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Trigger Warning

This book broaches topics that may be triggering to some readers. It mentions 
drug use, suicide, and death. Please read with caution and note that free, con-
2dential, 4/7U mental health support for S.v. teens and adults is a1ailable at 
8-099-569-*4*/.



Our identity is defined again and again, by the paths we choose each day.



Prologue

March 11, 1997

Life is so unfair. 

I can’t help but think this as I watch Esther backmip od the beag anS stick the 
lanSiny. 

,he arches her back anS lifts her hanSs skAwarSv a triugphant sgile on her face. 
I siyh anS look Sown at gA own thiyh. - gassiTev plug“coloreS bruise is alreaSA 
blooginy throuyh gA faSeS naTA leotarS “a souTenir frog gA last attegpt at 
that sage goTe. !he fabric of gA suit is so thin it’s practicallA a seconS skinv 
worn out frog three Aears of beiny washeS in the sink because I’g afraiS the 
SrAer will ”nallA shreS it. 

C!hat was perfectMz Hoach jenSoWa saAsv approachiny the beag. xis weath“
ereS features girror Esther’s Pubilance as he claps a larye hanS on her shoulSer. 
C-bsolute perfection kiSSov keep it up.z 

C!hanksv I willvz she aigs that sguy sgirk of hers at hig anS tucks a loose stranS 
of her straw“coloreS hair behinS her ear.

I cross gA argsv feeliny sick to gA stogach. 

CUaA to yov EstherMz the yirl neJt to ge shouts while a few of the other yirls in 
gA yAgnastics class follow suitv clappiny anS whoopiny in Esther’s behalf.
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RkaAv now I seriouslA want to puke.

CLet’s take ”fteen. qehASratev cool Sownv stretchv etceteravz Hoach jenSoWa 
saAs. CxeAv Daren'z 

-t the sounS of gA nagev I ylance up. 

CHoge herevz he beckons ge to his siSe. 

jA stogach tiyhteniny with nerTesv I So as tolS. Uhile I heaS his waAv Esther 
ylances at ge. Rur eAes geet anS she aTerts her yaWev FuicklA turniny her atten“
tion to one of her frienSs. CLucAvz she calls as she Sarts awaAv Crace Aou to the 
benchMz

I lift gA chinv SetergineS not to let Little jiss Oerfect gake ge feel worse than 
I alreaSA So. 

5o I care if Esther qeags can’t eTen stanS to look at ge' Kope. xer snobberA 
is her issuev not gine. 

C-lriyhtv Daren. I appreciate Aour fortituSevz Hoach saAsv Cbut Aou neeS to 
aSgit when Aou’re hurt.z 

CUhat'z 

xe points to the bruise on gA thiyh. 

I shruy. CIt’s ”ne.z 

Hoach jenSoWa narrows his eAes. CIt’s Sanyerous for an athlete not to aSgit 
when sheYs inPureS. xow ganA tiges haTe I tolS Aou that'z 

C-t least ”Te billionv because that’s how ganA tiges I’Te fallen od the beag this 
weekvz I gutter. CI’g useS to bruises. I barelA feel theg.z

!hatYs no eJayyerationv I Son’t feel theg. Uhat hurts gore than a bruise is 
failurev anS the sick feeliny that coges with seeiny Aourself fall so far behinS 
Aour teaggates.  
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Hoach rests his hanSs on his hips anS shakes his heaSv yiTiny ge a pointeS look. 
CGou’re too harS on Aourself. qegegberv we yaTe Aou that scholarship for a 
reason.z xis thick gop of curlA black hair Postliny with eTerA shake of his heaSv 
he continuesv CGou’re a natural. 7ut to hone Aour abilitiesv Aou’Te yot to listen 
to what I tell Aou. -lriyht'z 

I noS. 

CUhen Aou’re hurtv aSgit it.z xe yiTes ge another lony lookv which I return. 
CKowv I’g yoiny to ask Aou ayain. -re Aou hurt'z 

CI’g ”ne. If I wasn’tv I’S tell Aou. I progise.z

xis eJpression softeninyv he noSs. C-lriyhtv Daren.z

I turn on gA heelv reaSA to heaS to gA water bottle.

CxolS upv one gore thinyvz Hoach saAs.

4ust aheaSv the other yirls are huSSleS in a yiyyliny gass arounS the benches 
where we keep our water bottles anS towels. !heA’re probablA talkiny about 
Titanic or sinyiny the Hercules sounStrack ayain.

!o be honestv I’g ylaS Hoach has one gore thiny to tell gev eTen if it’s to fuss 
at ge. I’S rather spenS gA water break listeniny to his criticisg than waste it 
listeniny to the Sugb conTersations of gA teaggates. GesterSaAv Suriny our 
water breakv the yirls spent the entire ”fteen ginutes sinyiny thege sonys frog 
5isneA goTies. If there’s Daraoke in hellv I’g sure it’S be eJactlA like those ”fteen 
ginutes. 

Hoach noSs to the beag. CUhA So Aou think Esther Soes so well up there'z 

C7ecause she’s been takiny yAgnastics since she was two.z

CIt’s gore than thatvz he speaks slowlAv as if he’s choosiny his worSs with care. 
CIt has to So with her awareness. Esther paAs attention to her surrounSinys. Gou 
Son’t.z

CGes I SoMz
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Hoach’s eAebrows yo up anS I realiWe I’Te saiS this louSer than intenSeS. 

8lanciny Sownv I aToiS his eAes as I eJplain gAselfv CjA gog anS gA little sister 
are 5eaf. I’Te been interpretiny for theg gA whole lifev anS theA’re constantlA 
askiny ge what’s yoiny on. ,ov I’gv likev always hAper aware of what’s yoiny on 
arounS ge. jA gog Pokes ... useS to Poke that awareness is gA superpower.z

CI know about Aour situationv Daren anS that’s not what I gean.z Hoach siyhs. 
CGou’re focuseSv no Soubt about it. 7ut gA point is Aou’re too focuseS on 
what’s yoiny on in here.z xe taps his foreheaS. CGou neeS to take a gogent 
anS paA attention to where Aou are in tige anS space.z 

I frown at hig in confusion.

Hoach chuckles anS runs his palg oTer his facev CRkaA. !o put it sigplAv be 
aware of where Aou are on the beagv so Aou Son’t fall od.z 

jA face wargs as I recall the awful gogent of falliny. qiyht after yraTitA pulleS 
ge Sown frog a split Pugpv there was this yut“Sroppiny sliTer of a seconS when 
I realiWeS gA left foot haSn’t lanSeS on the beag. jA thiyh scrappiny the beagv 
I hit the gat anS hearS an auSible yasp frog the yirls in gA class. !hat was one 
of the gost egbarrassiny gogents I’Te haS in yAgnastics. 

Hoach’s Sark eAebrows yo upv anS Sitchiny his sgilev he speaks FuicklA. CETen 
sov I think Aou’re Soiny yreat for onlA takiny yAgnastics two Aears.z

C!hree.z 

C!hree Aears is still nothiny cogpareS to the eJperience the other yirls haTe. 
Uhat Aou neeS to So is focus on Aour awareness. ,top rushiny into eTerAthiny. 
,low Sown anS paA attention to where Aou are.z

I noS. Hoach giyht be riyht. I do rush into gA goTes. ItYs like I’g afraiS to Pust 
take a beat anS stanS still. 

C,o toSaAv I want Aou to staA after class anS work on Aour split Pugp with that 
in ginS. !henv togorrow we’ll work on Aour backmip. -lriyht'z 

CGesv sir.z 
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Hoach yiTes gA shoulSer a brief patv anS I can’t help but notice that it isn’t the 
warg waA he clappeS a hanS on Esther’s shoulSer after her perfect routine. I 
stime a siyh. 

C!hat’s allv kiSSo.z xe starts to his o9cev but turns back to gev calliny oTer his 
shoulServ C8et one of the yirls to staA anS spot Aou. I can’t staA after practice 
toSaA.z 

CRh. RkaAvz I replAv gA stogach sinkiny. 

I ylance back at the thirteen yirls cogprisiny gA class. !heA’re still loiteriny near 
the benchesv water bottles in hanSv talkiny anS lauyhiny. Uhich one of theg is 
yoiny to want to staA after class anS spot the weirS scholarship“kiS who falls od 
the beag eTerA ”Te seconSs' 

I heaS to thegv gA stogach continuiny to sink as I scan their facesv searchiny 
for one that has a hint of cogpassion. jA yaWe stops on Esther qeagsv anS at 
the siyht of herv gA hope faSes eTen gore.

If Estherv the leaSer of this rich“yirl packv won’t eTen acknowleSye gA eJistencev 
then none of her ginions will. ,he stanSs at the TerA center of the crowSv 
her heaS helS hiyh while our classgates assuge their roles as her sAcophantic 
frienSsv surrounSiny her like laSies in waitiny.

It’s Sisyustiny“ the waA kiSs with goneA are worshippeS. I geanv sure Esther’s 
the best yAgnast in our classv but that’s because she has the money to train with 
as ganA coaches as she wants for as lony as she wants. If I haS her goneAv I’S be 
the best too.

Kow that I’g close enouyh to hear gore than yiyyliny anS inSecipherable 
hiyh“pitcheS noisesv I tune into what the yirls are saAiny. 

C;anS SiS Aou see the waA her leotarS’s all worn in the butt' It’s so yrossvz a 
yirl nageS xeather whispersv her yreen eAes sparkliny as she speaks in between 
titters of lauyhter.
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CI swear to 8oSvz another yirlv LucAv saAs in a staye whisperv CDaren wears the 
sage leotarS to eTerA practice. Look at itM !hat weSyie“gachine is the sage one 
she wore AesterSaA.z

-s gA nage leaTes LucA’s lipsv wargth mooSs gA face anS neck.

CUhat are we eTen talkiny about' Uho’s Daren'z Esther asks while her frienSs 
lauyh. 

jorti”eSv I yrab a water bottle frog the nearbA ice chest anS turn awaA frog the 
yiyyliny. -pparentlAv theA still haTen’t noticeS that I’g within earshotv because 
now theA’re not eTen botheriny to whisper as sogeone tells Esther who I ag. 

jA breath becoges a ball that’s stuck in the back of gA throat. Borciny gAself 
to calg Sownv I take a swiy of water anS turn to the girrors lininy the wall at 
gA left. 

jatthew’s 8Agnastics useS to be a Sance stuSio before the ownerv a forger 
yAgnast nageS Earl jatthewsv conTerteS it into a yAgnastics traininy center. 
jr. jatthews keeps saAiny he’s yoiny to regoTe the regaininy girrorsv but 
he has Aet to So so. I’g ylaS theA’re still lininy the walls becausev as LucA so 
eloFuentlA pointeS outv Sue to outyrowiny all three of gA leotarSsv there’s 
alwaAs sogethiny on gA person that neeSs to be reaSPusteS.

qiyht now for eJagplev I do look like I’g weariny a weSyie“gachine. I ”J gA 
leotarS anS gA yaWe returns to Esther anS her frienSs. !wo of the yirls are 
aryuiny about what goTie theAYre all yoiny to watch toniyht.

BinallAv Esther stops the aryugent bA saAinyv 0Ue’ll Pust watch both goTiesv0 
with near reyal SecisiTeness. 0-nS IYg yettiny take“out frog RliTe 8arSen 
ayain. !heir breaSsticks are literallA gA life;z 

-n unsettliny hollowness forginy in the pit of gA stogachv I turn awaA frog 
their conTersationv leaTe the benchesv anS start for the boAs’ siSe of the moor.   

It’s not that it hurts ge to be left out. It’s that I like to gaster thinys. -nS 
obTiouslAv when it coges to gasteriny social challenyesv I suck.
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ETerA kiS at jatthew’s 8Agnastics has scoreS an inTitation to one of Esther’s 
fagous goTie niyhts. ETen the boAs yet inTiteS. ,he hosts theg a couple of tiges 
each gonthv anS I’Te hearS theA’re awesoge because her house is basicallA a 
gansion. !heA saA her parents are alwaAs out of town too. 

Rf course I can onlA yo bA what I’Te hearSv because IYg the one kiS here whoYs 
neTer been inTiteS. -nS eTen if I werev it’s not like gA SaS woulS let ge yo. 
ETen thouyh he’s harSlA eTer hoge to care what gA little sister anS I are up 
tov when he is arounSv he’s craWA oTerprotectiTe about lettiny us hany out with 
other people. 

7ut itYs ”ne. I’g useS to beiny on gA own. Esther’s refusal to acknowleSye ge 
isn’t a biy Seal.

I paS across the moor anS reachiny out gA hanSv let it yraWe one of the hiyh bar’s 
poles as I pass it. 

-ctuallAv I yuess I do kinS of feel left out. It’s not that I Son’t unSerstanS 
whA I SonYt gake a bleep on Esther’s raSar. I yet it. I’g here on a scholarshipv 
gA leotarSs are too sgall anS faSeSv anS there’s the sgall fact that these kiSs 
think gA fagilA is weirS. ,ov I unSerstanS that I’g not the happA“yo“luckAv 
goneA“falliny“out“of“her“ears 7arbie Soll clone Esther woulS inTite into her 
circle. 7ut unSerstanSiny whA I’g shunneS Soesn’t stop it frog hurtiny.  

I paS past the rinys anS enter the boAs’ territorAv trAiny to iynore the stiny of 
SePection that’s creepiny into gA gooS. 

!he boAs’ half of the moor is sigilar to oursv but it sounSs Siderent2 it’s guch 
louSer Sue to the agount of talkinyv lauyhinyv anS yoo”ny od.  Nnlike our 
coachv the boA’s instructorv Hoach Oetersonv is laJ about lettiny the other yuAs 
talk anS hany out when he’s focuseS on workiny with Pust a couple of theg. 
-nS Sespite Hoach Oeterson’s laiS back attituSev the yuAs So reallA well at 
geets“especiallA Kathaniel Holbert. 

 xe’s the 0Esther0 of the boAs’ teagv but without the snobberA.  
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Uhile Hoach Oeterson patientlA works with two boAs on the poggel horsev I 
scan the surrounSiny yAgnasts for Kathaniel anS spot hig at the tub of chalk. 
-t the siyht of higv relief washes oTer ge. I start towarSs higv gA ebbiny gooS 
alreaSA beyinniny to igproTe. 

!here’s not a chance anA of the yirls in gA class will be williny to staA late anS 
spot gev but I bet Kathaniel will. xe’s the nicest heariny person I’Te eTer get.

Uhen I ”rst starteS coginy to jatthew’s 8Agnasticsv Kathaniel huny out 
with ge on breaksv anS on the ganA niyhts 5aS woulS foryet to pick ge upv 
Kathaniel was Fuick to oder ge a riSe hoge.  

I sgooth Sown gA hair anS yiTe gA leotarS a Fuick tuy at the butt. 

!o be honestv his kinSness took ge bA surprise. I’Te yone to school with 
Kathaniel since elegentarA schoolv but we’S neTer saiS guch to each other. 
7esiSes thatv with his Sark hairv perpetual tanv anS SreagA haWel eAesv he’s craWA 
hot. ,ov I assugeS thatv like gost of the wealthAv yooS“lookiny boAs at Oeake 
xiyhv he’S be a Perk. 

I coulSn’t haTe been gore wrony. 

!akiny a Seep breathv I hope gA too“tiyht leotarS will staA put for at least the 
neJt ”Te ginutes anS return gA attention to Kathaniel. xis Sark brown hair 
is alreaSA yrowiny out of the Haesar“stAle haircut he yot a few weeks ayo. It’s 
yrowiny algost as fast as he is. !hese SaAs it seegs like he yets taller anS gore 
guscular eTerA tige I look at hig.     

- serious look on his facev he Susts his hanSs with waA too guch chalk anS 
acciSentlA yets a ton of it in his hair.  

I can’t help but sgile. 

xe looks upv spots gev anS his eAes liyht up.

CGou haTe chalk in Aour hairvz I point out.

xe leans forwarS anS shakes out his hairv but this Soes nothiny.
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I lauyh. CI’ll yet it.z 

xe yrins anS stoops so I Son’t haTe to stanS on gA tiptoes.

4ust last Aear we were algost the sage heiyht. Kowv a gere three gonths laterv 
he’s shot up to siJ feet. LiyhtlA bitiny the insiSe of gA cheekv I lean towarSs hig 
anS trA to iynore the mutter that runs throuyh gA chest. 

C,ov the town Tiyilante struck ayain. 5iS Aou hear the latest storA'z I ask as I run 
gA ”nyers throuyh his soft brown hairv Sustiny awaA the chalk. CI hearS it on the 
raSio on the waA here. !heA’re calliny itv J!he Nnseen -STentures Hontinue’.z 

CKahv I gisseS that one. Uhat happeneS'z he asks.

-nS then there’s that“the Seeper Toice that cage with the heiyht. 

C8ot it. Gou’re chalk free.z

C!hanks.z Kathaniel stanSsv straiyhteniny to his full heiyht as he crosses his 
args. C,ov who SiS Nnseen saTe this tige'z

C!his tigevz I saAv Csoge yuA who lost custoSA of his kiS brouyht a yun to 
Oeake ,katiny qinkv where she was haTiny her birthSaA partA. ,o there were all 
these kiSs there when he busts in waTiny a yun arounSv saAiny he’s yoiny to take 
his Sauyhter with hig. !hen out of nowhere he yets puncheS in the face bA 
Jsogethiny that seegeS to be inTisible’v eTen thouyh soge witnesses claig theA 
saw a mash of a ”yure with ylowiny eAes. !henv soge reporter askeS the ,herrif 
if this proTeS that Nnseen’s realv anS of course the ,herrif refuseS to coggent.z

Kathaniel siyhs. CUhen are theA Pust yoiny to aSgit the SuSe’s real'z 

CI knowvz I replA. 7ut gA thouyhts Srift to a brief conTersation I haS with gA 
SaS a few gonths back. 

jog anS !essa 4r.v gA little sisterv were both still asleepv so our house was 
unusuallA Fuiet as gA father anS I sat at the table eatiny breakfast. I was reaSiny 
the newspaper while he franticallA PotteS soge forgula or whateTer into one of 
the notebooks he’s alwaAs carrAiny arounS with hig. jeanwhilev I cage across 
an article about Nnseen rescuiny a fagilA frog a burniny builSiny. I was so 
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igpresseS I starteS reaSiny it out louS. 7ut three sentences inv 5aS shut ge up 
withv CKo. ,top. StopMz 

Uhen I askeS hig whAv he shook his heaS anS saiSv C7ecause it’s igplausible 
nonsense.z

,ov I ”yure that if gA fatherv a hiyh school science teacher with a Oh5 in bioloyAv 
calls the iSea of Nnseen Cigplausible nonsensevz then it’s certainlA unSerstanS“
able for the police to also Fuestion the eJistence of our town’s supposeSlA 
supernatural Tiyilante.

CjA SaS Soesn’t think Nnseen’s realvz I saAv ylanciny at Kathanielv CanS he’s the 
sgartest person I know. I geanv we are talkiny about an inTisible superhero. 
!he whole iSea’s prettA out there.z 

CGeah.z Kathaniel shruys. C7ut when Aou hear the sage kinSs of stories frog 
tons of Siderent eAewitnessesv Aou haTe to aSgit there’s yot to be something to 
what eTerAone’s saAiny.z 

CI knowvz I ayreev CI’g Pust saAiny I can unSerstanS how the iSea of an inTisible 
yuA runniny arounS saTiny people’s liTes is a little harS to belieTe.z  

- streag of lauyhter erupts on the other siSe of the yAg anS I ylance that waA.

Estherv still at the center of the circle that the yirls in gA class haTe forgeSv 
appears to be telliny soge hilarious storA. 

C!hen ayainv sogetiges I think Nnseen anS I haTe a lot in coggonvz I gutter. 

CUhat So Aou gean'z 

CUe’re both inTisible.z I look at gA feet. ,oge of Kathaniel’s chalk has fallen on 
theg. 

CGou’re not inTisiblev Darenz Kathaniel saAs.

I ylance up anS he’s lookiny at ge with those intense haWel eAes of his. - streak 
of nerTes Wip throuyh gev so I aToiS his eAes anS let gA yaWe wanSer to Hoach 
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Oeterson while he points to the base of the poggel horsev eJplaininy sogethiny 
to one of the boAs he’s workiny with. 

CGeahv I ag.z I frown. Cxerev no one notices gev eJcept to gake fun of ge. 
-t school the onlA people who know I’g aliTe are Aou anS 4ulia. !henv there’s 
hogev where gA gog...z 

I yulpv gA thouyhts shiftiny to the catatonic look in jog’s eAes when I tolS 
her yooSbAe this gorniny. ,he SiSn’t eTen acknowleSye ge. It was like I wasn’t 
there. -nS if she’s still lAiny in beS when I yet hogev this will be the seTenth SaA 
in a row that she hasn’t yotten out of beS. 

 COeople at school do notice Aou. -nS Aour gogv uhv she’s not herself. ,he’sv 
ugvz Kathaniel staggers.

CHraWA'z I suyyest. 

C!hat’s not what I was yoiny to saA. ,he’s not craWA.z

CGeahv wellv whateTer.z I clear gA throat. C-nAwaAv I SiSn’t coge oTer here to 
talk about her. I wanteS tov uhv ask Aouv ugv Hoach jenSoWa wants ge to staA 
late anS work on gA split Pugps. 7ut he has to leaTe riyht after practicev so I was 
wonSeriny if Aouv likev gaAbev coulS“z

CGeahv I’ll help Aouvz Kathaniel interruptsv yrinniny.

