the world.
He’s here. I'm here. But we’re different people now. I’m stronger because
of everything that’s happened. Because of him, and the pain. But mostly
because of Sophia and Jack and Kayla and Wren.

I want to be happier. Happy like Sophia is now. Happy like I want Jack
to be now.

Even if they’re both gone. Even if they’re all gone.

Even if I’m all alone.

Diana watches me laugh, smiling, and sits beside me. It’s then I confirm
my suspicions—only a total weirdo would continue to hang out with
someone who puked on her shoes, then rolled down a hill like a sugar-high
hamster and laughed about it. Diana could be a serial killer. Or a genuinely
nice person. Both the sort of people who shouldn’t be hanging around yours
truly.

“You’re crying,” she says offhandedly, picking a dandelion and blowing



the fuzz away. I wipe my face.

“I’ve been doing it a lot lately. Because, you know. Crying is fun, if you
think about it like Splash Mountain for your eyes.”

Diana giggles. I stand up, brushing grass off my sculpted abs.

“Anyway, it’s been great, but I must go and contemplate the fact that I
might be losing my fucking marbles.”

Diana shrugs. “I think you’re just scared. It’s scary—college. We can do
anything. We can fail or flunk, or drink or smoke or have sex, and no one
cares. We’re not kids anymore. There’re no parents here. Whatever happens
in our future happens because of the choices we make now. That’s really
scary.”

I watch her face. She hugs her knees.

“And seeing exes you haven’t seen for a long time is scary, too.”

I lose all will to leave and flop down beside her. The last thing I want to
be right now is alone. We watch the sunset rip through the sky with fire and
velvet.

“Boys are weird,” Diana concludes sagely.

“I don’t know anything about boys except they make weird noises
sometimes,” I say.

“That’s called speaking.”

“Oh.”

Diana squints at me. “If he did something bad, I can punt him for you.”

“You usually go around offering to punt people?”

“I have four little brothers. It’d be a shame to let my talents go to
waste.”

It’s my turn to chuckle. Voices make me jump. I shoot a wary look up
the hill, but it’s just a crowd of loud, obnoxious girls shrieking as they pass.

“I really didn’t wanna live constantly looking over my shoulder again.”
I sigh. “It was shitty in Florida, and it’1l be shitty here.”

“I would say ignore him, but I guess that’s easier said than done, huh?”

I nod. Diana picks at a blade of grass. I’m about to say something deep



and profound and possibly life-changing when Yvette’s clear, strong voice
cuts between us. A guitar case is strapped to her back, pink hair matching
the sunset.

“Oyyyyy! You coming to the show or what, numb nuts?”

I stand, shakily. I shoot one last look back at the cafeteria. The choker of
thorns around my neck is gone now. He’s gone. I’m safe. Diana stands with
me, and I smile at her.

“On a scale of one to duh, how much do you like music?”



Chapter Six

3 YEARS, 47 WEEKS, 1 DAY

WEIGEL HALL IS A MASSIVE glass-and-brick contraption built by rich,
wrinkly alumni who wanted to see their name on something large and
impressive before they kicked the bucket. The music majors and People
Who Like Death Cab for Cutie Too Much™ hang around here 24-7, and
they’re the ones who put this whole thing on. It’s a “battle of the bands”
type of deal—handfuls of grungy college kids with aspiring indie bands
performing on a stage to a likewise college crowd. Alcohol isn’t allowed,
but people sneak it in in soda bottles and flasks, laughing and sloshing
about like waterlogged pirates. With trust funds. And essays due the next
day. Not that pirates wrote essays. But if they did, they would be about
singing parrots and knife-fights and fat booty of the not-woman kind, or
possibly simultaneously of the woman kind and the treasure kind, because,
well, pirates.

“Hold this for me. Take pictures of me on it. I want to see my own
awesome live show in Technicolor.” Yvette shoves a phone into my hand.
Diana, looking a little lost but sweetly excited, giggles.

“Are you in a band?” she asks. Yvette looks at her like she’s just seeing
her for the first time.

“U-Uh, yeah. Um. Major Rager.”

“It’s not that good of a party,” I correct. “There aren’t nearly enough
people getting naked.”

“Major Rager is the band name, dork.” Yvette nudges me. “I’m late—
we’re next. If someone had been answering her phone instead of making me



run around campus looking for her—”

“I told you! The government is listening to everything I say. I've
switched to smoke signals.” I pause. “Their texting plan is obscenely cheap.
And arson-y.”

Yvette rolls her eyes and wades through people, heading toward
backstage. Diana and I watch the current band shred the hearts of the crowd
as their lead guitarist rips out an ear-rending solo.

“She’s cute,” Diana shouts to me.

“Not as cute as me!” I shout back. “Wait, who are we talking about
again?”

“Your friend. Yvette’s her name?”

“Oh yeah. She’s my roommate. I sort of infect everything I touch like
that. She’s going to get even cuter as my spores take over her body and turn
her into my willing minion.”

Diana giggles. I pause.

“I’m not actually that evil.”

“I know,” she says. “Evil people don’t cry as much as you do.”