I return his sgilev gA cheeks warginy. C!hanks. -nS I’S ask gA SaS to pick ge 
upv but latelA he’s been“z 

C,urev I’ll take Aou hoge too.z Kathaniel’s perfect sgile wiSens.

I lauyh anS run gA palgsv which are beyinniny to sweatv across the front of gA 
leotarS. - suSSen silence falliny between usv Kathaniel shifts on his feet anS I 
rack gA ginS for sogethiny to saA. 

Hoach Oeterson bails us out bA shoutinyv CKathanielv Aou’re upv buS.z !he olSer 
gan points to the rinys where all of the other boAs are heaSeS anS I breathe a 
siyh of relief. 
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-s guch as I like talkiny to Kathanielv sogetiges I feel like I’g Srowniny in a 
pool of gA own awkwarSness.

C8otta yovz Kathaniel saAsv touchiny gA elbow. 

jA skin tinyles where he’s toucheS gev anS barelA able to ”nS gA Toicev I noS. 
-s he turns to leaTev I force gA yaWe awaAv refusiny to let it wanSer after hig. 

Uhat woulS be the point' Ue’re friendsv anS frienSs Son’t stare at other frienSs’ 
butts when theA’re walkiny awaA.

C8irlsv break is oTer. Hoge on backMz Hoach jenSoWa shouts. 

I heaS in the Sirection of gA classgate’s yiyylesv yrit gA teethv anS prepare for 
inTisibilitA.

CIf I’S known Aou were yoiny to work ge so harSv I woulSn’t haTe askeS Aou to 
help gevz I saAv rubbiny gA calTes. 

I’g onlA half“Pokinyv Kathaniel actuallA SiS kinS of yet ge to perfect gA split 
Pugpv which I will be eternallA yrateful for. 

Cjgg ...z he repliesv SistracteS as he turns onto gA street anS SriTes towarSs 
gA house.

CUhA are  Aou so Fuiet  toniyht'z  I  ask.  NsuallAv  I’g the Fuiet  one anS 
Kathaniel’s the talker. 7ut he’s been oSSlA silent Suriny our riSe hoge. 

CUhen Aou were on the beagv I was thinkiny how we haTe the opposite prob“
legvz Kathaniel saAs as he pulls into gA SriTewaA.

I ylance at gA house. Kot onlA is 5aS’s station wayon nowhere to be seenv but 
our front Soor is aPar. 
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5aggit. I roll gA eAesv annoAeS. 5aS probablA cage hoge anS then left ayain 
in such a hurrA he foryot to close the front Soor behinS hig. !Apical.

5aS Soes thinys like this waA too often. xe Sisappears for hours on enSv saAiny 
he’s workiny an CinTentionvz geanwhilev leaTiny ge to babAsit gA little sister 
anS gA gentallA ill gother all on gA own. 

Oushiny gA thouyhts asiSev I return gA attention to Kathanielv CUhat So Aou 
gean we haTe opposite problegs'z I ask.

CUhen Aou’re up therev Aou’revz Kathaniel frownsv searchiny for his worSs. 
CGou’re fearless. Gou Pust yo for it. 7ut a lot of tiges Aour forg is all wrony.z

C,ov I’g a braTe iSiot.z I sgile. C!hanks.z 

CKov Aour forg’s not always wronyvz he FuicklA saAs. C,ogetiges it neeSs workv 
but that’s no biy Seal. I’g Pust saAiny Aou’re not afraiSv anS I’g not like that. 
jA forg’s yooSv but there are these gogents when I’g up there anS;z xis 
Toice trails od.

C-nS what'z

C8Agnastics is eTerAthiny to gev Aou know'z Kathaniel’s tone lowersv turniny 
gore serious. C-nS I Son’tv likev alwaAs ”t inv uhv at school.z

I haTe to frown at that one. UhA Soes Kathaniel think he Soesn’t ”t in at school' 
xe’s yoryeousv so the yirls aSore hig. xe’s a star yAgnast with the kinS of builS 
Aou see in the payes of a superhero cogic bookv so the yuAs want to be hig. 
!hese two factors eFual to hig haTiny tons of frienSs. 

I keep gA gouth shutv SeciSiny to hear hig out insteaS of pointiny anA of this 
out. 

COeople Pust feel sorrA for gevz he slowlA continues. C7ut when it coges to 
yAgnasticsv I’g yooS. ,o yooS that when people see ge up therev theA foryet 
to feel sorrA for ge. !heA ”nallA see me insteaS of this kiS whose 5aS useS to 
senS hig to school with a busteS lip eTerA other week.z 
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Kathaniel’s yaWe Sarts Sown to the steeriny wheelv his features pusheS forwarS 
into a sort of pinchv like he’s been hurt. !hat look senSs an ache to gA stogach 
anS I wish to 8oS I knew how to soothe his hurt. 7ut I’g the worst at cog“
fortiny peoplev all I know how to So is listen.

CGeah'z I FuietlA saA. 

CGeahvz he saAsv his eAes still on the steeriny wheel. C7ut sogetigesv when I’g 
up therev especiallA when I’g on the hiyh barv sogetiges I can’t foryet who I 
reallA ag anS I yetv likev froWen.z

CBroWen'z 

CGeah.z xe noSs. CI yet this helpless feelinyv Pust like when I was a kiS. It’s like 
this oTerwhelginy colSness that chokes gev anS I can’t ”nish the routine. I 
literallA freeWe up.z

I stare at higv processiny this. 

Birst of allv I can’t belieTe he’s neTer tolS ge this. -nS seconSlAv I’Te neTer 
witnesseS this happen to Kathaniel. xis routines are alwaAs muiS anS yraceful. 
xe gakes eTerAthiny look easA.

CIt onlA happens on the hiyh bar. I yuess I neeS Aour fearlessness.z xe oders ge 
a weak sgile anS runs a hanS throuyh his hairv gessiny it up eTen gore than it 
alreaSA is. !hisv howeTerv Soes nothiny to Setract frog his looks.

In factv the gessA hair sogehow gakes hig seJier. Uith his leather Packetv 
SisheTeleS hairv anS sleepA haWel eAesv he’s yoryeous. I coulS spenS the rest of 
toniyht sittiny here anS Pust stariny at hig. !hen ayainv it’s probablA callous 
of ge to let gAself fantasiWe about Kathaniel while he’s trAiny to bare his soul 
about a serious probleg.

I shift in gA seat anS attegpt to resituate gA thouyhts.

CKahv Aou Son’t want to be like ge.z Uithout thinkinyv I point to one of his 
biceps. C-nS thanks to these yuAsv when Aou’re FuietlA freakiny out on the hiyh 
barv no one eTen notices.z 
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Kathaniel ylances at his upper arg anS then at ge. CUhat So Aou gean'z

COeople are too SistracteS bA Aour boSA to notice the look on Aour face.z

xis eAebrows yo up anS he turns the color of a stop siyn. 

I crinye. C!hat sounSeS Siderent in gA heaS.z

Kathaniel breaks into a sgile. C-ll this tigev I thouyht Aou SiSn’t eTen notice 
the yun show.z ,till yrinninyv he meJes his guscles. 

I waTe hig od. CI SiSn’t gean it like that. I Pust geant ...z I pausev trAiny to 
”yure out how to not sounS like a leeriny freak.  

CGou geantv J8eeW Louisev Kathanielv Aou’rev likev so hotv’z he saAs in a terriblev 
hiyh“pitcheS igitation of gA Toice. 

I yiTe hig a shoTe. CKoM !hat’s so not what I geantM Gou know nothiny I saA 
coges out riyht. I’g a Sagn HR5-.z 

xe narrows his eAes at ge. C- what'z

C- HR5-v HhilS of 5eaf -Sults. !hat geans Enylish isn’t gA ”rst lanyuaye.z 

CGeahv I’g yoiny to call 7.,. on thatvz Kathaniel snorts anSv lookiny a little too 
pleaseS with higselfv narrows his eAes. C4ust because one of Aour parents is 5eaf 
Soesn’t gean Aou haTe no yrasp of Enylish.z 

CKot onev both.z I punch hig in the arg.

xe lauyhsv CI took Aour 5aS’s 7ioloyA class last Aear anS we haS spoken conTer“
sations eTerA SaA. Gour SaS’s not 5eaf.z  

C!echnicallA he is because he can barelA hear without his heariny aiSsv anS 
gore igportantlA he’s a huye supporter of 5eaf culture.z I thrust a ”nyer in 
Kathaniel’s face. C,ov Aou Son’t know what Aou’re talkiny about. Rhv anS when 
I was a babAv I siyneS in -,L before I learneS how to talk. ,o Enylish is not gA 
”rst lanyuaye. xaMz 
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Kathaniel arches an eAebrow at ge. C-nS all of that has what to So with Aou 
calliny ge hot'z 

jA face is burninyv but I plaA it cool bA rolliny gA eAes anS openiny the 
passenyer Soor as if I coulSn’t care less. CI SiSn’t call Aou hot.z 

CGou inferreS it.z 

CGou wish. Rr gaAbe Aou Son’tv because then 4ulia woulS kill us both.z I 
PokinylA replA as I sliSe out of his 4eep. CxeAv uhv seriouslA thouyhv thanks for the 
riSe anS eTerAthiny.z I ylance back at Kathaniel anS his yrin has SisappeareS. 

- serious look returniny to his eAesv he noSs. CGeahv no probleg. I’ll see Aou 
togorrow.z

xis serious tone anS eJpression stop ge colSv anS I realiWe what I’Te saiS wrony. 
Julia. I shoulSn’t haTe gentioneS her.

Uhen Aour two best frienSs SeciSe to yo out with each other anS then SeciSe 
to break upv apparentlAv it’s baS forg for the frienS who is cauyht in the giSSle 
to gention theg to each other.

,iyhinyv I start towarSs gA house anS Kathaniel pulls awaAv his tires crunchiny 
the bits of yraTel in our SriTewaA. 

I approach our openeS front Soorv where I’g yreeteS bA sounS of gA little 
sister’s increSiblA louS crAiny. 

C8eeW Louisev whA’S 5aS leaTe her here with Pust jog hoge'z I gutterv gA 
irritation with gAself shiftiny into irritation with gA absent“ginSeS father. 
xe’s oTerprotectiTe anS Aet constantlA foryettiny that we eJist. It’S be nice if 
he’S pull it toyether at least eTerA once in a while. 

jA little sister’s cries becoge screags.

I Sash into the housev gA yaWe yoiny to a reS stain on the carpet near our front 
Soor. It looks like blooS. jA heart racinyv I run in the Sirection of gA little 
sister’s screags.



Chapter 1- Karen

March 18, 1997

The rstw odsm ya ydy wugphw ye wd tle““ out Dfeu.”I b seyeynes whe oua the 
peiw“a pgcmem ya leixc“ uim e'l“uciem whuw Dfeu.I thdg“m u“ouat ne oscwwei 
ocwh u xulcwu“ f nexugte cw,t ui cyldswuiw odsm meriet dgs xg“wgseM uim dgs 
eiwcse cmeiwcwa” 

vdy oeiw di wd e'l“uci whuw e’ei whdgph bSy heuscipM b,y necip suctem na wod 
feu. luseiwt” Nhe tucm whuw yeuitM xg“wgsu““aM bSy feu.” 

RdoM whct .uyc“cus odsm ct ohuw b twgyn“e d’es ut Fe’eseim vc““es tuatM DLds 
yuia aeustM Tettu ka“et out ui uxwc’e yeynes d. hes xdyygicwaM dgwtldPei“a 
rphwcip .ds whe scphwt d. whe feu. hese ci whe wdoi d. AeuPeM uim uxsdtt whe eiwcse 
twuwe d. …“unuyuWI 

b wuPe u meel nseuwhM cihu“cip whe euswha txeiw d. whe psu’eausm,t .seth“a ydoi 
“uoi” 

… psu’eausm” je,se uxwgu““a ci u psu’eausm”

b twdl tcpicip uim p“uixe uw fum”

b,’e ie’es teei hct thdg“mest td hgixhemM ds hct ydgwh uim -uo td wcphw” FdgimU
em thdg“mest tuppcip wdousmt whe psdgimM he oeust whe thdxPem uim eyncwwesem 
e'lsettcdi d. tdyedie ohd,t -gtw “dtw e’esawhcip”
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Thuw wsuxPt” vdy out hct e’esawhcip” 

Ngmmei“aM whe yui twuimcip nehcim hcyM u feu. pga vdy gtem wd ne .sceimt 
ocwhM thc.wt di hct .eew uim .sdoit” The zuth d. yd’eyeiw auiPt ye dgw d. ya 
heum uim seycimt ye whuw b,y tglldtem wd ne ciweslsewcip”

Niullcip nuxP wd whe lseteiwM b tcpi "gcxP“aM tgyyuscHcip ohuw Fe’eseim 
vc““es ct tuacipM Kbi whe muatM oeePtM uim ydiwht wd xdyeM oe oc““ ieem wd 
xdy.dsw whdte ohd dgs ne“d’em Tettu “e.w nehcim” Bes wod mugphwestM ?usei 
uim Tettu OgicdsWK

va heusw xditwscxwt ut u “gyl .dsyt ci ya whsduw” 1gw b Peel tcpicip” Ldxgtem di 
wgsicip euxh d. whe Fe’eseim,t whdgphwt ciwd …Nk lhsutetM b thd’e ya .ee“cipt 
utcme uim ldoes whsdgph”  

Kbi sexeiw aeustM wdousmt whe eim d. Tettu,t “c.eM the outi,w heste“.” 1gw oe 
seyeynes whe seu“ Tettu ka“etM mdi,w oeM .sceimtY Bes PcimiettM hes ciwe““cpeixeM 
hes me’dwcdi wd hes xhc“mseiWK

Ldsxcip yate“. idw wd .ee“M b .dxgt di tcpicip” jhei whuw cti,w eidgphM b .dxgt 
di u nseeHe whuw msc.wt whsdgph whe xeyewesa” bw xusscet whe txeiw d. cixdycip suci 
uim peiw“a “c.wt whe hey d. ya ieo n“uxP msettU u tcyl“e thdswUt“ee’em ld“aetwes 
whcip .sdy Ngles ju“yusw,t KsemgxemUlscxeK suxP” va “cww“e tctwesM TettuM oeust 
ui cmeiwcxu“ msettM ngw wod tcHet tyu““es”  

vdy odg“m,’e ie’es yume gt oeus ju“yusw tu“et suxP msettet wd u .giesu“” Nhe 
odg“m,’e yume tgse oe hum tdyewhcip lsewwa wd oeus” fsettet .sdy die d. whe 
icxes twdset ci whe yu““”

b p“uixe uw ya “cww“e tctwes uim yeew hes nscphw n“ge eaet” …t lsewwa ut xui neM Tettu 
“ddPt nuxP uw yeM n“ciPcip "gcxP“a ohc“e the .d““dot ya e’esa tcpi” fetlcwe whe 
ciwe““cpeixe ci hes eaetM hes ydgwh huipt dlei uim u ldd“ d. msdd“ xd““exwt ci 
whe scphw xdsies d. hes “clt”

vdy,t idw hese wd “ddP dgw .ds hes” …im ut ygxh ut fum “d’et gtM he xui,w huim“e 
Tettu” Be xui nuse“a wuPe xuse d. hcyte“.”  
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TuPcip u meel nseuwhM b tcpiM D2'xgte ye .ds u texdimMI wd whe ugmceixe uim 
ummsett TettuM tcpicipM K!dg ieem wd ocle adgs ydgwhMK ci …Nk” 

Nhe sewgsit ya puHeM hes e'lsettcdi n“uiP” 

3eeH kdgcte” fdet ya tctwes e’ei gimestwuim ohuw,t hulleicip scphw idoY b 
Pido whuw the Pidot vdy,t pdie” ….wes u““M the out whe die ohd .dgim vdy,t 
ndma” 1gw mdet the e’ei gimestwuim whuw whct ct dgs ydwhes,t .giesu“Y

b .sdoi ci ya “cww“e tctwes,t mcsexwcdi uim seleuw ya dsmes ydse thusl“aM Kjcle 
adgs ydgwh:K

Tettu wc“wt hes heum uim n“ciPt nuxP uw ye”

ThuiP.g““aM die d. vdy uim fumSt .sceimtM u thdsw feu. “uma iuyem OgmaM 
ohdSt twuimcip scphw nehcim TettuM wdgxhet TettuSt thdg“mes uim he“lt hes ocle 
hes ydgwh”  

b tcph uim lcxP gl ohese b “e.w d4 ci ciweslsewcip” 1gw b wsa idw wd lua wdd ygxh 
uwweiwcdi wd ohuw b,y tcpicip” kctweicip wdd x“dte“a oc““ wscppes giouiwem eydU
wcdit” NdM b lua -gtw eidgph uwweiwcdi wd xdiwcige ciweslsewcip uim mctxseew“a 
twgma whe xsdom d. n“uxPUx“um ydgsiest” These use a ton d. ledl“e hese” The 
xsdom ct yume gl d. dgs iecphndstM ux"guciwuixet .sdy xhgsxhM fumSt .e““do 
weuxhest .sdy txhdd“M uim wd ya tgslscteM u “dw d. ya x“uttyuwet” 1gw mctlestem 
uydip whe .uyc“cus .uxet use ledl“e b mdiSw sexdpicHe” 

Lds e'uyl“eM -gtw nehcim vt” Ruixa 3seeicxhM ya txhdd“ pgcmuixe xdgite“dsM 
ct ui gi.uyc“cus xdgl“e” The yui uim odyui ndwh oeus e'leitc’eU“ddPcip musP 
tgcwt uim tgip“uttet” Thea twuim ocwh whecs usyt .d“mem uim ’upgeM e'lsettcdi“ett 
.uxet”

vd’eyeiw .sdy ya “cww“e tctwes xuwxhet ya eae” Nhe “euit d’esM lcxPcip hes 
suppema nsdoi mcusa gl .sdy whe psutt” …w whe tcphw d. hes wuwwesem d“m idweU
nddPM cw wuPet e’esawhcip b hu’e idw wd sd““ ya eaet”

Tettu nscipt whuw muyi mcusa ocwh hes e’esaohese” Nhe gtet cw wd sexdsm whe 
oecsmetw whcipt” kutw oeePM the twusem uw ye .ds u td“cm r.weei ycigwet uim whei 
utPemM DBdo ygxh mdet adgs heum oecphYI ne.dse -dwwcip ya uitoes mdoi” 
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kuwes whuw muaM b “ddPem uw ohuw the,m oscwwei uim .dgim whe etwcyuwem oecphw 
d. ya heum netcme u ldds“a msuoi tPewxh d. ya heum telusuwem .sdy ya ndma” 

RdoM b ouwxh hes dlei whe odsi nddP uim psun u lei .sdy whe ldxPew d. hes 
msett” jcwh whctM the “ddPt uw yeM usxhet die d. hes n“dime eaensdotM uim tcpitM 
D!dg tumYI 

… wocipe d. luci esglwcip ci ya twdyuxhM b tcpiM D2'xgte yeMI wd whe ugmceixeM 
“ddP uw ya “cww“e tctwesM uim osetw“e ocwh ohuw b,y tglldtem wd tua”

…y b tumY Te““cip whe wsgwh odg“m yeui we““cip ya “cww“e tctwes b,y idw tum” b,y 
uipsa ocwh dgs meum ydwhes .ds “dtcip hes ycim uim “eu’cip gt u““ u“die ocwh u 
.uwhes ohd xui,w wuPe xuse d. gt”

b .dsxe u tyc“e uim tcpiM D!et” b,y tum”I 

Nhe idmt uim .es’eiw“a -dwt whct mdoi ci hes mcusa”

… .eo ledl“e “ddP uw hes”

b tcph”

va 3dmM dgs .uyc“a ct oecsm” …im ido whuw vdySt pdieM oeS’e nexdye e’ei 
oecsmes” 

….wes whe tesydiM whe wocipe d. rse ci ya twdyuxh ct odste” bw .ee“t “cPe bS’e 
tou““doem u huim.g“ d. “cw yuwxhet whuw use t“do“a xhusscip ya citcmet”

b wcphwei ya pscl di TettuSt huimM dgs lu“yt toeuwa upucitw euxh dwhes” b Peel 
ya xhci mdoiM oeu’cip whsdgph whe psu’eausm xsdom “cPe bSy iu’cpuwcip u 
yciere“m” b mdiSw ouiw wd tee whe lcwa ci whecs eaet

Tettu auiPt ya usyM ieus“a mct“dxuwcip ya thdg“mes ut the gwwest u thuslM pgwU
wgsu“ psgiw uim whei ldciwt wd Ruwhuice“”
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Be,t u .eo .eew uouaM u heum wu““es whui whe setw d. whe ydgsiestM hct musP tgcw 
yuPcip hcy “ddP d“mesU “cPe u yui citweum d. whe nda b pseo gl ocwh” BeSt 
tgssdgimem na hct xseo6 1sumM FauiM uim vusP” The e“cwe pgusm d. hcph txhdd“ 
-esPt”

The rse ci ya pgw zuset” jha use whea e’ei heseY Thea mdiSw xuse undgw ya 
ydy” Td wheyM whct ct -gtw u Tgetmua uoua .sdy x“uttM u xhuixe wd oeus u wce uim 
uxw td“eyi ohc“e whea oucw .ds whe u.wesUluswa”

Tettu sclt hes huim uoua .sdy ycie uim xhuspet wdousm whey”

DTettuM id:I b hcttM seuxhcip .ds hes” 1gw ya tctwes ct “cPe u nuw dgw d. he““M 
muswcip whsdgph whe n“uxPUx“um ndmcet ocwh Hesd sepusm .ds tdxcu“ psuxe” b wsa wd 
.d““doM ngw bSy ciwesxelwem na tdye Beuscip “uma ohd tye““t “cPe twu“e “c“cet uim 
lellesyciw” Nhe psunt ya .uxeM l“uiwt u oew Pctt di ya xheePM uim ohctlest hdo 
tdssa the ct”

b ygwwes u KwhuiP adgK whsdgph pscwwem weewhM ya eaet “dxPem di ya tctwes” Nhe,t 
twdllem scphw nehcim Ruwhuice“M .suiwcxu““a zcllcip hes mcusa dlei wd u .seth 
lupeM hes lei ldctem “cPe u oeuldi”

…t b pew x“dtesM whe ndatS ’dcxet msc.w d’es whe muyl psutt”

DWb whdgphw feu. ledl“e oese tglldtem wd ne "gcewMI Faui msuo“tM hct ’dcxe 
mscllcip ocwh whuw .uPeUciwe““exwgu“ wdie he gtet ohei heSt necip u lscxP” D1gw 
mgmeM wheaSse so “dgm” The psgiwcip ct giseu“”I

D…im mcm adg heus whuw die feu. pga .uswYI 1sum ticxPest” Dfgme tdgimem “cPe 
u yuxhcie pgi” 2cphw texdimtM td“cm” b whdgphw whe xutPew out pdiiu ’cnsuwe”I

b .seeHe” va n“ddm pdet .sdy ndc“cip wd cxeUxd“m” TheaSse “ugphcip” …w ya 
ydwhesSt .giesu“”

DNhgw glM 1sumMI Ruwhuice“ tuatM ngw hct ’dcxe “uxPt whe lgixh b ouiw” Dje u““ 
Pido whuw out adg .uswcip”I
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The ndat “ugph “dgmes” b twuim wheseM wseyn“cip” b mdiSw Pido c. b ouiw wd Pctt 
Ruwhuice“ .ds me.eimcip gt ds lgixh hcy .ds twuimcip whese ocwh whdte cmcdwt 
ci whe rstw l“uxe”

Tettu mdeti,w oucw .ds ui ci’cwuwcdi” Nhe nuspet ciwd whecs xcsx“eM tcpicip uw 
Ruwhuice“ ocwh ’cd“eiwM thusl yd’eyeiwt6 DTu““Y !dgY Tu““Y !dgYI 

Eh 3dm” b weite”

Djhdu: kddP ohd cw ct”I Faui “ugpht” Be seuxhet mdoi uim wult TettuSt usyU 
tdyewhcip adg never md wd hesU uim tleuPt ci u luwsdicHcipM t“doUydwcdi msuo“6 
DBeaM LdsUsetw 3gyl” jhuw” !dg” 3dw” TheseYI

Tettu -gtw n“ciPtM hes n“ge eaet ocme uim xdi.gtem”

DNheSt feu.M adg ydsdiMI b txseuyM Kthe xui,w heus adg:K

The ndat -gyl” b thd’e lutw Ruwhuice“M ya thdg“mes hcwwcip hct xhetwM uim psun 
TettuSt osctw” Nhe rphwt yeM idw gimestwuimcip whuw bSy lg““cip hes dgw d. whe 
“cie d. rse” Nhe,t twsdip .ds hes tcHeM ngw b,y twsdipesM uim b msup hes uoua”

D?useiM oucw:I Ruwhuice“ xu““tM sgiicip u.wes ye”

Tettu nseuPt .see uim sgit nuxP wd hcyM “ddlcip hes usy whsdgph hct” Nhe neuyt 
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Chapter 2- Tessa

Karen is not nice. I hate Karen.

Karen has an ugly ring and I took it. 

I didn't want it. But I saw Momma give Karen that silver ring, and I feel jealous. 
Momma never gave me a ring.  

I always get nothing. Karen always gets everything. 

Karen goes to gymnastics, but I never get to go to gymnastics. Not fair.

Karen always goes with Nathaniel to do fun things. I never get to go do fun 
things with Nathaniel. Not fair!

This morning, after breakfast, I went to Karen’s room and took the ring. That's 
fair. Ha!

Now, Momma's funeral is pnished. I'm home, sitting near our front door, 
watching AeoAle come into our house. They're bringing …owers and food. It's a 
lot of AeoAle. 

Too many AeoAle. zll of the AeoAle make me feelPstrange. They make my head 
feel diUUy. 
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zn old man and his wife come into the house and smile at me. They're carrying 
food covered in foil.

The foil looks like Momma’s curtains. Two weeks before the day I found 
Momma covered in blood, Momma said to me, ”Re need to Aut foil over our 
windows, because foil will Arotect us from I.T.I.0.V Then, I watched her run 
around house, her eyes big, covering our windows in foil. 

Momma was smart and beautifulP and she hated me.

I don't understand why. I'm Aretty. I'm goodP sometimes. But she hated me. 
Hit me. z lot. It made me sad. 

Now, our front door oAens, and I sit uA straighter, staring at the door, my heart 
beating fast. I hoAe it's Nathaniel at the door.

No. It's not.

It's our neighbor, zllie S’Courke. zllie is ugly. 0he has red hair. I hate her red 
hair. It's not Aretty like my hair. zllie had a fat white cat. But not anymore. 

z few months ago, I found zllie's cat and lit a match and threw the match on 
the cat. The pre was 0S beautiful. I OS?3 pre! But zllie's cat did not like the 
pre. 

Now, the cat is dead. But that's okay. Yats are not imAortant. They can die and 
it's pne.

Now, our front door oAens again.

I sit uA straighter, watching the door, and hoAingP NathanielF

-es! It's Nathaniel! 

He is 0S LC3TT-. His eyes are brown, and his hair is brown. zlso, Nathaniel's 
face is 0S L3CG3YT. He looks like my favorite old1time actor, Yary "rant. I 
love Yary "rant. But I love Nathaniel more.
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Now, I stand uA and run to Nathaniel with the ring I took from Karen. I give 
the ring to Nathaniel. His eyes get very big. He tries to back away from me. 0illy 
boy! I laugh at him and hug him. He makes the hug end. 0o, I grab his hand and 
sign, x-ou need to keeA this ring. That means we're married!x 

If I marry Nathaniel, we will be like Yary "rant and "race Kelly in To Catch a 
Thief. Re will be romantic and we will kiss and kiss zN@ KI00!!!

I try to eAAlain this to Nathaniel when Karen walks uA and interruAts me. 0he 
is frowning. Karen is always frowning. 0he takes the ring and makes Nathaniel 
go away. 

I slaA her. 0he fusses at me. 

I slaA her again.

0he grabs my hands and says, x0toA bothering Nathaniel! Rhat the hell is wrong 
with youF!x

Karen thinks I'm stuAid. That's why she always yells at me. I hate Karen. 



Chapter 3- 

Nathaniel

“Little Tessa has quite the crush on you, doesn’t she?” Ms. Davidson, Karen’s 
nosey next door neighbor, declares. She laughs and turns to the lady standing 
beside her, another neighbor who’s serving garlic bread. “She was trying to ask 
him to marry her. Stole her older sister’s ring to do it! Isn’t that adorable?”

I want to say, ‘No, that’s not adorable. That’s creepy.’ But I smile and glance at 
the lasagna Ms. Davidson is supposed to be serving. 

“Now I know you want a slice of my four-cheese lasagna, don’t you dear?” she 
Ynally asks, her laughter dying down. 

“Hes, please.” 

“Lord, have mercy, listen to that voice!” Ms. Davidson sinks a large serving fork 
into the lasagna and cuts a hearty slice before plopping it on my plate. “It’s 
gotten so deep! Aow old are you now?”

My cheeks warm. “Sixteen.”

“My word. Time Oies,” she replies with a shake of her head. “Fre you still in 
gymnastics with Karen?”
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“Hes, ma’am.”

“Karen says you’re good,” Ms. Davidson loudly continues. “She’s always talking 
about you. Says you’re the best on the boys’ team. Is that what it’s called? F 
team?” 

“Technically, we’re divided into levels. But we also compete as a team.” I glance 
at the long line behind me. 

Rne of Karen’s neighbors, a curvy ginger named Fllie, is giving me and Ms. 
Davidson the evil eye. “jell,” I say, “I’ll see you later, Ms. Davidson.”

“Hou know,” Ms. Davidson says, placing her hands on her hips and tilting her 
head. “I saw your mother at the graveside service, but I didn’t get a chance to 
speak to her. Aow is she?” 

I blink back at her. It’s like she doesn’t realiCe we’re holding up the line. “She’s 
Yne. But she got a headache after the funeral, that’s why she’s not here.” I inch 
away from the table. “I’ll tell her you said hello.”

“Hou do that. It looks like she Ynally put on some weight, thank heavens. She’s 
such a pretty little thing, but then Mexican women usually are.” Ms. Davidson 
points her serving fork at me, Pabbing the air with it as she says, “Be proud of 
your heritage, Nathaniel. Rr should I say, Nathanĩel? Is that how you say it in 
Mexican?”

“My mom’s not Mexican. She’s from Nicaragua.” Uontinuing to back away 
from her, I force a smile. “Fnd I never learned Spanish.”

“Hou don’t? Hou should. That’s your heritage, boy. Lord, have mercy! Next time 
I see your momma, I’m going to tell her she needs to teach you Mexican, and 
that’s all there is to it.” 

Ms. Davidson laughs and I continue to grin like an idiot because what else 
am I supposed to do? Tell an old lady she’s being racist? “See you later, Ms. 
Davidson.” I oJer her a nod and duck out of the Lyles’ kitchen as quickly as 
possible.
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I make my way through Karen’s house and head for the porch. If I know Karen, 
she’s either alone on the porch or alone in her room. She’s a big fan of solitude. 

The back door that leads to the porch is open, but the screen door is closed. I 
ease it open and there she is. Aer back to me, Karen sits with her legs dangling 
oJ the edge of the porch.

She turns around and her brown eyes light up, but she doesn’t smile as she says, 
“Aey.” 

“Aey.” I step outside and take a deep breath. The rain’s Ynally let up and the air 
smells great, like fresh wet grass. “Uan I sit with you?”

“Heah, always.” 

I make myself comfortable beside her and she glances at my food, her eyebrows 
going up, “I bet Uoach Eeterson didn’t see that lasagna on your plate.” 

I grin. “I need this. Not to knock my mom’s cooking, but a guy can only eat so 
much beans and rice.” Karen smiles and I notice that she doesn’t have a plate of 
her own. “jant me to grab a plate for you?”  

She shakes her head. “I’m good. Fnd I need to apologiCe to you for my sister and 
the ring thing earlier.”  

“It’s no big deal.” I take a bite of my lasagna.

“I still don’t get why she wanted you to keep my ring,” Karen says.

“I think she was trying to ask me to marry her,” I chuckle. “I’m not going to lie, 
Tessa had this 6look in her eyes, and it was a little scary.” I glance at Karen to 
make sure I haven’t oJended her.

She’s super protective of Tessa and I get why. I would be too. In fact, I am. 
It’s Pust that sometimes Tessa really does scare the hell out of me. She’ll get this 
glassy-eyed look, start staring at me without blinking, and before I know it, she’s 
trying to hug me 6or bite me. 
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In the distance, an owl hoots while I assess Karen’s reaction. Aer shoulders 
are hunched, which is unusual for her normally straight-as-a-rod posture. But 
nothing like oJense crosses her features as she looks straight ahead, sort of 
blindly staring into the backyard. 

“Futism works in mysterious ways.” Karen speaks softly, and without any 
warning whatsoever, swipes a slice of garlic bread from my plate. 

I grin. I thought I had good reOexes until I met Karen. She’s always sort of 
reminded me of a mosquito7 tall, skinny, and stealthy until she attacks. Rf 
course, mosquitoes don’t have big brown eyes, long brown hair that always 
smells good, or soft skin that’s been bronCed by the sun.

She brings the bread to her mouth, and instead of eating it, looks at it and 
mumbles, “Aonestly, I don’t understand why anyone in my family does what 
they do.”

I swallow my food and watch her carefully. Aer voice, like her posture, is way 
weaker than usual. 

jhen we Yrst started hanging out, her deYnite tone of voice really struck me. 
5verything she said was laced with a reassuring conYdence that made me want 
to slip my hand in hers and never let go, but at the moment that conYdence of 
hers isn’t making an appearance.  

She tears her garlic bread into tiny pieces, eating them one miniscule bite at a 
time. Aer dark eyes devoid of warmth, she stares into the cornYeld beyond her 
family’s backyard.

I set my plate in her lap, and she turns to me in surprise. “jhat are you doing?”

“Hou can have the rest, I’m not hungry,” I say, hoping my stomach won’t give 
me away by growling. jith that, I turn my attention to the lightning bugs that 
are beginning to gather in the distance and realiCe that I probably have cheese 
all over my mouth. I run the back of my hand across my mouth and wipe my 
Yngers on the edge of the porch.

“That’s okay,” Karen says, her voice small, “you can have it.” 
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“Did you even eat anything today?” 

She shrugs and her long bangs fall over her eyes. They’ve been annoying her for 
a while. She says they’re at an awkward stage because she’s trying to grow them 
out. But I like the way she’s constantly Oicking them out of her eyes. Sometimes 
I have to stop myself from reaching out and brushing them away. 

Karen pushes them out of her face and says, “My stomach is still weird. So, here.” 
She sets what’s left of her garlic bread on the plate and, giving me a wobbly 
half-smile, returns it to my knee. 

“Still?” I ask. “My mom said if the pain lasts more three days, you should see a 
doctor.”

She frowns. “Hou told your Mom?” 

“She’s a nurse and you were in pain. So, yeah I asked a nurse what she thought 
you ought to do.”  

“jell, I’m Yne. I’ll Pust wait it out.”

I glance down, Karen’s words ringing in my ears. My breathing labored and my 
heart racing, I try, unsuccessfully, to get a grip. jhat Karen’s said shouldn’t a 
big deal. She’s only being her usual stubborn self. But my brain is like a former 
war-Cone, one wrong turn, initiated by a speciYc phrase or word, and a landmine 
of anxiety erupts. Fnd when that happens, I can’t help but remember Mom 
saying, ‘I’m fine. I’ll just wait it out…’

I was eight when she said it and I know I was eight because I’d had a huge 
Batman-themed birthday party the day before. The cost of the party was most 
likely why she and my dad were arguing. Rf course I can’t be a hundred percent 
positive about that' I was at gymnastics when the Yght erupted. But after prac-
tice, when Mom didn’t show to pick me up, I got sick to my stomach and I had 
a feeling Dad was the reason she wasn’t there.

Uoach Eeterson had been waiting with me, and when he oJered to drive me 
home, I could tell he knew too, though he didn’t say anything. je pulled into 
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my driveway where Dad’s truck was noticeably missing, and Uoach insisted on 
walking me in.  

Rur back door was half-opened and a trail of blood greeted us. It started from 
the bottom of the stairs where one of Mom’s slippers lay upside down and 
continued on to the upstairs guest bathroom. je found Mom standing over 
the sink, tending to her broken nose, busted lip, and black eye. Fnd she was 
shaking. Bad. But no matter what Uoach Eeterson said, she wouldn’t go to Eeake 
9eneral. She kept saying she’d be Yne, that she’d wait it out. 

I cringe at the memory, my mouth going dry and the Lyle’s backyard disappear-
ing around me.

Ft the time, I didn’t understand Mom0s reaction. Now, in retrospect, I get it. 
Mom was in shock and when you’re in shock, you don’t see things as they 
are. Instead, you become one-track-minded about some tiny thing that doesn’t 
matter. So, having been a nurse at Eeake 9eneral for over six years, Mom was 
focused on not allowing herself to be taken to work. No matter how beat-up 
she was, she didn’t want her friends and colleagues in the 5W to see her so 
‘weakened’. 

That, I can relate to. There are few things worse than showing up to school the 
day after a complete pummeling. Rf course, not everyone knows why your face 
is a mess, and most people believe you when you lie and blame it on gymnastics 
practice. But your friends know the truth and when they give you those pitying 
sideways glances, it makes you feel 6I don’t know. I guess defeated is the word.  

Fnother owl hoot sounds in the distance and I try to focus on the plate of food 
I’ve been staring into. Wobotically lifting my fork, I shove some salad into my 
mouth. My pulse slows and reality settles into place around me.

“Hou should go to the doctor,” I say, gaCing into the cornYeld, “and if your dad 
can’t take you, I will.”

“9eeC Louise.” Karen snorts. “Thanks, Mom.”

“I Pust care about you.” 
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“I know.” She folds her arms across her stomach and mumbles, “jhich actually 
proves that you’re nothing like my mom. To be like her, you’d have to forget 
who I am and then kill yourself. So, thank 9od you’re nothing like her.”

Aelplessness washing over me, I scratch the back of my head.

I have no idea what to say or do to make her feel better. I’ve never lost anyone 
close to me. Dad getting hauled oJ to Pail was diJerent. That hurt, sure. But it 
was necessary. Fnd it wasn0t death. 

“I’m, uh, I’m sorry about all of this happening to you. It’s not fair 6” My voice 
trails oJ and I feel about as eloquent as a potato. 

“It’s alright,” Karen mutters. “I’m Yne.” Aer tone and body language, however, 
say she isn’t Yne. 

“Rkay.” I set my plate on the porch and scoot closer to her. “So, don’t freak out 
like your dad would, but I’m going to hug you. I Pust have to.” 

She freeCes, immediately bristling, and I hesitate. I meant for this to be helpful, 
not awkward. 

F slow smile forms on her lips, and I relax as she says, “Rkay.” 

I drape an arm around her shoulders and gently pull her towards me. “Hou can 
talk to me about things. Hou know that, right?” Karen’s cheeks turn red and she 
glances down. 

Fw. I lean in towards her and get a whiJ of her shampoo, which smells great, 
like fresh Oowers. 

“Heah, I know. Thanks.” 

“So, come on,” I say, “talk. jhat are you thinking right this minute?” 

“That you’re annoying.” She laughs and keeps her gaCe on the backyard, as if 
she’s afraid to look at me. She then takes several halting deep breaths, which is 
exactly how I breathe when I’m having one of my froCen-in-terror moments on 
the high bar. Rkay. She0s uncomfortable.
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Maybe the hugging is too much. I begin retracting my arm, but Karen scoots 
closer to me and rests her head on my shoulder. My breath hitches in my chest 
and I gulp nervously. 3unny how I told her not to get freaked out. I run my palm 
along her left forearm and focus on calming my heartbeat and breathing.

There’s a rustle of movement in the cornYeld and, grateful for the distraction, 
I turn my attention towards the noise. F pair of large, glowing eyes peer back at 
me before disappearing into the Yeld.  

“Damn. Hou guys have monster-siCed raccoons,” I utter a low whistle.

“je don’t get raccoons around here, maybe you saw a rabbit.” 

“Too big to be a rabbit. Maybe it’s6” I stop speaking as the eyes reappear, 
but this time as part of a nearly seven-foot-tall silhouette. The shadow glances 
backwards and then turns away from the house, running deeper into the Yeld.  

I retract my hand from Karen’s shoulder and stand.

“Nathaniel? jhat’s wrong?”

Barely able to believe what I’ve seen, I whisper, “jhat was that?” 

“jhat? jhat did you see?” Karen gets to her feet and touches my shoulder. 

“It had glowing eyes 6it was huge.” I strain my neck, peering into the distance 
as the cornstalks rustle.

“Seriously?” Karen hops oJ the porch and heads to the cornYeld. 

“jait, no!” I panic. “Don’t go after it!” I Pump oJ the porch and catch up to 
her as she approaches the edge of the Yeld. “Aey!” I grab her arm and pull her 
towards me. “jhat are you doing?”

She looks down at my hand and then at me. “I’m seeing what’s in my backyard.” 

“jhatever that was, we don’t want to mess with it. Trust me.” Uhills running 
down my arms, I glance ahead to make sure the thing hasn’t come tearing out 
of the Yeld to kill us. 
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In the distance, some of the stalks rustle. It’s still out there.

Karen shifts under my grip and I let her go. “Sorry. Let’s Pust go inside and tell 
your dad what we saw.” 

She arches an eyebrow at me, says not a word, and heads into the cornYeld. 

“Karen!” I reach for her.

“9rab my arm again, Nathaniel,” she barks. “I dare you.”

I drop my hands to my sides and, against my better Pudgement, follow her into 
the Yeld.

I stay as close to Karen as possible, making sure to keep track of what’s happen-
ing behind us as well as to our left and right. The ground is still wet and my good 
shoes sink deeper with my every step. “My mom’s going to love the way I track 
mud all over the house when I get home.” I mumble.

“Then clean oJ your shoes before you go home,” Karen says, pushing a stalk 
aside. “Duh.” 

I’m too nervous to roll my eyes at her 6or at myself for sounding so whiny. 