I didn’t used to cry so much, and I want to tell her that, but I realize the
story would be too long. You could fit it in, like, at least three books. So
instead I contemplate whether Diana meant Yvette’s cute in the general
adorable girl way or the hey baby, you’re 2 cute get in my bed way. The
sudden vastness of where I am hits me just as the enormous exhaustion of
an emotionally draining day decides to punch me. It’s a one-two combo,
and I mumble an excuse and stumble through the crowd, finding relief
outside, where people smoke and the music isn’t quite as shouty. I hug my
knees to my chin and watch the moon rise over the quieting campus. This is
my home now, but it doesn’t feel like home. When does it start to feel like
home?

“When you start feeling all right,” a voice cuts in. My ears know it
before my eyes do, and I suddenly regret coming out here, coming to this
school, and living in general.



Nameless smiles down at me, hands hooked casually in his jean
pockets. He is tall and wrapped in shadow, and my fingertips go numb. He
sits beside me, the paralysis creeping from him in static waves and flooding
me up to my eyes.

“But you’ll never feel all right here, will you? Not with me around.”
Nameless looks at me, straight in the eyes, and some deep part of me curls
in on myself, waiting for the inevitable hurt.

“Why?” I manage through tight lips.

Nameless shrugs, brushing hair from his eyes. “My aunt and uncle—
Wren’s parents—are here in Ohio. Dad felt better about sending me here
where there’s family. I wanted to go to UCSD, but, you know. You can’t
always have everything you want in life. And even if you do get it, you
might regret it. But you know that already, huh?”

He smiles at me, all teeth, and I start shaking, my legs and my arms and
my neck quivering uncontrollably.

“I was sorry to hear about your friend.” Nameless sighs. “He prodded at
my firewalls for the longest time. Annoying bug. What was his name?
John? Jake? Whatever, he’s gone now. He hasn’t poked me for months, and
your high school’s records showed he stopped going there toward the end.”

“How do you know that?” I swallow.

“How do you think?” He laughs. “When all you’ve got is a laptop and a
dad who doesn’t want you around, you learn to make your own fun.”

My nails bite into my palm. Through my panic I remember his dad, a
terrifyingly huge man who drank too much and worked on motorcycles.
When Nameless’s mom left him, his dad took it out on him. For the briefest
of seconds I feel pity—old pity—but it evaporates with his smirk.

“Must’ve sucked, finally finding a boy stupid enough to like you and
then having to watch him slip from your fingers.”

“What do you want?” I manage. He sighs.

“I want you to know the truth, Isis. About Jack. About what he did that
night.”



I didn’t think it was possible, but my stomach writhes even worse.
“That” night. He’s talking about that night in middle school—the one where
Sophia lost Tallie. The one Wren caught on tape.

“You—" I swallow hard. “You sent me that screenshot of Jack’s hand on
the baseball bat months ago.”

“Correct.”

“How did you get that?”

“Simple. I have a copy of the video. The whole thing.”

I can’t breathe anymore, tiny shallow inhales are all I can manage. “But

bad

“You might hate me,” he says. “You might think I’m the lowest of the
low, but I know you, Isis. I know how curious you are. If you want to see
the tape—and you do—you’ll come to me. You’ll have to, sooner or later.
And I look forward to that.”

Nameless laughs, and quickly, too quickly, pats my shoulder. My panic
tenses every muscle without my permission and, like it’s being pulled by
marionette strings, my knee juts out and hits him square in the side. He
makes a winded, coughing noise, and the genial mask he keeps up fractures
to shards, the smile turning cruel, the jovial light in his eyes twisting to
malicious offense.

“You little—”

His hands reach for me, and I’'m ducking, but neither of us gets to move
any farther because someone steps between us.

“That’s about enough of that.”

And I recognize this voice, too.

Dark jeans, a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Shoulders I know
—shoulders 1 slept against a long time ago. Tawny, gold-brown hair
sticking up in the back. It’s an illusion; it has to be.

“And who the fuck are you?” Nameless sneers.

“I’m hurt you don’t recognize me, Will. All that prying into our school
records, but no prying into my photos? That’s lazy of you. Lax. I’d almost



call it a mistake.”

I see Nameless’s eyes go wide, but he quickly adopts a neutral face, a
smirk tugging at his mouth as he stands up, his full height almost level with
the newcomer’s.

“We’re all here, then. Fabulous. The party can finally start.” Nameless
laughs. He looks at the newcomer, and then me, before turning and walking
down the well-lit sidewalk. Like a spell, the paralysis lifts when he’s out of
sight, and I gasp for air.

“Shit, shit, rancid shitmonkeys!” 1 stand and brush myself off, willing
the trembling to stop. It’ll take hours. And it’s not just Nameless that’s
causing it.

Jack Hunter turns to face me.

It feels like years, but it’s only been months. A few months. He looks so
much older—Ilines around his eyes that didn’t used to be there. His face
matured somehow, the sharp angles of pubescence rounded off in a
handsome, hawkish way. His eyes are the same frigid, clear blue, brows
drawn tight.

“Isis, [—”

I pull my fist back and punch him.

His head snaps to the side, and the people around us go even quieter.
Someone murmurs “fight,” but no one moves. Except Jack. He slowly turns
his head to me, a red welt blossoming on his Legolas-high cheekbones. I
expect rage to ice over his eyes, but it never does.

“Isis,” he repeats, softer now.

“Who the fuck do you 