The moon casts an eerie glow on the stalks, some of them still glistening with 
rain as we push them out of our way. 

“Do bears’ eyes glow in the dark?” Karen whispers.

My breathing intensiYes to the point that I’m sure Karen feels like she’s got a 
heater blowing on the back of her neck. “It wasn’t a bear,” I say, choosing not 
to add that the shadowy thing couldn’t have been a bear because it had deYned 
shoulders, as well as a neck and head that looked human. 
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“Fre you sure it had glowing eyes?” 

“Heah,” I mumble, even as I silently begin to doubt myself. Ffter all, what kind 
of creature is seven feet tall with glowing eyes? Fm I seeing things? 

The crunch of a foot landing on a stick sounds a few feet ahead of us and I grab 
Karen’s hand. F loud “thud!” rips into the Yeld’s relative quiet and the ground 
shakes, all of the stalks around us swaying as their leaves rustle. 

“jhat was that?” Karen says, coming to a halt.

My heart pounding, I look around at the rustling stalks. “Rur cue to get out of 
here.” 

Fs soon as I say this, footsteps sound, splashing in the cornYeld’s mud as they 
run towards us from Pust ahead. 

I wasn’t seeing things, there really is something in this Yeld and now it’s chasing 
us.

“je should go!” I urge, my stomach turning somersaults. 

“Heah, I think you’re right.” Karen says, backing up. 

She doesn’t need to say it twice. jithout a second thought, I pull her towards 
me and take oJ in the direction of her house. “…ulia’s dad has a hunting riOe,” I 
shout. “jhen we get inside, we should call him.” 

I run as fast as I can, not caring about the mud that’s splashing on my pants or 
about the cornYeld leaves whipping scratches on my face. I Pust need to get us 
back to the house before that thing catches up to us.

I can see the lights of the Lyles’ back porch. …ust a few more steps and we’ll be 
out of this damn Yeld. 

“Karen!” F familiar voice bellows from behind us. 

Karen Perks her hand out of mine and turns around. “Dad?!” 



Chapter 4- Karen

My dad is breathing even harder than I am and his too-small jacket and vest 
have been ditched. His dress shirt is half-untucked as he stands before me, pale, 
sweaty, and fear in his eyes. 

“What are you doing?” We both say at the same time. Nathaniel moves to 
stand beside me, his eyes raking my father from head to toe. I turn to Dad in 
embarrassment. I mean …really?! Does Nathaniel really need to be here to see 
this too? It’s like life has given the one guy I like a front row seat to the many 
ways in which my family has gone insane. 

“What were you doing out there?” I ask, my voice sounding small.

“I saw a coyote.” Dad glances over his shoulder. “I chased it. It’s gone now.” 

“You chased a coyote.” I slowly repeat.

“Yes, Karen! I chased a coyote!” Dad shouts, startling me as he points to our 
house. “Now go inside, before it comes back.”  

My cheeks are flaming and I can feel Nathaniel looking at me. “Dad, why are 
you yelling at me?” I ask between gritted teeth. But I’m speaking too quietly and 
he doesn’t hear me. He adjusts his glasses and glances down at himself. Realizing 
that he looks like he’s been attacked by a tornado, he dusts oA his shirt and tucks 
it in. 
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He catches me looking at him and points to the house, his eyes widening. “Uo! 
Now!”

I shake my head in annoyance. Fhere are no words for this. Oiterally, no words. 

“Pm, yes, sir.” Nathaniel nudges me with his elbow. “We’re going.”

Fhe three of us make our way back to the porch in silence, JreEies dancing 
around us like they’re having a party. Lnd at the moment, their happy little jigs 
are just irritating. 

My upper arm hurts where Nathaniel grabbed me and I glance at it. 

It’s as bruised as the current state of my ego. I guess it’s easy to forget how 
strong Nathaniel is. You’d think that when someone looks the way he does, you 
wouldn’t forget. But he’s so gentle with everyone that you do forget, until those 
moments when you Eippantly challenge him to an arm wrestle and then feel 
really stupid …or like tonight, when he gets scared and reacts without thinking.  

I steal a peek at him and he’s frowning, his gaze on my father. 

“Dr. Oyles,” he suddenly says, “how big was that coyote?” 

Without looking at Nathaniel, Dad mumbles that he doesn’t know. With that, 
he hurries ahead of us, nearly jogging up the three stairs that lead to our back 
porch before Eat-out running into the house. 

“Clease Dad, act weirder in front of my friends,” I say, my stomach blazing with 
that all-too familiar burning.   

“It’s Jne, Karen.” Nathaniel’s frown dissolves and he oAers me a sympathetic 
smile. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Lt least now we know we don’t have monsters from The X-Files in our 
backyard, just overgrown coyotes. To, there’s that.” I try to return his grin, but 
it doesn’t feel quite right. “You okay?”

Nathaniel’s face falls, and, completely distracted, his eyes narrow as he takes a 
shaky step back.
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“Hey?” I wave one of my hands in front of him. “Lre you there?” I stare at 
him while his mouth falls open. He looks like he’s just realized something. 
“Nathaniel?” 

He takes a deep breath. “Karen, what if it …um, I think, I think…”

“You think what?” I ask. 

He meets my eyes, his searching mine as he says not a word. Fhe scrutiny makes 
me self-conscious. I run a hand through my hair, which sends three small green 
leaves from my hair to land at our feet.

I bet I know exactly what Nathaniel’s thinking and doesn’t have the guts to say.

“You think my family’s a mess?” I say as a zing of pain travels across my stomach. 
“If that’s what you were going to say, agreed.” 

“No.” Nathaniel’s eyes soften and lifting a hand, he ever so gently brushes my 
bangs from my face. “I was going to say, I think … I think that even though it 
doesn’t feel like it right now, everything’s going to be okay.” 

I don’t know if it’s the comforting way he’s touching me or if it’s the pressure 
of this massively horrible day, but my eyes Jll and my nose starts to run.

“Torry,” he mumbles. Ttooping, he grabs a napkin from his abandoned plate of 
food and hands it to me. I wipe my nose as he says, “I didn’t mean to make you 
feel worse.”

I shake my head. “You didn’t.”

With that, I lower the tissue and take a good look at Nathaniel >olbert. xvery 
time I look at this boy, a trillion emotions erupt and collide inside of me. Psually, 
I try and pretend like these internal car crashes aren’t happening. I tell myself 
that behind Nathaniel’s charm and looks, there’s something broken about him. 
It’s so broken that it makes him scared of things and even kind of makes him a 
Momma’s Boy. 

But that thought process never works because there’s no denying that I like 
everything about Nathaniel, even the way he’s so protective of his mom. He’s 
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patient, kind, and he gives everyone a chance …even me. How could I not feel 
something for the one person who accepts me e@actly the way I am?

I plant my right palm on Nathaniel’s chest and lean towards him. 

Turprise registers in his face, but he’s quick to slip a hand around my waist. To, 
I wrap my free arm around him and ease into the security of his arms. 

Ls he holds me tight, I close my eyes and confess, “You make everything better.”



Chapter 5- 

Nathaniel

“I thought she was going to kiss me,” I say, grabbing the can of Ginger Ale I’ve 
promised Karen.  

Brad, my best friend since I don’t even know when, stands over the Lyles’ 
wooden table that’s -lled with various almostOeaten dishes and sticks his fork 
into what’s left of the pecan pie. Brad and I are practically brothers. Pur moms 
went to college together, worked at qeake General together until Brad’s mom 
Muit, and then they decided to send us both to Catthew’s Gymnastics xenter 
when we were siW.

He’re the same height at siW feet eWactly, but Brad’s bigger. je’s built kind of 
like a bear and sometimes he acts like a bear, what with all of the scratching in 
public and hibernating during class. je’s sort of a goofOoY, but I wouldn’t trust 
anyone eWcept him with what Nust happened between Karen and me.  

Brad laughs. “Sou got burned, man.” 

“To, not eWactly.” I pause, my thoughts returning to the way Karen looked at 
me, her eyes clouded in emotion as she bit down on her bottom lip and decided 
that she needed to hug me. 
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As cheesy as I feel thinking this, it was a beautiful moment, to see her decide that 
she needed me. 4or a minute there, I even forget what I’d Nust -gured out about 
her dad.

“Hell, you know who would’ve kissed youJ” Brad asks with his mouth full, 
several crumbs falling from his lips to his chest. 

“If you say you D”

“Tah man.” je laughs and brushes the crumbs oY. “Uulia. Fhe’s here, you 
know.” 

“Seah, I know.” I sigh at the mention of my eW. “He Nust stay out of each other’s 
way. Fhe’s cool with that.” 

Brad’s blonde eyebrows, so light they’re nearly translucent, shoot up as he 
snorts. “To she’s not. Sesterday she spent -fth hour crying, the whole freaking 
hour, man, Nust crying.”

I shift on my feet, guilt spiking in my gut. “Sou seriousJ” 

Brad burps and then wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. 

“Seah, it was pretty sad, actually. It’s not my business, but she seems really, like, 
hurt.”

I glance at the Lyles’ wooden Eoors, my heart sinking.  

BreakOups suck and breaking up with Uulia was especially sucky. I wasn’t in love, 
but she was.

“Sou’re not going to cry, are youJ 8o you want a hugJ Because Karen will give 
you a hug. Fhe won’t kiss you or show aYection in general, but she might hug 
you. If you catch her on a good day.” 

“jer mom Nust died,” I say, annoyance coursing through me. “Give her a 
break.”  

“Seah, I know.” Brad gives me a funny look. “Forry.”
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“I’d better get this to her. I’ll catch you later.” I slip out of the kitchen and head 
back to the porch, Karen’s drink in hand.

7ight now, I have two wishes. 4irst of all, I wish people were more tolerant with 
Karen and that Karen were more tolerant with people. Fhe’s always complaining 
about my other friends DBrad, !sther, and basically everyone at school. Fure, the 
qeake jigh crowd is on the uppity side, but they’re not that bad. Karen’s Nust 
kind of mean, and it makes people avoid her. But I’d never tell her that. 

Cy second wish is that I could tell Karen what I Nust -gured out about her dad. 
But I can’t do that to her. Tot today. It would be too much. 

I open the screen door that leads to the porch and step outside.In the few 
minutes that I’ve been gone, the temperature’s dropped and my breath sends 
puYs of white into the night air as I realiQe that it isn’t Karen I’ve found.

Ressa now occupies the edge of the porch where Karen and I had been sitting. 
Rhe raggedy brown diary that she carries everywhere is in her lap and her 
narrowed eyes are glued to the book as she scribbles in its pages. At moments 
like this, it’s startling how much she looks like Karen. Rhe resemblance is in 
their mannerismsO the way Ressa sticks her chin out when she’s deeply invested 
in whatever it is she’s doing. Karen does the same thing when she’s poised to 
begin a tumbling pass.

At Ressa’s left, her dad paces the edge of the porch. jis back is to me, and he’s 
got a cordless phone to his ear. 

“Ses, xlaire5” 8r. Lyles shouts into the phone. “In my backyard, in the corn-eld5 
Cy oldest daughter nearly sawD”

I back out of the doorway and close the door. Tow that I know who Karen’s 
dad really is, I know that I don’t want to get in the middle of whatever he’s got 
going on. znseen’s business is not my business. 

A tap on my shoulder sends Karen’s Ginger Ale crashing to the Eoor.

“Pops, my bad.” 
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Cy panic spikes at the sound of my eW’s voice and I spin around. Uulia, hand in 
hand, with her little brother, Feth, faces me. 

“jey, Armpit,” Feth says, his smile revealing two missing teeth.

“jey, !arwaW.” I grin and kneel to pick up the soda can. Cy gaQe goes past Feth’s 
messy black hair, up to Uulia. As usual, she’s picture perfect, not a strand of hair 
out of place and wearing a tight black dress that shows her every curve. I gulp. 
“jey, Uules.”

“jey, Tate.” Fhe smiles, but something about her grin is sad. “I have a huge 
favor to ask and if you can’tO”

“xourse I can.” I stand and step away from the Lyle’s back door. 

“Cy mom was super tired, so she left.” Uulia pauses, -ddling with her right hand. 
I glance at her hands and the promise ring I gave her last summer gleams back 
at me.

I wish she’d stop wearing it. 1uickly returning my gaQe to her eyes, I ask, “Sou 
and Feth need a ride homeJ” 

“Pnly if you can.”

“Seah, de-nitely.” 

A ride home is the least I can do after giving her a promise ring and then breaking 
my promise with no real eWplanation.  

Fhe oYers me a hesitant smile, her full lips shimmering with a light pink gloss. I 
remember it tasting like strawberriesD

“xan I drive your UeepJ” Feth asks. 

Grateful for the interruption, I tear my eyes away from Uulia’s mouth and focus 
on Feth. 

“Forry, bro, you’re seven. He’ll talk when you’re eight.” I ru2e his messy hair, 
brieEy wondering at how diYerent two siblings can be. Uulia’s blonde with silky, 



qAzLA L. UPT!F";

straight hair while Feth’s hair is almost as thick and black as mine. It’s funny, the 
surprisingly normal things you bother thinking about when you’ve Nust realiQed 
that the girl you’re crushing on is the daughter of a superhero. 

“I was hoping we could head out now,” Uulia says, “it’s past Feth’s bedtime.”

“Fure, let me clean up this drink I spilled, then we can go.” I start for the kitchen.

“Karen can get that.” Uulia touches my arm, her trademark smile gleaming back 
at me. “Fhe likes to clean.”

Fomething about the way Uulia says this rubs me the wrong way and I cover my 
annoyance with a smile. “Tah, I’ll Nust clean itO” I shut up as Karen emerges from 
the hallway to our left. jer dark eyes widen and she looks from me to Uulia.

Fhit.

“I looked for you on the porch,” I eWplain, “but you weren’t there.”

“Seah.” Karen crosses her arms and takes a step back. “Rhere was a problem with 
Ressa that I had to take care of.”

“Fhe puked all over Cs. Greenich,” Feth interNects with a knowing nod. “I sawed 
it happen.”

“Ph my God.” Uulia laughs. “qoor Cs. Greenich. Fhe goes out of her way to 
come all the way over here and gets puked on by your little sister. GeeQ.”

I glance at Uulia, brieEy wondering at her lack of a brainOtoOmouth -lter. Seah, 
Karen’s neighborhood is on the cheaper side of town, far away from where the 
rest of us live, but you’re not supposed to Nust casually bring up things like that. 
Rhat’s mean. 

Rhankfully, Karen doesn’t seem to mind. Fhe nods and says, “I know. And 
I should’ve been watching Ressa because she always does that when we have 
company. Fhe gets eWcited and overeats. ButO” 

“Sou changed clothes, didn’t youJ” Uulia interrupts, grabbing the hem of 
Karen’s out-t. “Poh, I like this dress.” 
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I look at the short brown dress Karen’s wearing and wonder if her other dress 
got messed up from our incident in the corn-eld. It took a while for me to get 
the mud stains oY my own pants and shoes.  

“Sou should’ve worn this to the funeral, girl,” Uulia continues. “It makes your 
legs look so long and seWy5”

Pf course, now I can’t help but glance at Karen’s legs. Ranned, smooth, and 
perfected by wellOde-ned calves, I silently agree with Uulia. 

“Seah. Because that’s what I was going for, to look seWy at my mom’s funeral,” 
Karen dryly replies. “I changed because some of my sister’s puke got on me.” 

Uulia drops Karen’s hem and huYs, “I was Nust trying to give you a compliment, 
Karen. God.” 

And here comes the arguing. I don’t know how these two have managed to stay 
friends for the past couple of years. 

“jey, why don’t we goJ” I clear my throat and turn to Feth. “7eady, !arwaWJ” 

“Sep. Bye, Karen5” Feth waves to Karen, whose face has fallen.

Hhen she notices me looking at her, she tries and fails to change her eWpression 
to one of indiYerence. “Fo, you’re taking them homeJ”

I start to reply when Uulia chimes in, “Sep, Tate came to my rescue, as always.” 
Uulia then links her arm through mine and nods to the spilled Ginger Ale. “And 
we’re so sorry, but Tate spilled that. He hate to leave you with a mess.” 

“Actually.” I unlink my arm from Uulia’s. “I’ll clean it up.”

“To, don’t worry about it.” Hithout looking at me, Karen heads to the kitchen. 
“I’ll see you all at school tomorrow.”

“Ph my God5 Sou’re going to school tomorrowJ Sou can’t be serious, Karen5 
Sour mom Nust died5” Uulia calls after her.

Karen doesn’t respond as she slips into the kitchen. 
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I close my eyes, wanting to kick myself. 

“Disn’t that the worstJ” Feth asks as I pull into the Fcardinas’ driveway and put 
my Ueep in park.

Rhe little kid’s been talking nonstop since we left Karen’s and I’m grateful, 
because the possibility of a conversation with his sister is freaking me out. 

)Seah, boarding school doesn’t sound easy, buddy,” I agree, glancing at him in 
my rearview mirror. “But you’re a cool guy, I bet you’ll make plenty of friends 
there.”

I don’t add that I also feel terrible for him. I spent a couple of months in 
boarding school when I was about his age. Com was that desperate to get me 
away from 8ad. But eventually, 8ad complained about the cost and pulled me 
out. Rhough my home life wasn’t all that great, I preferred it to boarding school. 

“jey, Feth,” Uulia says as I turn the headlights oY, “say goodnight and go inside. 
I need to talk to Tate for a minute.”

8ear God, no ...

I robotically wave goodnight to Feth before slowly bringing my hands back to 
the steering wheel. xlenching it in a death grip, I stare at the Fcardinas’ front 
door long after Feth’s closed it. 

Last spring, I would’ve given anything for this kind of time alone with Uulia. 
Fure I had a crush on Karen, but I was more than a little distracted by Uulia. I’d 
known her since forever‘ a cute and talkative girl who lived a few streets over 
from me.  But when we got to high school, Uulia looked different. Fhe wasn’t 
Nust cute anymore, it’s like she blossomed. jer qaci-c PceanOcolored eyes were 
suddenly topped by these long dark lashes and her lips, always shimmering with 
a pinkishOred color, seemed like they were made Nust for kissing. And her body 



ALCPFR 4AI7 ":

was nothing like it was in middle school. All of a sudden, she had the kind of 
body that inspired nonOmusical guys to whip out guitars and spout cheesy love 
songs. I won’t lie, somewhere in my bottom dresser drawer is a handwritten 
poem called, “Uulia, Sou Blow Cy Cind”, which I Kthank GodL chickened out 
on giving her. 

Hith all of my attention focused on Uulia’s appearance, it took a while for me to 
-gure out we’re not right for each other personalityOwise. I live on planet !arth, 
while Uulia lives in UuliaOworld, an imaginary bubble where nothing bad happens 
because when bad things happen, Uulia completely ignores them. Fhe says she 
Mdoesn’t believe in negativity’. 

4or eWample, when I -nally decided to trust her with the details of what me 
and Com went through with 8ad, Uulia interrupted me before I could -nish, 
told me I should be strong, and then changed the subNect. After that, she never 
brought it up again. I’ve always wanted to forget about that part of my life, but 
for some reason I’m not okay with my girlfriend ignoring it. It’s like she didn’t 
care about who I really am. 

“Feth misses you.” Uulia’s voice snatches me from my thoughts. 

Rearing my eyes away from the Fcardinas’ door, I turn to her. jer nose is pink 
and her eyes are full of tears.

“But I miss you even more.” A tear slides down one of her cheeks and my breath 
hitches in my chest.

“qlease don’t cry.” I reach out, gently wiping the tear away. 

“I don’t understand,” she says, her voice shaking, “what I did wrong. Hhy’d you 
break up with meJ”

jer Muestion sits on my chest, weighing me down with a heaviness that’s getting 
in the way of my breathing. I struggle to catch my breath, beads of sweat forming 
on my forehead. Rhis is eWactly what happens when I get stuck on the high bar 
D 
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“Is it because you think I don’t care enough about your gymnastics goalsJ” Uulia 
asks, her voice breaking, “I do. And I can care more. I can go to more meets. I 
can be whatever you need.” 

I take a deep breath and try to pull myself together. But everything’s growing 
blurry through my panic and all I can see are Uulia’s glossy pink lips. Ftrawberries 
DI wonder if they still taste like strawberries. 

To, don’t think about that. Why am I even thinking about thatJ I don’t want 
to kiss Uulia. Rearing my eyes away from her, I focus on her parent’s garage door 
and speak carefully, “Sou didn’t do anything wrong, it’s me. I’mD”

Cy heart racing, I stop speaking because I have no idea what to say. I can’t 
Nust admit that asking out anyone other than Karen was a hormoneOinduced 
mistake.  

I risk another glance at Uulia and she’s got her face in her palms, Muietly sobbing 
as her shoulders move up and down. Cy stomach drops. “jey, come on. 8on’t 
cry.” 

Fhe shakes her head, her voice mu2ed as she says, “I can’t help it, I miss you so 
much.”

I move Uulia’s hands from her face and wipe away her tears. qanic fogging my 
brain, I let my hand linger near her chin and lean towards her.  

jer eyes brighten and her lips part. Fhe’s moving towards me and before I know 
what’s happening, her hands are at the sides of my face as I’m closing my eyes. 
Fhe plants a strawberryOEavored kiss on my mouth and runs her hands through 
my hair.

4or a moment I’m Eying, soaring above my anWiety. And then that sinking feelO
ing of crashing, faceO-rst to the ground overtakes me. I open my eyes, realiQing 
what I’ve done. 

Uulia’s arms have moved to my neck‘ a gentle embrace that’s nothing more than 
a noose. But I’m the one who, like an idiot, picked up the damn thing and put 
it around my neck. 
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jer eyes on mine, Uulia whispers, “Fo, you missed me too.” 

I stare back at her, inwardly shouting at myselfN what are you doing?!

“It’s not fair how much I need you,” she continues, her eyes boring into mine, 
“since you broke up with me, I don’t even know who I am. Sou’re my rock, 
Tate.”

Cy stomach turns and remnants of lasagna creep into my throat.  

“Fhould we, like, give it another tryJ” Uulia asks, her voice halting. 

I inch away from her, returning to my side of the car. 

“TateJ”

I rake a hand through my hair and look up into the night sky. Rhe stars wink 
back at me, mockingly. Rhey’re up there, free, and I’m here, trapped like a rat 
in a neverOending maQe. Hhy can’t I escape my own stupidityJ Hhy do I keep 
making the same mistake over and over againJ 

“qlease, TateJ”  

Cy chest growing heavier by the minute, and Uulia’s voice pouring into every 
space of my lungs, drowning me, my con-dence caves like a collapsing building. 
I glance at her and she’s twisting the promise ring around on her -nger, her eyes 
eWpectant, trusting that I won’t hurt her. 

“Pkay,” I hear myself say. “But let’s take it slow.”



Chapter 6- Tessa

My Daddy is perfect. I love him.

This morning, we're watching our favorite movie, To Catch a Thief.

When I was a baby, that was the Nrst movie I'd ever seen. Daddy watched it with 
me.

Cow, I watch it every day. It stars Gary Hrant. -e was the bestklooBing actor in 
the world. Jut he's dead now. Sust liBe my momma. Ahe's dead too. Ahe ate too 
much medicine and died. There was blood everywhere. I cried and screamed 
when I saw her. It was a bad day.

Cow, Daddy is looBing at me. -e is signing. K lot. I don't understand what he 
is saying. I smile and nod. I want Daddy to thinB I'm smart. -e thinBs *aren is 
smart.

I guess *aren is smart. Jut *aren is also mean. Jossy. 

I hate *aren. 



Chapter 7- Karen

I wake up with a lead weight in my stomach. I lie there staring at the ceiling, 
playing a mental game of Losses vs. Gains.

Losses: Mom is dead. Dad is a ghost in his own house.

Gains: There is a literal coyote living in our backyard.

Awesome. 10/10 life.

Sliding out of bed, I step over a mountain of laundry and unread paperbacks. 
Mom used to nag me about the mess, signing with sharp, clean movements: 
“Clean NOW. Procrastinate and you’ll drown in it.” She was right. I’m drown-
ing. I’ll clean it tomorrow.

I catch my reNection in the window and look at the ring on my 'nger. It’s a weird 
cat’s-eye stone I swiped back from Tessa yesterday. Mom gave it to me when she 
was high- her signs were sloppy, her eyes like shattered glass while she told me 
I should never take it ox. I was too angry to say thank you then. Jow, I’d give 
anything to say it.

Focus, Karen. I drop into a Noor stretch, reaching for my toes. My hamstrings 
react with a satisfying burn, but I canPt relaU. My brain wonPt shut up. It keeps 
sprinting back to Jathaniel. After the coyote scare last night, I thought we had 
a moment. Then, 've minutes later, he was hovering over Lulia like she was the 
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last oUygen tank on Warth. They donPt have shit in common. zhat do they even 
talk aboutC Maybe hePs Gust addicted to her stupid strawberry-scented lip gloss.

I groan, cutting the stretch short. I have to get Tessa to school. If I leave it to 
Dad, we’ll end up getting there three hours late.

I pass his workroom. The door is shut, so I donPt know if hePs in there tinkering 
away on his wanna-be inventions or not. I check Tessa’s room. It’s eerily perfect. 
All her dolls lined up on her Noor in a straight line like a plastic army. I donPt 
know why she does that. I glance at her bed, which is perfectly made and empty- 
my sister is nowhere inside.

I hear noise coming from the front of the house and follow it to the living room, 
where I 'nd Dad and Tessa sitting on the Noor, mesmeriKed by To Catch a Thief. 
8n screen, ”ary “rant is Nirting with some blonde actress whose name I canPt 
remember. 

Tessa points to the television and signs: “5ove. Hiss.!

Dad pushes his glasses up, signing back with frantic energy: q"itchcock was a 
genius, TessaB 5ook at the framing on that shotB!

Tessa nods, totally lost, but beaming because Dad is actually looking at her for 
once.

q"eyB! I wave my hands to get DadPs attention. qTessa needs to get ready for 
school.!

"e sFuints at me. My dad and I have the same dark eyes. And we both have the 
tendency to sFuint when wePre thinking. Seeing Dad do it reminds me not to, 
because he looks like he’s trying to solve a Fuadratic eFuation and 'ght ox a 
migraine at the same time. Jot cute.

RSchoolCR DadPs looks at me in surprise. R9ut I 'gured you two would stay home 
today.R

qI donPt think thatPs a good idea.! I shake my head. Tessa frowns as she watches 
us, her eyes darting from me to Dad. Vor her bene't, I start to sign as I speak. 
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It’s not like she’ll understand everything IPm saying, but it’d be rude not to sign 
while shePs watching us. qOeople with autism need structure and routine. ThatPs 
why Tessa should stick to her routine and go to school,! I sign.

Dad nods. q…ery astute, Haren.!

A tiny spark of pride hits my chest. Tessa sees it and scowls. qMe smart tooB! she 
signs, her blue eyes narrowing.

Dad pats her head like a golden retriever. q2es, Tessa. 2ou have... a measure of 
intelligence.!

She beams. It’s pathetic, really. ze’re both Gust starving for a crumb of his 
attention.

The bus ride is a nightmare. Tessa is scribbling in her diary so hard the pen is 
practically smoking.

I look out the window as we pass Ms. Davidson’s house. She’s there, perched in 
her kitchen window with a coxee mug the siKe of a 'shbowl, her permed hair 
casting a shadow like a giant mushroom.

Then I see it. A black 9uick parked two doors down. A 5ouisiana license plate.

My heart skips a beat. And my thoughts return to Ms. Davidson’s warning, 
“…for the past two days there’s been a black car parked two doors down from me, 
all day and all night …someone just sitting in there…

The sedan looks eUactly like the car from the funeral. I strain to look through its 
tinted glass. There’s a silhouette in the driver’s seat- broad shoulders, unmoving. 
Lust... watching. 
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As we head in the opposite direction, the 9uick becomes smaller and smaller. 
Vinally, I turn around. 9ut I canPt stop thinking about that sedan. Is there some 
connection between that 5ouisiana car and the way Dad was looking at all of 
the license plates in the parking lot at MomPs funeralC

Tessa grunts and touches my hand. qSee Jathaniel schoolC! she signs.

I roll my eyes. Wvery Monday through Vriday morning on our way to school, 
Tessa asks me the same Fuestion: Will we see Nathaniel at school todayC 2ou’d 
think she’d know the answer by now. 

q2es,! I snap, qJathaniel goes to our school, of course we’ll see him. 9ut don’t 
try to hug him or bite him. Do you understand meC!

“2ou ugly,” she signs back, returning to her diary.

Suddenly, something small and silver skims my ear. A "ershey’s Hiss candy. It 
thuds onto the seat. 9efore I can grab it, Tessa has it in her mouth-foil and all.

5aughter eUplodes from the back of the bus. Three guys from our neighborhood 
are doubled over. 8ne of them, a meathead with curly hair, blows a kiss at Tessa.

qThrow her another oneB! one yells. qShe eats like my dogB She doesnPt even 
chewB!

Tessa is grinning and signing qMoreB MoreB! She doesnPt understand that she’s 
the punchline.

I feel the 're in my stomach turn into a volcanic eruption. I stand up, my vision 
tunneling. q5WA…W "WY A58JW, 28E VE”HIJ“ IDI8TSB!

qHAYWJ 525WSB! the bus driver shrieks, slamming on the brakes. qSit down 
and shut that 'lthy mouthB!

I sit. My cheeks are burning. I stare out the window, blinking back hot, angry 
tears. I hate this. I hate being the RweirdR family. I want to be Wsther Yeams. I 
want a life where nobody throws candy at my sister and my dad doesnPt act like 
a malfunctioning android.
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A lot of people look at Tessa and feel sorry for her because she’s so obviously 
dixerent. 9ut Tessa isn’t the only one who’s qdixerent.! zhen you’re a ”8DA, 
it’s not like you’re average. At siU, I was interpreting, not only for Tessa, but for 
Mom.  That responsibility does something to a kid. IPm not saying itPs a bad 
thing. I love being there for my family. 9ut itPs a weight that makes me dixerent 
from other kids. 

The 're in my stomach Nares up and I close my eyes. 

Tessa grunts and hits my arm.

I open my eyes, turning to her.

She frowns at me. R2ou sadCR she signs.

I force a smile, and lie, RJo. IPm 'ne.R

Jodding in satisfaction, Tessa returns her attention to her diary.

8ur bus pulls into Oeake "ighPs parking lot. I spot Jathaniel’s black Leep. The 
passenger door opens, and Lulia hops out, smoothing down her beige mini skirt.

I freeKe. "e gave Lulia a ride to schoolCB

Jathaniel walks around to the passenger side and says something to Lulia. She 
puts her hands on his shoulders. "e slides his hands around her waist and— they 
kiss.

I feel numb. 5ike someone Gust inGected Jovocain into my heart. All I can do is 
sit there, watching Jathaniel and Lulia until my eyes are as numb as my heart. 
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The hallway is a blur of neon windbreakers and locker slams.

q"ave a good day, girlsB! Ms. “reenich, the counselor, chirps. I grunt and keep 
moving, dragging Tessa toward her class.

qHarenB Talk to meB!

I freeKe. It’s Lulia. She’s walking toward me with 5ucy and Wsther- the R8verly 
Mascaraed Triplets.R Their heels click on the linoleum like a 'ring sFuad.

qI have maGor news,! Lulia whines, pulling out a tube of strawberry lip gloss. 
The smell is sickeningly sweet. I wonder how much of it got smeared onto 
Jathaniel’s mouth. q"ang out with me after schoolC!

qI’m busy,! I mumble, my stomach churning.

qAw, give her a break, Lules,! 5ucy whispers with a fake-ass sympathetic smile. 
q"er mom Gust died.!

I glare at her. I don’t want her pity. I look at Wsther, but Wsther isnPt even looking 
at me. She’s staring ox into space, twisting a strand of hair, acting like I’m a piece 
of furniture.

Tessa starts signing frantically. qStupid youB Jathaniel marry MW. Jot you. 2ou 
stupidB!

q8h my “od,! 5ucy gasps, backing away. q2our sister looks possessed.!

qShe’s Gust saying we have to get to class,! I lie and grab Tessa’s hand. qze’re 
leaving.!

I drag Tessa toward her class. ze’re late. The bell has already rung. The hallway 
is empty and echoing.

q"urry up, TessaB! I sign.

qJ8B! she swats at me, digging through her bag.

Suddenly, I hear footsteps. Vast. Someone is sprinting.
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I look up. It’s Wsther Yeams. She’s Nying down the hall, no backpack, clutching 
something small and black in her hand. My gaKe drops to her three-inch heels. 
DamnB "ow can she run so fast in thoseCB

Enable to hear WstherPs loud footsteps, Tessa steps into her path.

CRACK.

Wsther slams into Tessa’s shoulder. The impact sends Tessa Nying. "er backpack 
eUplodes, pens and diaries scattering across the Noor.

qS8YY2B! Wsther yells over her shoulder. 9ut she doesnPt stop. She doesnPt 
even look back. She Gust keeps running toward the eUit, leaving a trail of Nowery 
perfume behind.

qLackass,! I growl as I help Tessa up. q2ou okayC!

Tessa points at the door. qStupid mean hearing girl.!

Something in me 'nally snaps. The weight of the funeral, the kiss in the parking 
lot, the candy on the busKit all centers on that eUit door.

q“o to class, Tessa,R I sign. RJow.!

I donPt wait for her to answer. I drop my bag and sprint. I push through the eUit 
doors into the blinding morning sun. Wsther is halfway to the parking lot.

q"W2B! I scream.

She stops and turns around, her eyebrows lifting in surprise, qHarenC 5ook, I 
don’t have time-!

I don’t let her 'nish. I grab her arm and yank her toward me. The black thing 
she was holding hits the pavement with a metallic clink.

I don’t think. I Gust pull back and drive my 'st into her nose. Crunch.

Wsther stumbles back, her hands Nying to her face.
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q2ou hurt my sister and you ran awayB! I’m screaming, but it doesnPt even feel 
like my voice. q2ou don’t get to treat us like we donPt matterB!

Wsther’s eyes are wide. She actually... she chucklesCB A weird, breathless sound. 
qHaren, I’m sorry, but seriously-!

qzhy are you laughingCB! I shove her. She slams into a parked car. The alarm 
goes oxKBEEP BEEP BEEPKpiercing the air.

9lood starts to leak through her 'ngers, staining her blue blouse.

She crouches, grabbing the black obGect from the ground, her eUpression sud-
denly grave. I lunge again, but she sidesteps me with a gymnast’s grace.

qHarenB! someone shouts.

I look at the blood on Wsther’s shirt. My brain Nashes to Mom. Mom on the 
Noor. The blood from her nose. The silence.

The parking lot starts to tilt. The alarm is deafening.

I drop to my knees, gasping for air. zhen I look up, Wsther is gone. She’s Gust... 
vanished.

qHarenB!

I turn around. Ms. “reenich is running toward me, followed by the principal 
and two teachers. They’re all shouting.

The 're in my stomach goes cold. zhat have I doneC



Chapter 8- 

Nathaniel

Lately I’ve been obsessed with gurminu ort what’s wmonu with .eN ,owf pmo. 
.y cemMh on toc op the glinu Mabinetf I stame down at ko.’s desWf Monsideminu 
thisN

Shen I was a Widf I’d cmetend to be siMW and asW hem to MheMW .e ort op sMhoolN 
jhe’d ciMW .e rcf we’d uet iMe Mmea.f and then she’d bminu .e to hem Tob at the 
hoscitalf both op rs Wnowinu theme was nothinu wmonu with .e othem than a 
linueminu bmrise om twoN I’d stay in hem oDMe pom the bettem camt op the dayf ko. 
and the othem nrmses intem.ittently MheMWinu on .ef rntil hem shipt was ovemN

Hhis oDMef and esceMially this desW within hem oDMef beMa.e the sapest claMe 
I WnewN Ead nevem Ma.e to the hoscitalN xe Wnew bettemN Gvemyone heme loves 
ko.N Hhey world’ve cmoteMted hem pmo. hi.N 

Ho .aWe srme I was eCtma sapef I’d Ma.c ort rndem ko.’s desW and stay theme pom 
hormsf clayinu with toysf umabbinu the chone and Mallinu .y Amand.a Polbemtf 
.aWinu srme I didn’t say anythinu bad abort Ead drminu orm lonu MonvemsationsN 

,owf I’. siCteen and miuht baMW wheme I stamtedf hidinu in .y .othem’s oDMe 
when I’. srccosed to be at sMhoolN Ut least I’. not rndem hem desW clayinu with 
aMtion gurmesN
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Boldinu .y am.s aMmoss .y Mhestf I let .y uaRe dmipt to the window behind 
ko.’s desWN

“elow the bmanMhes op the med oaWsf an a.brlanMe crlls into the GY’s dmiveway 
while .y thoruhts metrmn to the way 6rlia looWed at .e aptem I Wissed hem this 
.omninuN

Se’d Trst crlled into the sMhool camWinu lot and I did it arto.atiMallyN I Trst 
NNNWissed hemN Us soon as I didf hem eyes bmiuhtened and she saidf ”-or gnally 
Wissed .e baMWN? Uptem thatf 6rlia Wissed .e auainf hamdemN I stood theme liWe a 
statref narsea washinu ovem .eN Gvemythinu abort that .o.ent pelt wmonuf the 
Wissf the way 6rlia was looWinu rc at .e liWe I was the best thinu that had evem 
haccened to hemN It was all so wmonuN 

Shen she gnally trmned amornd to walW to Mlassf I .ade a beeline baMW to 
.y 6eecN jhe asWed .e wheme I was uoinuf and I invented so.e eCMrse abort 
pomuettinu .y .ath booW at ho.eN In any Masef I ended rc hemef in the sa.e 
hideort I’d had as a sMamed siC7yeam7oldN 

Hhe oDMe doom Xies ocen and ko. mrshes inN ”Querido…? Plosinu the doom 
behind hemf she heads stmaiuht pom hem desW and looWs rndem itN

”6esrsf ko.f I’. not siCN? 

ky voiMe stamtlinu hemf she Tr.cs and Movems hem heamt with hem handN Ut the siuht 
op .ef hem .orth twitMhesf and I Man tell she’s tmyinu not to laruhN ”,athanielf 
how .any ti.es do I have to tell yor not to rse the Lomd’s na.e in vain… Und 
what ame yor… U Mat…? Yesitratinu hem hands onto hem hicsf she nods to the Mhaim 
on the othem side op hem desWN ”Po.e down and sitN?

I Tr.c down pmo. the gle Mabinet and it e.its a MmanWy umoanN ko. eyes uet so 
wide they looW liWe they’me uoinu to coc ort op hem head as she ulanMes rcf hem 
eCcmession cinMhed with nemvesN I Xeetinuly wondem ip that’s how MmaRy I looW 
liWe when I uet strMW on the hiuh bamN 

 ”Hhat thinu Morld have pallen with yor on itf? she saysN ”I don’t want yor sittinu 
rc theme any.omeN?
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”I worldn’t have let it pallN? 

”6rst don’t sit rc theme any.omeN Ulmiuht…? 

”Ulmiuhtf gneN? “epome I Man taWe a seatf ko.’s on hem tictoesf bminuinu hem wmist 
to .y pomeheadN  

”Shat’s the .attem…? jatisged that I don’t have a pevemf she eCa.ines the ly.ch 
nodes in .y neMWf pmowninuN ”Ume yor siMW om do yor thinW yor crlled so.ethinu 
in cmaMtiMe… I Man umab an q7may teMh to taWe a looW pom yorN?

I .ove hem hands pmo. .y neMW and cloc into the seat aMmoss pmo. hem desWN ”It’s 
not thatN?

jhe watMhes .e Mameprllyf hem lept eyebmow amMhedf cmonornMinu the sMam Trst 
above itN Hhe ble.ish is Mame op .y pathemN xe uave it to hem the yeam she tmied 
sendinu .e to boamdinu sMhoolN Fthem than itf ko.’s olive sWinf the sa.e Molom 
as .inef shows little indiMation op the hell she’s been thmoruhN I uress .ine 
doesn’t show .rMh eithemN Hhe womst op orm inTrmies ame invisiblef .aWinu a bmiep 
acceamanMe when we srddenly pmeeRe rc pom no measonN 

Sithort taWinu hem eyes o; op .ef she cemMhes on the edue op hem desWN ”jof what 
is it…? 

I looW down at .y handsf wishinu I Morld Trst say what I’. peelinuN “rt I don’t 
even Wnow how to crt it into womdsN ”It’s .ef I don’t WnowKI don’t Wnow 
anythinuN?

”Eid so.ethinu haccen at sMhool this .omninu…?

”I’. baMW with 6rliaN?

”6esrs Phmistf ,athanielN?

In scite op the way .y MongdenMe see.s to be Mollacsinu and slidinu into .y 
sto.aMhf I Man’t helc brt s.ile at ko.’s parC casN jhe mrns a hand thmoruh hem 
haim and siuhsN ”FWayf wellf is that meally what yor want… 6rlia jMamdina… -or 
want to be with hem…?
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ky s.ile too heavy pom .y paMef I let it pall as I shaWe .y headN I .eet ko.’s eyes 
and she Mmosses hem am.sf blinWinu baMW at .eN ”Hhen what do yor want…? 

Frtsidef anothem a.brlanMe sMmeeMhes as it crlls rc to the GY and as MmaRy as it 
sorndsf I envy the vehiMle pom havinu so.ethinu ardible to send into the womldN 
I’ve uot nothingf absolrtely no way to answem ko.’s 9restion beMarse I have 
no idea what I wantN 

”Bom a lonu ti.ef it’s been uy.nastiMsf? ko. saysf hem voiMe sopteninuN ”-or 
and PoaMh Jetemson have been devoted to yorm tmaininuN “rt nowf yor see. 
distmaMtedN?

”-eahN?

”Is theme so.ethinu else yor want…? ko. leans pomwamdf mr0inu .y haimN ”Ip 
yor’me timed op uy.nastiMsf that’s gneN Hhat doesn’t have to be yorm dmea.N? 

”,of I still want itf brtK? ky thoruhts slow eCMect pom onef a sinurlam idea that 
mrshes towamds .eB I want to be stmonu enoruh pom Camenf I want to desemve hemN 

”“rt what…? ko. asWsN

”I don’t Wnow how Khow to be the Kthef? I siuhf annoyed with .yselp pom 
sta..eminuN ”I don’t Wnow how to be that uryf the winnem evemyone looWs rc 
toN? 

”Uwf QueridoN? ko. crlls .e into a hruf and I Mlose .y eyesN 

jhe s.ells liWe mrbbinu alMohol and sweatN “rt that’s oWayN 

”-or don’t have to be anyone brt yormselpN? jhe clants a Wiss on toc op .y headN 

”I WnowN?

”,rmse Polbemtf? a voiMe annornMes via the hoscital’s intemMo.f ”yor’me needed 
in the GYf Yoo. D“N ,rmse Polbemt to the GYf Yoo. D“N?
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ko. meleases .ef standsf and miuhts hem stethosMoce amornd hem neMWN ”jof we’me 
baMW to 6rlia Mo.inu ovem to the horse in those shomt sWimts and that awprl 
cempr.e she always weams…?

I shmruN

”Eeam Aodf? ko. .r.blesf headinu to the doomN  jhe trmns amorndN ”FhN I 
.eant to asW yor this .omninuf did evemythinu uo oWay at the mecast last niuht… 
Eid EmN Lyles Mal. down…?

Hhe ulowinu eyes in the Momngeld Mo.e to .ind and Mhills Movem .y am.sN I shaWe 
.y headN ”Eon’t asWN? 

ko. umoansN ”Joom CamenN Gven bepome hem .o.’s bmeaWdownf theme was so.e7
thinu odd abort that wo.anf aMtrallyf abort both op hem camentsN Hhey weme so 
ovemcmoteMtiveN Hhey worldn’t even let coom Camen clay with othem Wids and7?

”,rmse Polbemtf clease mecomt to the GYf Yoo. D“N? Hhe intemMo. Mrts ko. 
o;N

”I’ll be baMW to MheMW on yor as soon as I Manf? ko. saysf hrmmyinu ort op hem 
oDMeN 

”FWayN?  I .aWe .y way to the window and watMh two cama.ediMs head baMW 
to theim a.brlanMeN 

Camen’s dad beinu Onseenf and stmruulinu to Weec his identity a seMmetf .aWes 
so .rMh sense nowN Hhat’s why he and kmsN Lyles Wect Camen and Hessa at 
ho.e instead op lettinu the. uet to Wnow othem WidsN Und that’s why now Camen 
doesn’t Wnow how to aMt amornd othem ceocle orm aueN 

Hhe a.brlanMe crlls o; and I lean auainst the windowf watMhinu it dmive awayN

I wondem ip Camen even Wnows that hem dad’s OnseenN 

xow world she meaMt ip I told hem I’ve gurmed it ort… I bet it world establish 
.ome op a bond between rsN jhe’d tmrst .e even .ome than she does nowN   
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I umab .y Weys and head to the doomN I don’t need to talW to ko. abort this 
any.omeN I Wnow what NNNomf whof I wantf and now I thinW I Wnow what I need 
to say to uet hemN  



Chapter 9- Karen

The ivy on Ms. Greenich’s desk is dying. Its vines are spindly and pale, reaching 
of the edge om the bahogany like they’re trying to escape the roob. I’ve never 
ueen a plant person, uwt -atching a leam twrn yello- and cwrl into a urittle cla- 
is the bost depressing thing I’ve seen all borningj and I "wst pwnched a girl in 
the mace.

I’ve ueen uwried in this somt, uro-n arbchair mor ten binwtes. It’s one om those 
'sensitive' chairs thatAs designed to bake yow meel same -hile yow’re ueing interj
rogated.

Hcross mrob be, Ms. Greenich is a -hirl-ind om polite prodwctivity. Eer uwlky 
ueige cobpwter bonitor ebits a highjpitched, electric -hine that drills into by 
skwll. Nvery me- seconds, her phone rings and she ans-ers it -ith a practiced, 
belodic 'Gwidance, this is Sancy.'

“he’s typing no-, her short pink nails clicking against the plastic keys like hail 
on a tin room.

WKater, ?aren” H pepperbint”J she asks -ithowt looking wp. “he’s niuuling 
on a biniatwre Hlbond Poy, the sbell om coconwt and cheap chocolate -amting 
across the desk. WH uathroob ureak” I’ve got sobe spare scrwnchies im yow need 
to tie yowr hair uack.J
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I look at by hands. There’s a maint, drying sbear om Nsther’s ulood on by 
knwckle. I donAt -ant a bint. I -ant to screab.

I e:pected the Urincipal’s version om "wsticeB the redjmaced yelling, the Rnj
gerjpointing, the 'Khat -ere yow thinking”' lectwre he gave be -hile dragging 
be throwgh the halls. …wt Ms. Greenich stepped in like a shield uy saying, '?aren 
needs space to re!ect.'

qe!ecting is the last thing I -ant to do. qe!ection beans seeing Nsther’s nose 
crwnch again. It beans seeing the look on the teachersA maces.

I let by eyes slide over to Ms. GreenichAs desk. It’s veryz cwtesy. There’s a 
cerabic cat -earing a yarn hat, a mrabed photo om a golden retriever, and a 'Eang 
in ThereY' kitten poster on the -all uehind her. Nverything is somt, ueige, and 
bawve.  H sanctwary om swuwruan peace.

Ms. Greenich Rnally pawses, the hwb om the cobpwter Rlling the gap. “he glances 
at be over her reading glasses, her e:pression so -arb that it bakes be meel 
wndeserving. “he doesn’t look at be like a delinFwent. “he looks at be like a 
pw33le -ith a bissing piece.

WGive be "wst a me- bore binwtes, honey,J she says, her voice as sbooth as the 
chocolate sheAs eating. WThen -e’ll talk.J

I sink deeper into the chair, the mauric sighing wnder by -eight. 

W“wre yow don’t -ant a snack” ‘ow didn’t eat bwch last night,J she says.

Last night? I think Fwickly and rebebuer that Ms. Greenich cabe to Mob’s 
mwneral and repast. My ga3e on her ivy plant, I say, WSo, thanks, by stobach 
hwrts.J

WKell, that’s not good.J “he pops another Hlbond Poy into her bowth, ualls wp 
the tiny -rapper and tosses it into a trash can ueside her desk. W…wt the Fwestion 
is, im yow bake a doctor’s appointbent, is yowr dad even going to rebebuer to 
take yow”J
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There’s a sbile in her voice as she says this and despite byselm, I grin. I gwess she 
kno-s by dad pretty -ell. 

WKhen I Rrst bet yowr mather, he annoyed the hell owt om be,J she chwckles. I limt 
by head, swrprised uy her ulwntness. “he’s still grinning and her dark eyes dance 
as she continwes. WDor a -hile, I -as the only …lack bebuer om owr research teab 
and not everyone -as pleased to have be on uoard.J

Wqesearch teab”J

Ms. GreenichAs sbile aurwptly disappears and she sits wp straighter in her chair, 
like she’s ueen shocked uy an electrical cwrrent. W“orry. I bisspoke. I don’t kno- 
-hy I said Aresearch teab.A I beant to say owr teab om macwlty here at Ueake.J “he 
clears her throat. WHnyho-, by Rrst day on cabpws, I passed yowr dad in the hall 
and said, –Eello, 5r. Oyles,’ and he -alked right past be -ithowt a -ord. The 
sabe thing happened later in the day, and I asswbed he -as one om the bany 
teachers here -ho didn’t -ant to talk to be uecawse om the color om by skin.J 

Ms. Greenich chwckles. …wt by mace -arbs -ith ebuarrassbent, and I shimt in 
by seat. Khy is she telling be this” Is she trying to bake be meel -orse”

WHnd then,J Ms. Greenich continwes, shaking her head as an abwsed grin morbs 
on her bowth, Wthat evening -hen I -as leaving the parking lot, yowr dad 
accidently uacked into by car. I -as pretty wpset. …wt since I melt conspicwows 
enowgh as it -as, I didn’t -ant to bake a mwss. …wt ?arenzJ “he sighs and, 
ausently picking wp one om the pens on her desk, toys -ith it as she goes on. 
W‘owr dad is as kind as he is intelligent. Ee apologi3ed promwsely, took a look at 
by car and noticed sobething else -rongj sobething that had nothing to do 
-ith owr little accident, and he R:ed itYJ

I nod politely, -ondering -hat she’s getting at.  

W“o,J Ms. Greenich says, W-hile he and I got to kno- each other, I reali3ed that 
earlier, -hen I spoke to hib in the hall, he hadn’t heard be uecawse, H, he’s hard 
om hearing, and …, he’s ausentjbinded as hell.J

I lawgh, -hich swrprises even be. 
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Ms. Greenich chwckles. WThe ban is so sbart that, -ith all om the things hapj
pening in that urain om his, there’s no -ay he can sibwltaneowsly see the people 
arownd hib.J

W‘eah, that’s by dad,J I agree. WEe uarely even notices that I e:ist. Ee’s perpetj
wally preoccwpied.J

WEas he al-ays ueen that -ay”J 

WUretty bwch. My bob’s al-ays ueen the uwferjJ I stop short, reali3ing I’ve 
wsed the -rong tense. WMy bob used to be the uwfer uet-een hib and ws, I 
bean mor Tessa and be.J

Ms. Greenich nods and ausently toys -ith her pen. WI see. Kas yowr bob good 
at ueing the uwfer”J

WDor a -hile, yeah. “he -as great. “he -as like a uest mriend, and a teacher 6al-ays 
wsing playtibe to, like, teach ws these little lime lessons or -hatever. …wt -hen I 
started high school all om that changed. “he -oke wp one borning -ith sobe 
cra3y morb om abnesia her doctors didn’t wnderstand. Hnd things got -orse 
-hen she zJ My hand going to by aching stobach, I consider -hat I’b on the 
verge om saying. 

Ms. Greenich isn’t toying -ith her pen anybore. Instead, she sits permectly 
still uehind her desk, her uro-n eyes mocwsed on be. I don’t kno- im this is a 
conmession I really -ant to bake. I haven’t told anyone other than the police 
this one very uig thing auowt by bob. Sot even Sathaniel or Pwlia kno- ...

Ms. Greenich says nothing, she "wst sits there, -aiting mor be to continwe and 
all om a swdden I’b saying it. WHnd things got -orse -hen she developed a drwg 
prouleb,J I ulwrt. WHt Rrst it -as pills, like prescription painkillers. …wt that 
twrned into cocaine. Hnd -hen she -asn’t high, she’d get bean. “he’d hit by 
little sister and say bean things.J I pawse uecawse by bowth has gone dry.

W“he -as auwsive”J

WMore so -ith Tessa. “he’d slap her, call her stwpid, tell her to go a-ay.J
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WKell, that e:plains a lot om yowr sister’s uehavior,J Ms. Greenich Fwietly says.

WI gwess. Hnd sobetibes, depending on -hat Mob took, she’d get swper paraj
noid.J So- that I’ve started talking, I can’t stop. WOike, one day I cabe hobe 
mrob school and owr -indo-s -ere covered -ith alwbinwb moil uecawse she 
thowght people -ere spying on ws.J

Ms. Greenich’s mace is dra-n. W5id she say -ho she thowght -as spying on 
yow”J 

I shrwg. W“he kept rabuling auowt scientists -ho -anted to bake her hearing. 
It didn’t bake sense. “he -as deliriows and high. I told 5ad -e showld send her 
to rehau, uwt he said he’d R: her hibselm. Ee tried. …wt once he got her of the 
cocaine, she -ent uack to the pills, -hich e:plains her overdose.J 

Dor sobe reason, it’s like I’b wnaule to stop talking, and the rest om it twbules 
owt. WSo-, he says Mob’s death -as bwrder, not swicide. 9owrse that’s not 
trwe, uwt I get -hy he has to tell hibselm it is. Ee can’t take the uwrden om gwilt.J 
Ht this, I take a deep ureath and sobething deep inside om be meels ebptied, like 
a uasketuall that -as attached to by gwt has ueen swrgically reboved.

WThat bwst have ueen so rowgh mor yow.J Ms. Greenich’s voice is somt, WEo- did 
yow cope -ith all om that going on at hobe”J

I sFwee3e by palbs together and shake by head. WI had gybnastics and 
Sathaniel and Pwlia. …wt it -as harder mor by sister uecawse uemore Mob got 
sick, she’d ueen Tessa’s -hole -orld. They’re uoth 5eam yow kno-, so they had 
this special uond. Khen Mob changed, she -as bean to Tessa and it conmwsed 
her.J

W“o, yow think yowr bob’s uehavior afected Tessa’s personality mor the -orse”J 
Ms. Greenich asks.

I shimt in by seat, a -ave om sadness hitting be. WTessa’s al-ays had a uad tebper, 
uwt that cobes -ith ueing awtistic, andjJ

WSo, it doesn’t.J Ms. Greenich’s voice is so gentle that I uarely reali3e she’s cwt 
be of. I glance wp as she says, WHwtisb isnAt a personality type.J 
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I shake by head. WKith all dwe respect Ms. Greenich, trwst be. I kno- -hat 
I’b talking auowt. ItAs sort om like ueing 5eam. My bobAs 5eamness deRnitely 
bade her -ho she -as. “he -as prowd om her cwltwre and it -as a uig part om her 
personality.J 

W?aren,J Ms. Greenich clasps her hands together and leans mor-ard, Wdo yow 
kno- -hat yowr sister and I have in cobbon”J

I shake by head.

WHwtisb.J

I ulink uack at her, conmwsed, WKhat”J 

WIAb on the awtisb spectrwb,’J Ms. Greenich says, WPwst like Tessa is. …wt it took 
a long tibe mor be to ue diagnosed uecawse researchers -ere very -rong auowt 
awtisb. They thowght everyone -ith awtisb had a very speciRc set om traits or 
personality type. Hnd I didnAt have those traits or personality type. Pwst like by 
race doesn’t deRne by personality, neither does by newrodivergence. I shape by 
o-n identity.J

W5o yow really have awtisb”J I slo-ly ask, staring at her in disueliem.  

“he nods. WI do. Hnd get this, I’b a people person, I like people. …wt a mriend om 
bine -ho is also on the spectrwb is the e:act opposite. Ee’s Fwiet, -ithdra-n, 
and wnresponsive to the people arownd hib. Ke have cobpletely diferent 
personalities, even thowgh -e have the sabe type om newrodivergence. The lauels 
that society assigns to ws uecawse om the -ay -e process inmorbation are "wst 
lauels, they don’t have anything to do -ith -ho -e are at owr core.J  

I sit uack in by seat, processing this.

WThat’s -hy I think it’s ibportant,J Ms. Greenich continwes, W-e don’t e:cwse 
Tessa’s uad uehavior uy saying it’s all uecawse she has awtisb.J 

I uristle. WMy sister’s not –uad.’J

WI’b not saying she is,J Ms. Greenich Fwickly replies. WIn mact, it cowld ue that 
the -ay yowr bother treated her amter she uecabe ill has a lot to do -ith Tessa’s 
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cwrrent uehavior. Pwst like -hat happened -ith yowr Mob has a lot to do -ith 
the -ay yow treated Nsther today.J 

My thowghts retwrn to the bobent I -ent amter Nsther and by stobach chwrns. 
WI didn’t bean to,J I stabber, WI don’t kno- -hat happened to be. I’b sorry. 
It’s "wst likezJ

WOike -hat”J

My eyes Rll and I close theb, shaking by head. …emore I kno- it, Ms. Greenich 
is leaving her desk and I open by eyes to Rnd her stooped in mront om be -ith a 
uottle om -ater and a tisswe. 

'Kipe yowr nose and drink sobe -ater,J she says.

Dor sobe reason, it’s cobmorting to have sobeone tell be -hat to do. “o, I do 
e:actly as she’s instrwcted and then -ipe a-ay the tears that cra-l do-n by 
cheeks. 

Ms. Greenich perches on the edge om her desk, -atching be. WMay I ask yow a 
Fwestion, ?aren”J

I nod. 

WIs there sobe part om yow that ulabes yowrselm mor -hat happened to yowr 
bob”J 

I set the -ater on the edge om her desk and shrwg. 

The ans-er to her Fwestion is easy. 7m cowrse I ulabe byselm. I cowld’ve saved 
Mob im I’d ueen a uetter dawghter. I uite do-n on by uottob lip, -illing by 
tears to stop. I’ve already cried too bwch. 

WI ask uecawse, sobetibes,J Ms. Greenich continwes, W-hen -e’re wsed to ueing 
responsiule mor the people arownd ws, -e ulabe owrselves mor every uad thing 
that happens to theb. Hnd I "wst hope yow kno- that -hat happened to yowr 
Mob had nothing to do -ith yow.J 
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I look do-n at by lap, reuelliows tears ulwrring by vision. W‘ow don’t kno- that 
mor swre,J I say, by voice cracking. WI cowld’ve stopped it.J

WSo, yow cowldn’t have.J Ms. Greenich’s deRnite tone bakes be look wp. “he 
shakes her head, speaking souerly, WHnd -hile -hat happened to yowr bob is 
a terriule tragedy, it happened. ‘ow can’t control the past. …wt yow can control 
yowr reaction. ‘ow can stop yowr pain mrob uecobing rage. Hnd yow have to, 
?aren, uecawse rage -ill rwin yow.J 

I urwsh by inde: Rnger over the urwise on by Rst, considering this.

Ms. Greenich bight ue right. Khen I lost by tebper, I don’t think. I -as "wst 
bad at Nsther. Hctwally, I think bayue I -as bad at byselm mor letting Mob die. 

W5o yow wnderstand -hat I bean”J Ms. Greenich asks, beeting by eyes.

I nod.

WGood. ‘ow’re stronger than anything that’s happened in yowr past.J “he leans 
to-ards be, her dark eyes intense. WIn mact, yow’re strong enowgh to decide ho- 
yowr past shapes yowr identity.J 

The eye contact is getting a little wncobmortaule, so I R: by ga3e on the edge om 
her desk.

WDor e:abple, -hen I -as auowt seven,J she goes on, WI happened to ue -ith by 
uest mriend …ouuy -hen he sa- his dog get hit uy a car and die.J

I -ince and glance wp at her.

WEe -as devastated. Ee cried mor days. It -as very trawbatic mor ws uoth.J Eer 
eyes still on be, she t-irls a cwrly strand om hair arownd on her Rnger, pwlls it tawt 
and then releases it, letting it spring uack to its original state. W…y the tibe -e 
-ere si:teen, …ouuy had three dogs and he kne- he -anted to ue a veterinarian 
-hen he gre- wp. I, on the other hand, had never o-ned a pet uecawse I -as 
amraid that im I got one, sobething terriule -owld happen to it.J

WI get it,J I ulwrt. W‘ow uoth sa- the dog get hit, uwt it afected yow in diferent 
-ays.J
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Wqight,J Ms. Greenich agrees. WUart om the reason -hy -e -ere afected diferj
ently had to do -ith owr personal decisions to react. I cowld’ve decided to let 
-hat I sa- strengthen by resolve to take care om anibals, the -ay …ouuy did. 
…wt I didn’t. I let it bake be amraid.J  

I twrn Mob’s ring arownd on by Rnger, thinking hard. WEo- ab I swpposed 
to see by bob’s death as a good thing”J

WThere’s nothing good auowt it.J Ms. Greenich arches one om her eyeuro-s. 
WHnd it showldn’t have happened, uwt it did. Khat I’b saying is that uecawse 
it happened and yow can’t change it, eventwally yow’ll need to bake a choice 
auowt ho- yow let it afect yow.J 

I glance at Mob’s ring. WOike a choice to not pwnch people.J

WThat’d ue a good start,J Ms. Greenich agrees, her voice somtening. WKhat 
happened -ith Nsther today -as a uad decision. …wt it -as bade uy yowr pain, 
not uy you. That girl owt there -ho -ent amter Nsther, that -asn’t the real yow.J 

 WI don’t kno-,J I say, Rghting uack the lwbp that’s morbing in by throat. WI 
don’t kno- -ho I ab anybore.J

WThatAs wnderstandaule. …wt donAt -orry, that -ill change. ‘ow’ll Rnd yowrselm,J 
Ms. Greenich says, Wand bark by -ords, yow’re going to ue the sort om person 
-ho lets her past strengthen her. ‘ow’ll uecobe bore cobpassionate and yow’ll 
look owt mor people -ho can’t look owt mor thebselves, all uecawse om ho- yow 
let yowr past efect yow.J

My lemt eyelid t-itches and I can’t decide im I’b annoyed uy by gwidance cownj
selor’s slightly preachy tone or im her -ords are mweling sobe ebpty space in by 
heart. 9on!icted, I shimt in by seat.  

W‘ow’re not the sort om person -ho’ll let her past change her into "wst anyone.J 
“peaking Fwietly, Ms. Greenich says, W‘ow’re strong enowgh to shape yowr o-n 
identity.J 

I twg at Mob’s ring, considering this. “hape by o-n identity” I like the -ay that 
sowndsê it’s like saying I have a choice. I don’t have to ue one thingê I can ue bore 
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than the dawghter om a swicide victib, bore than a lonely 975H, bore than a 
-eird science teacher’s kid. I have the choice to ue -hoever I -ant. 

I nod, amraid that im I say sobething, by voice -ill ureak and by tebporarily 
dabbed tears -ill ue released. 

Ms. Greenich sbiles. W‘ow’re a good kid, and I honestly uelieve that, even 
thowgh I’b going to have to recobbend to the principal that he swspend yow 
mor three days.J

Suspend be” The -ord stings and I gwlp so lowdly I’b swre Ms. Greenich hears 
it. I’ve never gotten detention, let alone a swspension. …wt I’ve also never hawled 
of and pwnched another stwdent in the mace.

WHnd in a -ay I think the three days -ill ue good, uecawse yow prouauly don’t 
need to ue here -ith all om these annoying kids right no-. Hb I right”J Ms. 
Greenich asks.

My ga3e still on the edge om her desk, I nod.

W“o, stay hobe mor three days, try to get sobe rest, and go see the doctor auowt 
yowr stobach. 7kay”J

I kno- it’d ue polite to say sobething, uwt amraid I’ll uwrst into tears, I "wst nod. 

WI’ve called yowr dad and he showld ue here any second. “o can yow hang owt 
-ith be mor another me- binwtes”J she asks.

“he’s ueing so nice. I showld ackno-ledge her uy saying sobething, even im it 
bakes be cry. I lean mor-ard and open by bowth. …wt as a rwsh om hot tears Rll 
by eyes, I shwt by bowth and nod mor the uillionth tibe. 

WGreat.J Ms. Greenich’s voice is somt as she -alks arownd to the other side om her 
desk, retwrning her attention to her cobpwter.

…linking uack by tears, I try to get a hold om byselm. Im I stop thinking auowt 
byselm, that’ll help. It wswally does.
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“o, I shimt by mocws to Ms. Greenich’s desk, e:abining it and its tiny Rgwrines 
bore caremwlly. Sear her cobpwter screen is a cwte little uear in a cap and 
go-n, holding a diploba. 7n the other side om the Rgwrine sits a pictwre in a 
-ooden mrabe. The pictwre sho-s Ms. Greenich -ith a little girl -ho looks 
like a biniatwre version om herselm. They aib happy sbiles at the cabera and 
uased on the trees, cro-d, and line om people leading to sobe kind om ride in the 
uackgrownd, it looks like the photo -as taken at an abwsebent park. 

 WEo- old is yowr dawghter”J I hear byselm ask. Ms. Greenich looks at be in 
swrprise and by mace -arbing, I point to the photo. WI "wst sa- the, wb, the 
pictwre.J

W7h.J Ms. Greenich uites do-n on her uottob lip and ulinks Fwickly. qeali3ing 
that I bwst sownd nosey, I start to apologi3e mor prying, -hen she says, W?arin 
-as seven there. Lnmortwnately, she -ent bissing shortly amter the pictwre -as 
taken.J

7h by God.

Ms. Greenich’s eyes beet bine, uwt it’s clear she’s a billion biles a-ay. Hn 
a-k-ard silence passes uemore I banage to stabber, WI’b sjso sorry.J 

“eebing to retwrn mrob the mog she’s tebporarily lapsed into, Ms. Greenich 
ackno-ledges be -ith a nod. WThank yow, ?arenzJ “he tilts her head, a -eak 
sbile morbing on her lips. WThat’s mwnny. ‘ow and ?arin albost have the sabe 
Rrst nabe.J  

I’b not swre ho- to reply. Dortwnately, a knock on Ms. Greenich’s door saves 
be mrob having to.

WN:cwse be.J “he glances at her door and calls owt, W9obe in.J

The principal’s adbinistrative assistant steps into the oNce. WEey, Sancy, 5r. 
Oyles is here to pick ?aren wp. Ee says he’s going to check Tessa owt too.J 

WGreat, thanks.J Ms. Greenich stands and reaches owt to shake by hand. WKell, 
?aren, rebebuer that I’b al-ays here im yow -ant to chat. 7kay”J



UHLOH O. P7SN“0x

W‘es, ba’ab. Hnd, wh, thanks,J I stabber. Getting to by meet, I shake her hand. 
Hs I -ithdra- by hand, Ms. Greenich’s ga3e goes to by Rngers and she mree3es, 
her e:pression tensing.

I glance do-n at by hand, -ondering -hat’s -rong.

W5id yowr bob give yow that ring”J she asks. 

Eer eyes are still on by hand as I limt by head and say, W‘eah. Eo-’d yow kno-”J

Kithowt a -ord, she points to her desk. I mollo- her gestwre to the photo I asked 
her auowt, and the sabe cat’s eye ring is on one om her dawghters’ sball Rngers.

W7h.J 7nce again, I don’t kno- -hat to say. Hmter a bobent’s hesitation, I 
decide to go -ith, W9ool.J 

Ms. Greenich’s mace is dra-n and her eyes are mwll om sadness as she says, W‘eah. 
7kay. Kell, see yow later.J 

I meel uad mor her, so I ofer her a sbile. W…ye, Ms. Greenich.J 

Wz-hen they told be yow’d punched her, I thowght they -ere "okingYJ 5ad says, 
talking lowd enowgh to -ake the dead as -e bake owr -ay to Ueake Eigh’s 
parking lot.  

The -ind picks wp, and pwlling by "acket on bore tightly, I glance arownd, 
hoping no one’s owt here to listen to hib che- be owt. Thankmwlly, the side-alk 
that leads to the parking lot is devoid om anything e:cept mor cars, moraging 
sFwirrels, and sparro-s. 

W“ince -hen do yow go arownd pwnching people”J 5ad’s -alking mast and he’s a 
me- steps ahead om be. Ee, ever so urie!y, twrns arownd to look at be as he asks, 
WKhat’s -rong -ith yow, ?aren”J 
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Tessa eluo-s be in the rius and by lemt eye t-itches. “he’s ueen signing nonstop 
since -e cabe mrob the principal’s oNce. …wt I’ve ueen ignoring her uecawse 
I thowght she -as "wst having one om her little tOtejPjtOtes -ith herselm. So-, 
thowgh, I rwu by rius and glance at her. 

Eer eyes are mwll om so bwch "oy yow’d think she’d "wst gotten a uatch om Ms. 
5avidson’s gingersnap cookies. qadiant, Tessa signs, WThat hearing girl dead”J

I ulink. 

W“he dead”J Tessa repeats, a sbile ulossobing on her pretty mace. W‘ow hit her, 
she died”J

7h. My. God.  My sister hopes I bwrdered  Nsther”  I pawse in stride, Ms. 
Greenich’s -ords cobing to bindB ‘That’s why I think it’s important, we don’t 
excuse Tessa’s bad behavior by saying it’s all because of her disability.’ 

I stare at by little sister’s sbile, reali3ing ho- right Ms. Greenich is. Tessa needs 
to ue tawght -hat’s right and -rong, not e:cwsed -hen I’b in a good bood or 
"wst snapped at -hen I’b too tired to e:cwse her. 7ther-ise, she cowld end wp 
uecobing sobe kind om psychopath.

W?arenY I’b asking yow a FwestionYJ 5ad showts, his voice so lowd that I "wbp.

I ad"wst by uook uag on by showlders and sign, WSo,J to Tessa. Kith that, I 
twrn to by mather and say, W“orry, 5ad. Tessa -as talking to be, and I don’t 
kno- -hat’s -rong -ith be, bayue it has sobething to do -ith the mact that 
by bother "wst cobbitted swicide.J

Ee pawses in stride and twrns to be, his eyes -ide.

I stop -alking too, by heart plwbbeting. WIjI didn’t bean to say it like that.J

Ee rwns a hand throwgh his saltjandjpepper hair, and I can’t help uwt notice the 
sagging uags wnder his eyes. 5ad’s so -orn owt, there’s no need mor be to say 
things that bake hib meel -orse. 

W?aren.J Eis tone lo-ering, he says, W‘owr bother did not cobbit swicide. 5o 
yow wnderstand be”J
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W7kay, yeah. “orry.J The -ords have uarely lemt by lips -hen Tessa eluo-s be so 
hard I nearly stwbule of om the cwru. “he shoves be and screabs, a highjpitched 
-ail, directly in by ear. W7h by God, -hat”YJ I sign, WKhat do yow -ant”J

'Eearing girl dead”J she debands, her Rngers ibpatiently speeding throwgh 
every sign.

I twrn to 5ad, -ondering im he’s seeing -hat his yowngest dawghter is asking, uwt 
he’s already ahead om ws, headed to owr station -agon.

Dollo-ing hib, I sign, WSo, Nsther’s not dead, and I -as -rong to hit her. ‘ow 
showld never hit anyone. Hnd yow do kno- that it’s -rong to kill people, don’t 
yow”J

Eoping Tessa wnderstands be enowgh to ue aule to ans-er the Fwestion, I twrn 
uack to her and a ulack …wick that’s "wst uehind her catches by attention. Uarked 
ueside the cwru -ith its tinted -indo-s all rolled wp, I see a silhowette in the 
mront seat. Hs -e pass it, I glance at the license plate. 

O7LI“IHSH.

WEearing people stwpid,J Tessa signs directly in mront om be, morcing by attenj
tion to her.

This response to –‘ow do kno- that it’s -rong to kill people, don’t yow”’ uothers 
be, uwt honestly, the ulack car -ith a Oowisiana plate uothers be even bore. 

I take another look at the vehicle. 

Tessa starts to sign sobething, uwt telling her to hold on a second, I rwn and 
catch wp to 5ad.

Ee’s wnlocking the driver’s side door as I ask, WKhy -ere there so bany cars -ith 
Oowisiana plates at Mob’s mwneral” Kho -ere those people”J

 WKhy”J 5ad mree3es, his e:pression darkening. 

W…ecawse I -ant to kno-. 5o -e have mabily in Oowisiana” 5id Mob wsed to 
live there”J 
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5ad twrns a-ay mrob be, opens the car, and bwbules, WOet’s "wst go hobe.J 

WKhatever, 5ad.J Drwstrated, I -ave Tessa mor-ard. 

“he greedily accepts the mront seat, and I greedily slip into the relative peace 
ofered uy the uack. I cowld wse a bobent to byselm that allo-s be to think 
mor Rve consecwtive binwtes -ithowt having to interpret mor Tessa, rebind 5ad 
that he’s talking too lowdly, or ans-er a billion Fwestions auowt -hat’s -rong 
-ith be.  

9losing by eyes, I try to rela: -hile the car shakes as Tessa and 5ad get settled, 
slabbing their doors shwt. Tessa grwnts and claps. 5ad lawghs, and I -onder 
-hat she’s signing, uwt don’t uother opening by eyes to check. …ased on the 
clap, I asswbe it’s sobething auowt school. 

I take a deep ureath, en"oying the noise om their signed conversation. …wt -hen 
5ad starts the car, I open by eyes and twrn to by -indo- so I can -atch the 
scenery !y uy.  

The lane ueside owrs is occwpied uy a sleek Ma:iba. Inside are t-o girls, prouaj
uly a me- years older than beê they carjdance and sing along -ith -hatever bwsic 
they’re listening to. 

Khat im I cowld s-itch lives -ith one om theb” 7r uetter yet, -hat im I cowld 
s-itch lives -ith Pwlia or Nsther” Hll they have to -orry auowt are things like 
-ho their ne:t uoymriend is going to ue or -hether or not they meel like going 
shopping this -eekend. Those t-o have no idea ho- diNcwlt lime is. They 
prouauly never -ill. Khen yow’re uorn rich and ueawtimwl, it’s like yow’re uorn 
into lime -ith a morce Reld swrrownding yow. …ad things uownce right of om yow.  

“ighing, I glance at 5ad’s driver’s side birror, and the ulack …wick is right uehind 
ws. H "olt om mear 3ipping throwgh be, I sit wp. 

Is it mollo-ing ws” 

I -hirl arownd in by seat to bake swre I’b looking at the sabe car. ‘eah, wnless 
I’b cobpletely nwts, it’s the sabe car that -as sitting in the school parking lot 
a me- binwtes agoY  
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W5adYJ I lean to-ards the mront seat. WKhy is that car mrob Oowisiana mollo-ing 
ws”J 

5ad’s eyes -iden and his ga3e darts mrob be to the …wick, uwt his voice rebains 
calb as he says, WSo one’s mollo-ing ws, that’s yowr ibagination.J 

WSo, it’s not,J I retort. WI sa- it at Mob’s mwneral, I sa- it on owr street, and no- 
it’s mollo-ing ws hobe mrob schoolYJ

W9alb do-n, ?arenYJ 5ad yells, startling be. W‘ow’ve cawsed enowgh e:citej
bent mor one day. Pwst ue Fwiet. UleaseYJ

My stobach starts wp -ith another RrejRt, and I sibply can’t Rnd the strength 
to argwe. 9lwtching by stobach, I glare at the uack om by mather’s head. Ee’s 
hiding sobething, and I’b going to Rnd owt -hat it is.  



Chapter 10- Tessa

“No!” I yell at my teddy bear.

Next to my teddy is my green and purple dinosaur, and next to my dinosaur is 
my Buzz Lightyear doll. But my teddy bear was being bad. 

“Bad! Bad!” I sign.

I slap the bear like Momma used to slap me. 

It falls. 

I kick the bear, pick it back up, and then stretch it. But I'm not strong enough, 
I can't rip it in half.  

Angry, I throw the bear on the Door.

My Momma died on Door. I watched her nose bleed, and then I watched her 
eyes close. 

Now, I sit down on the cold Door.

?id Momma feel cold when she died’

I donPt know. 

I look down at my teddy bear. It is still smiling at me.
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I grab it.

“Bad, you bad.” I sign.

I hug my teddy bear and close my eyes.

Khe Door shakes. 

I open my eyes.

Khe Door shakes when ?addy or …aren slam our front door jif …aren vust left, 
I can go to her room and steal her ring again!

I drop my teddy bear and run to front door.

But I don't see …aren leaFing.

Instead, I see the hearing woman from next door standing in our doorway. Ms. 
?aFidson. 8he is holding a large metal pot. 

Cookies!

I'm so happy! 

I try to take the cookies from our neighbor, but …aren comes out of her room 
and stops me.

“No.” …aren signs, shaking her head. “Khose arenPt cookies, itPs cabbage vuice, 
Ms. ?aFidson was nice enough to bring it to me for my stomach.”

I don't understand. I want cookies. …aren is so mean!!!

Ms. ?aFidson comes again that night, she has gingerbread cookies.
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After she leaFes, me and …aren sit on the couch watching a Gary Yrant moFie 
while I eat the gingerbread cookies. Khey are 8E YEE?!! I loFe cookies.

I look at …aren. 8he's not eating cookies. 8he's drinking “Gabbage Ouice.” It's 
ugly and green. Vuck.  

I sign, “My cookie, share’ Ves’”

…aren smiles and signs, “No, thank you. My stomach hurts and the cabbage 
vuice helps it feel better. But a cookie would make it worse. Vou understand’” 

I don't understand what she's saying.

I nod and sign, “Ves, I understand.”

I continue to eat my cookies and watch To Catch a Thief. Yrace …elly is so pretty. 
I think I look like her. I am so pretty!

I look at …aren, point to the KW, and sign, “Me!”

“<hat’” …aren asks.

“Me!” I sign.

…aren doesn't understand. 8ometimes, she's stupid.

“Me, me, me, me, yes. Me,” I sign, trying to help her understand.  

…aren stands up and signs, “I haFe to go to gymnastics. Be good, okay’ ?adPs in 
his workroom if you need anything. Vou understand me’” 

I ignore her. 

…aren gets to go to gymnastics with Nathaniel. Khat's not fair.

I want to kiss Nathaniel. Khe way Gary Yrant and Yrace …elly kiss on KW.

I watch the moFie and think about Nathaniel.

Me and Nathaniel, we will kiss.



Chapter 11- 

Nathaniel

I’m starting to think that the universe, or someone, is out to get me. As soon as I 
left Mom’s job, determined to talk to Karen, my car died. After two hours of me 
and some Good Samaritan named Buddy taking a look at the Jeep’s alternator, I 
got back to school at one in the afternoon and Karen was nowhere to be found. 
So, if the universe isn’t completely against me, she’ll be here at practice, meaning 
I’ll be able to talk to her soon.

Hopeful and nervous, I leave the boy’s locker room and catch sight of Brad 
by the pommel horse. He’s in deep conversation with Esther Reams, gesturing 
wildly while Esther nods and occasionally gets a word in edgewise. 

I can’t help but grin. The poor guy’s been into Esther since forever, but when 
he’s around her, he gets nervous and talks too much. I want to see her reaction, 
but she’s got her back to me.

“Hey, Esther, this guy bothering you?” I call, jogging their way. The two of them 
turn to me, Brad grinning and Esther …whoa. I stop short and stare at her. A 
swollen black eye distorts the right side of her face, and a Band-Aid covers the 
upper part of her nose. Stunned, all I can do is stand there and stare.
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“So, I guess you noticed,” Esther speaks dryly as she points to her hair, “my new 
highlights.”

“Jesus, Esther,” I Nnally manage to say, “what happened?” 

She grins. “Oh, you know, zinjas. The usual.”

Brad laughs, but it’s obvious that the laugh is forced. His pale blue eyes are 
somber as he pats Esther’s shoulder.

“Seriously, what happened?” I ask, approaching them and making sure to avert 
my gaUe from her eye. I don’t want to keep staring and make Esther more 
uncomfortable than she must already feel. Besides, seeing her like this brings 
back bad memories. 

Cnsettled, I crack my knuckles and glance at Brad, but he looks down at the mat 
and clears his throat. So I return my attention to Esther. “Esther, it’s okay. Just 
tell us who did it, and we’ll make sure he never does it again.” I glance at Brad. 
“qome on, back me up, Brad.”

He grimaces. “Actually, no can do, cuU it was a girl.” 

“Oh.” I think !uickly, trying to recall if Julia said anything about a Nght breaking 
out at school. But why would anyone Nght Esther? Literally, everyone likes her. 

“And not just any girl,” Brad says.

“HeyP” Esther arches an eyebrow at him. “It’s a black eye, not the plague. I’m 
Nne. Just forget about it. My God ...”

“How?” Brad frowns. “Every time we look at you, we remember there’s a psycho 
in our school and all she’s getting is three days suspension. If you ask me, 
somebody needs to teach that-” 

“zo one needs to do anything.” Esther cuts in. She straightens her spine, making 
herself nearly as tall as Brad, and moves towards him. Brad gulps and takes a 
hesitant step back.
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Mere inches from his face, she lowers her voice and says, “If I wanted something 
xdone,x I’d do it myself. So, leave her alone and keep your mouth shut. qan you 
manage that?” 

I look from Brad, who’s now blushing to the worse degree possible, to this street 
Nghter version of Esther. I’ve known Esther since middle school, and when she’s 
not joking around or planning the neYt party at her house, she’s talking about 
gymnastics. She’s never this intense.  

Brad’s lips twitch and his nostrils Dare as he nods. “Wes, ma’am.” 

I can tell he’s trying not to laugh.

Esther gives him one Nnal look before turning her attention to me. “And you 
won’t bring it up again either, right?” 

“If that’s what you want,” I slowly reply. 

“It is.” She turns on her heel and heads to a group of girls who’ve just eYited the 
locker room. 

“3ude,” Brad whispers, “that was so freaking hot. 3id you see the way she 
looked at me?”

“Weah,” I say, unable to take my eyes o; Esther. “But that was strange, right?”

zow that Esther’s with her friends, she softens her toy soldier posture. Reaching 
up and pulling a strand of hair out of her bun, she twirls it around her Nnger. 
4ith that, Esther plants a huge grin on her face, says something to a girl named 
Lucy and they laugh as Lucy loops her arm through Esther’s. It’s like she’s 
become a completely di;erent person …weird.

I Nnally turn to Brad, who’s still staring at Esther, but for completely di;erent 
reasons. His head tilted and his eyes narrowed, he watches her with glaUed over 
eyes. The guy likes her so much that it’s kind of pathetic.

I clear my throat. “So, sounds like you know who did that to her.” 
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Brad snaps out of his trance and glances at me. Sighing, he tugs at the shoulder 
strap of his blue leotard. “Weah, but I’m pretty sure you won’t want to hear it.”

“4hy wouldn’t I?” 

“Esther’s going to kill me for saying this,” Brad says with a groan, “but it was you 
and Julia’s psycho friend. Before Nrst hour she ran Esther down in the parking 
lot and tried to beat her up.”

I blink back at Brad in confusion. “Me and Julia’s psycho friend?” 

Brad points to someone in the distance. “That, right there.” 

I turn around and Karen, her head down and her shoulders sagging, is saunter-
ing into the practice area from the girls’ locker room. 

Like every other girl in her class, her hair is pulled back into a bun, and she wears 
a light blue leotard. Still …she’s di;erent, not just from her classmates, but from 
any girl I’ve ever seen.

My breath hitches in my chest and whatever Brad was talking about drifts, 
forgotten, into some black hole of my subconscious. This happens to me almost 
every time Karen walks into a room. And it’s not just because she’s pretty, it’s 
more than that. She’s got this solidarity, a !uiet conNdence that paints her every 
movement and gesture with …well, I don’t even know how to eYplain it. All I 
know is that the word to describe Karen isn’t “pretty,” it’s beyond that, it’s a 
word that hangs out somewhere in the neighborhood of “divine.” 

She pauses in stride, lifts her hand, and slips o; the strange-looking ring she’s 
recently taken to wearing. 4ith that, she returns to the locker room, and as she 
turns around, I can’t help but let my gaUe slide to her butt. It’s perfect6 the kind 
of ass that makes everything she wears seYy, even those worn-out leotards of hers.

Okay, I’m starting to drift.    

4armth rising to my cheeks, I tear my eyes away from Karen’s butt and try to 
focus on what Brad’s still going on about. I try and retrace my thoughts. 4hat 
were we talking about?
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“ …cute or whatever, but man I’m telling you, she’s nuts,” Brad says as he grabs 
his ankles and pulls his calves behind his thighs, stretching, “I’m not trying to 
be a jerk, but there’s a reason why her mom did what she did.” 

Regaining my footing in our conversation and realiUing what Brad’s claiming, I 
bristle. “Weah, right. Karen gave Esther a black eye? Sure, Brad.” 

Brad stops stretching and leans against the pommel horse as he arches an eye-
brow. “I saw the whole thing happen from Mr. 3ay’s class. It was messed up. 
Karen just went after her for no reason. It was like she snapped.” 

Hesitant, I watch Brad’s eyes, waiting for their seriousness to level out into 
amusement. He does this6 he’ll say something biUarre and then come back with, 
“Just kidding, ha ha, gotcha.”  

Still unsmiling, Brad claps a hand on my shoulder. “I hate to say it, because 
I know you like her, but I’m telling you, Karen’s got issues. I’ve never seen 
anything like the way she went after Esther.”

I shove him away and Brad stumbles backwards. Surprise registering in his 
features, he raises both of his hands in surrender. “4hoa.”

“Wou’re not funny, man. 3on’t you think she’s been through enough already? 
Actually, whatever. I need to go warm up.” Turning away from Brad, I pad 
across the mat, headed for the rings.

Sometimes, I don’t get Brad. He’s a pretty nonjudgmental guy, but then he goes 
and rags on Karen. Sure, she’s di;erent, but why hate on someone just because 
they’re di;erent? So what if they’re !uiet and a little socially awkward …well, a 
lot socially awkward, maybe even to the point of acting stuck up. But Karen’s 
not really stuck up. She’s had Cnseen as a father her whole life. Of course she’s 
messed upP

I grab a handful of chalk, spread it over my palms and glance at Esther while she 
laughs with a few of her friends. At the sight of her eye, all swollen and purple, 
my stomach turns. 

Anyway, Cnseen’s daughter wouldn’t do something like that.  
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I turn away from Esther and her black eye, reeling as the memory of my father’s 
Nst connecting with my face comes at me out of nowhere. 

Taking a deep breath, my own Nsts clenched, I approach the rings. Grabbing 
them, I hoist myself up and swing, determined to clear my head.  

“4hat was wrong out there?” qoach 2eterson asks, his voice low so my friends 
won’t hear.

I dare a !uick look around the locker room. Brad’s in conversation with a few 
of the guys, and all four of them keep glancing our way. 

qoach’s discretion is kind but pointless. Everybody saw me freeUe up on the 
high bar during a basic routine. There’s no need to whisper about it now.

StiDing a sigh, I meet his eyes and shrug. “I started thinking too much.”

“Is your dad trying to get you to go out there and visit him again? Is that what’s 
going on?” qoach 2eterson asks.

I shake my head. “zo, sir. I’m just having a rough day. Sorry.”

qrossing his arms, qoach leans against the empty locker behind him. “Of 
course, I care about this weekend’s meet, but you’re more important than a 
meet. So, if there’s anything you need to talk about, I’m here. Got that?” 

I nod.

I know qoach means it6 he’s deNnitely been there for Mom and me. That day he 
took me home and we found Mom with a black eye, he was the one who Nnally 
convinced her to press charges against 3ad and leave him for good.  

 “Okay, now go on, get out of here,” qoach says, securing his clipboard under 
his arm and heading to his o8ce. 
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4ithout a word to my friends, I grab my du;el bag and leave the locker room. 
The last thing I want is to hang around and listen to Brad joke about how 
badly I screwed up on the high bar or, even worse, listen to him badmouth 
Karen…Karen. 

“I completely forgot,” I mutter. 

Oh well, it’s not like I’m actually up to having that whole, “I know about your 
dad” conversation tonight. Maybe tomorrow. My keys in hand, I make a mad 
dash for the gym’s back eYit, hoping to avoid running into anyone.

I get to my Jeep and, of course, seeing as the universe is against me, it doesn’t 
start. qursing under my breath, I turn it over a few times and Nnally, the engine 
revs. I peel out of the parking lot, gravel Dying behind me, and turn onto the 
highway. 

It’s beginning to get dark and the moon peeks out from behind a silvery cloud. 
Something about it looks ominous, putting me on edge. I chide myself for being 
silly, but I can’t shake the feeling. Trying to ignore the premonition, I Uoom past 
an abandoned gas station, past the Tipson’s small fenced-in Neld where their 
three horses lounge, and past a lone Ngure walking along the roadside. 

I hit my breaks.

My eyes going to the rearview mirror, I pull over and watch the silhouette 
behind me. It’s Karen. She’s walking slowly, her gym bag in her left hand. 4ell, 
maybe the universe isn’t completely against me. 

I put the Jeep in reverse, run a !uick hand through my hair, and park a few feet 
ahead of her. 

“Wour dad forget to pick you up again?” I shout, hopping out and heading her 
way. 

“Weah.” 

I stop in my tracks as I get a good look at Karen. Her eyes are watery and her nose 
is red. My heart sinks. “Wou alright?”
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She glances sideways, blinking !uickly. “Thanks for stopping, zathaniel, but I 
don’t need a ride.”

“But it’s dark out.” I gesture to the darkening skies.  

“It’s also 2eake, Alabama” she dryly replies. “zothing happens here. EYcept 
suicide.” On that cheerful note, she walks past me and says, “So, I think I’m 
good.”

“Karen, wait.” I start after her, but she doesn’t slow down for a millisecond. I 
hurry to catch up with her. “HeyP”

She says nothing and gives no indication of having heard me. Her shoul-
der-length hair, freed from the mandatory gymnastics’ bun, is lifted and tossed 
by a nighttime breeUe. I fall in step beside her as the wind sends whi;s of her 
shampoo my way and inhale the scent, her scent. 

I stare at her, unable to help myself. I wish other people could see her the way I 
do. Between her Dowing hair, the soft curves of her cheeks, and her deep brown 
eyes, she looks angelic. How could Brad say she beat Esther up? 

 “Hey.” 

“4hat, zathaniel?” she snaps, hurrying past my Jeep.

4incing at her tone, I scramble to keep up with her. “4hy are you mad at me?”

“I’m not.” 

“Then let me take you home. That’s better than you walking alone for Nve miles 
in the dark.”

“Oh my God, Nne.” Sighing, she turns on her heel and heads back to my Jeep.

Relieved, but panicked, I nod. “4ell, good…then…okay.” As we head back to the 
Jeep, I toy with my keys, realiUing that in spite of my godawful day at practice, I 
do want to talk to Karen. But what do I bring up NrstI her dad’s secret identity 
or the deal with people saying she hit Esther?
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I glance at Karen and her eyes are no longer red, but as they meet mine she averts 
her gaUe. 

“4hatever I did to make you mad,” I say, opening the passenger door for her, 
“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not mad at you. And it’s not the KNfties, I can open my own damn door.” 
She tries to shove me out of her way and rolls her eyes when her attempt is 
useless. 

“I’m pretty sure you’re mad at me.” I throw a pointed look at her hand, which 
is still in shoving-mode on my arm and come face-to-face with a purple bruise 
that all but covers her Nst. It’s the same kind of bruise my father’s Nsts often had. 
My stomach turns and an uneYpected surge of anger rises within me.

Karen lowers her hand. “4hat?” 

I can’t believe this. I turn away from her and head to the driver’s side.

“zathaniel?” Karen calls after me. “4hy’d you look at me like that?”

I don’t even know where to start in answering her. 

“I’m glad you’re letting me take you home,” I Nnally reply, sliding into my seat as 
she hops in and turns to me. I try my best to sound calm as I continue, “Because 
we need to talk.”

“…and she was laughing, like she didn’t even care.” Karen’s Nsts are clenched 
as she hits her knee. “Esther’s just another one of 2eake’s rich, self-centered 
assholes.” 

I slow for a red light, conDicted between empathy for Karen and disgust at what 
she’s done.  That’s why I can’t look at her right now, it’d be too confusing. I turn 
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my attention to two deer standing along the roadside. They dart away, retreating 
into the woods while Karen goes on, “Out of all the preppy snobs at school and 
gymnastics, Esther’s the worst.” 

I can’t let that one go.

Trying to keep my voice even, I speak through gritted teeth, “How do you even 
know what Esther’s like? 4hen was the last time you had a conversation with 
her?”

“4hy would I talk to her?” Karen mutters as she turns to glare out of the 
passenger window. 

 “Because she’s cool,” I retort, unable to keep the annoyance out of my tone, 
“and-” 

“Esther Reams is not cool.” 

4e turn to each other and I start to negate this, but Karen interrupts me. 

“And the only reason you think she is, is because she’s cute and she invites you 
to her stupid parties.” Karen blinks back at me, her big brown eyes boring into 
mine. My heart skips a beat. As pissed o; as I am, I’d have to be completely blind 
not to notice how pretty she looks right now. 

Startled by the blankness that consumes my thoughts, I blurt the Nrst thing that 
comes to mind, “3onxt be a bitch.”

“Oh, my God, zathanielP” Rolling her eyes, Karen shakes her head and, to my 
disadvantage, moistens her lips. I watch her tongue dart over her lips and shift 
in my seat uncomfortably. If I keep staring at her I’m going to forget the whole 
point of this argument. I turn away from her and see that the light’s green. 
Accelerating through it, I attempt to get a handle on myself. 

Karen, meanwhile, continues to bite my head o;.  “…that word is so o;ensive 
to womenP 3o you even know how seYist you sound?” 

Once her words start to make sense in my head, I !uickly reply, “Wou’re right, 
sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”



2ACLA L. JOzES1LL

She shakes her head, mumbling something under her breath about me starting 
to sound like my jerk friends. Annoyed, I grit my teeth and ease o; the acceler-
ator as we head into town, where the speed limit is only 5: mph. 

“And if me using an o;ensive word hurt you that much,” I say, “can you imagine 
how much you hurt Esther by punching her?”  

“She wasn’t hurt, she laughedP” 

“Even though her eye is swollen and her nose is nearly broken, she wasn’t hurt? 
Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’m saying she deserved it, zathanielP” 

I wince, my thoughts shifting to my father as we approach a red light at the 
intersection between 2eake Grocery and one of our town’s two gas stations. I 
slow to a stop and say, “zo one deserves to get punched in the face.” 

That was 3ad’s word of choice when it came to defending what he’d do to us6 
we “deserved” his every blow. A sudden feeling of claustrophobia bearing down 
on me, I can hardly breathe. I Dip on the Aq.

“Trust me, zathaniel, she did deserv-” 

 “zo, she didn’t. Wou’re just jealous. That’s the problem,” I retort. “Wou’re 
jealous and you’re too proud to admit it.” 

“I am not jealous of Esther ReamsP I don’t want her stupid money or her fancy-”

“I’m not talking about her money,” I cut in. “I’m talking about her friends. 
2eople like Esther. zobody likes you, because you’re the snob, Karen. Wou judge 
people before you even get to know them. Wou’re so busy criticiUing everyone 
that you don’t even see them. All of that makes you the snob, not her.” 

Silence, sudden and as sharp as a knife, Nlls the Jeep while I turn away from her, 
setting my gaUe on the road ahead.

Holy crap. 4hat did I just say? Gulping, I dare a glimpse at Karen and she’s 
staring at me with wide eyes, her mouth open.
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Cpon meeting my eyes, she blinks and turns away, facing forward. A pang of 
regret grips my heart. 

I start to apologiUe, but she says, “I’m not jealous of Esther, and since we’re 
talking about my Daws, how about yours?” 

4ords leaving me, I look at her in dumb silence. 

“Wou’re a coward,” she says, her eyes narrowed and her tone even. “Wou don’t 
know how to Nght for what you want and you don’t even know what you want 
because you’re afraid to be honest with yourself. Wou’re afraid of everything.”

Gutted, I nearly Dinch but catch myself. Rolling my eyes in a show of noncha-
lance, I shake my head. “Okay, Nrst of all,” I say, hearing my voice shake. “I do 
know what I want, um…”

“Obviously, you don’t.” Karen turns away from me. “I thought you wanted to 
be my friend, that you were, like, the one person in this stupid town who I don’t 
have to defend myself to.”

“Hey, come on. I am your friend. I am.” I touch her arm and she winces. 

That, right there, is worse than a punch to the gut. 

I retract my hand. “Sorry.” Looking down at my hands, I take a moment to 
collect my thoughts. Even though she’s dead wrong about the Esther-thing, I 
don’t want her to walk away from this conversation angry with me. 

Sighing, I turn to her and address the side of her head since she’s refusing to look 
at me. “Karen, I’m sorry. And I am on your side. Even though I just acted like a 
complete jerk, I promise, I couldn’t be more on your side.” 

Finally turning to me, she searches my eyes, the anger in hers diminishing.

Relief washes over me. “In fact,” I continue, “there’s something I need to tell 
you.” My nerves taking over, I grip the steering wheel. 

“4hat?” 
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“I’ve been thinking about what happened in the cornNeld the other night, um, 
about what I saw.” I take a deep breath. “And I think your dad -”�

A thud sounds on my Jeep’s roof.

I look up as Karen gasps. “I think something just fell on top of us.” Her words 
are drowned out by what sounds like running footsteps above our heads. They 
dart from the back of the roof towards the windshield.

“4hat is that?” Karen unfastens her seatbelt and grabs the door handle. 

The underside of a black boot appears on the windshield and horriNed, I grab 
Karen’s hand. “4aitP 3on’t open the door.”

A second boot appears and stomps against the glass so hard it Nssures, leaving 
a long crack in my windshield. At this, both feet dart away and their owner, a 
shadowy silhouette, jumps into the air before vanishing into the darkness.

My heart pounds …Unseen. That was CnseenP 4hat if he heard me?

Stricken, I peer into the dark skies ahead, searching for some other sign of him.

3id he hear me on the verge of telling Karen the truth about his identity and 
show up to stop me? 3oes that mean he’s been tracking me?

“zathaniel, lookP” Karen grabs my arm and points to the gas station at our left.

3irectly above the building, a bright light shines in the night sky. In the gas sta-
tion below, a man is hurled through the front door, glass shattering everywhere.

My fear of Karen’s dad pounding me to a bloody pulp fades as the man lands 
on the cement with a thud. Cnseen’s victim is a burly guy in a Dannel jacket and 
ski mask that covers his face. A thief. He struggles to his feet as the light in the 
sky above the gas station diminishes. In the distance, police sirens scream their 
approach.

Cnseen isn’t here because of me. He showed up to stop that.
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Only slightly relieved, I accelerate through the red light and mumble, “4e’re 
getting out of here.” 

“4ait, stop.” Karen tightens her grip on my arm. “Stop the carP” 

I hit the brakes. “4hat’s wrong?” 

“Cp there,” she says, awe in her voice, “on top of the bank.”  

My pulse racing, I s!uint into the darkness and follow Karen’s direction to 2eake 
First zational’s roof, where the silhouette of a woman stands on the ledge.

I shiver, an ice-cold bucket of fear dumped over me. 4hat is this?P It’s like we’re 
running into one disaster after anotherP 

“She’s going to jump.” I put the Jeep in park and start for my door, but Karen 
grabs my elbow.

“zo. 3on’t you get it?” she eYclaims, her words rushed in eYcitement, “That’s 
Cnseen. I think …I think hexs a xshe.x”   

“That’s impossible.” I say, peering up at the shadowy Ngure in !uestion. It’s 
deNnitely a woman, but there’s no way she’s Cnseen.

“It’s not impossible.” Karen’s tone is as deNnite as ever, “4e’re seeing Cnseen 
and theyxre a woman.”

“That’s not Cnseen,” I retort, opening my door.

The woman leaps, jumping o; the ledge in one swift motion. I bolt from my 
Jeep, my gaUe not straying from the falling woman. I run as fast as I can, but 
there’s no way I’ll get to her in time …please God, please let one of the nearby 
tree branches break her fall… My prayer comes to an abrupt halt as the woman 
disappears midair. 

I stop running and blink into the darkness. 4here’d she go? Behind me, the 
Jeep’s passenger door slams shut.
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“3id you see that? She disappeared,” Karen shouts as she runs towards me. 
“That had to be CnseenP”

qonfused, I scan the area where the lady should have fallen, but there’s just 
grass, trees, and an empty sidewalk. She really disappeared. I turn to Karen 
who, her eyes as wide as saucers, is grinning more than I’ve seen in a very long 
time. Speechless, I turn back to the bank and make sure the woman isn’t there 
…somewhere. 

“zow my dad will have to believe in Cnseen,” Karen says as she heads back to 
the Jeep. “qome on, let’s leave before the police get here. They’ll want o8cial 
witness statements and that’ll take all night.”  

3aUed, I follow her to the Jeep. If that woman was Cnseen, then what happened 
to Karen’s dad in the cornNeld last night? 

The ominous feeling from earlier returning to settle down on me, I start the Jeep 
and glance at Karen.

Mom was right. There’s something strange about Karen’s parents6 they were 
hiding a secret. And that secret had nothing to do with 3r. Lyles being Cnseen. 
He’s something else completely.



Chapter 12- Karen

I tossed and turned all night, not only because of our Unseen sighting, but 
because of what Nathaniel said when he got mad. I’ve seen him annoyed, but 
never angry. And de…nitely never angry at with meH

"You’re so busy criticizing everyone that you don’t even see them.”

kis words resounding in my head, I tighten the belt of my robe and taFe another 
bite of Yrosted YlaFes. Ees, what I did to jsther was awful, but I didn’t do it 
because I was Tealous of her, and I’m de…nitely not a snob. jsther’s the snob. 
xhe girl treats xessa and me liFe we don’t even eBist. 

Lut ...whatever. MiFe Gs. preenich said, I don’t have to stay bitter and angry, I 
can decide how to feel. And right now, I want to feel liFe a girl who’s enToying 
her Yrosted freaFing YlaFes and Rleased with herself for catching a glimRse of 
her town’s vigilante.

Seaching across the table and grabbing today’s newsRaRer, I taFe another bite 
of cereal and read the front Rage.

UNOjjN NALO pAO OxAxI!N S!LLjSO“

I grin and droR my sRoon into my cereal. GilF sRlatters onto the table as I shout, 
Dkey ”ad“P I start to bolt from my seat, ready to Rull him from his worFroom. 
Lut I Rause, recalling that he’s bringing xessa to school. 
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”ammit“ I still haven’t had a chance to tell him what we saw last night. And 
I really want to because maybe hearing about our Unseen sighting will Rull at 
least a hint of a smile out of him. 

Dxhis is so cool,P I murmur, RicFing uR the newsRaRer and reading the article.

It details the account Nathaniel and I saw …rsthand, eBRlaining that two sFi 
masFCwearing men, who’ve aRRarently taFen to robbing gas stations all over 
North Alabama, tried to do the same at JeaFe’s pas last night. Lut according to 
the small gas station’s cashier, the two thieves were stoRRed when Unseen saved 
the day. 

I read the article twice, a big stuRid grin on my face. Oetting it aside, I glance at 
our front door, hoRing ”ad comes bacF soon. I can’t wait to tell him about this“

!ur Rhone rings and I glance down at our 'aller I” boB. It’s 1ulia, calling from 
her cell Rhone. OheKs one of the few rich Fids in our class to have one.  

Dkey, 1ules“P I eBclaim, unable to FeeR the enthusiasm out of my voice. 

D!h, my pod, ?aren, I’ve been dying to talF to you and I Tust couldn’t taFe it 
anymore“P 1ulia screeches, sounding even more eBcited than I am.  

I laugh. DGe too“P 

DSeallyWP she says with genuine surRrise. D!Fay. Eou go …rst. zhat’s uR, girlyWP

I lean against the counter, my ga7e returning to the newsRaRer on our Fitchen 
table. DEou’re never going to believe what me and Nathaniel saw“P

D!h, yeah“P 1ulia eBclaims, the screech factor in her voice maFing me "inch. 
DEou guys saw Unseen. Nathaniel told me. xhat’s so cra7y“ And he said she’s 
a girl. I never would have thought Unseen was a girl. xhat’s so cool, ?aren“P 

 DEeah.P I slowly reRly. Nathaniel told herH because theyKre bacF together. xhatKs 
right. 

I de"ate liFe a RoRRed balloon. And to maFe matters worse, my stomach Rain 
"ares uR. 
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I close my eyes and blurt, qIn other news, I have a stomach ulcer. I went to the 
doctor yesterday. ke said the ulcer is why IKve been in so much Rain lately.q

q!h, my pod. xhat sucFs, my girly,q 1ulia says. qIs there, liFe, medicine you can 
taFe to maFe it betterWq

qEeah,q I oRen my eyes, and clutch my stomach. qxhe doctor gave me stu9 to 
taFe. Lut Gs. ”avidson, sheKs the neighbor who brought me to the doctor, she 
said cabbage Tuice is even better than medication. Oo, she gave me a bunch of 
cabbage Tuice yesterday. ItKs already helRed a lot.q

q'abbage Tuice,q 1ulia says with a laugh, q!h my pod. xhatKs so triRRy.q

qEeah,q I reRly, rolling my eyes. 1ulia says KthatKs so triRRyK when she doesnKt really 
care about something and isnKt sure what to say in resRonse. 

DOo, are you ready to hear my newsWP she asFs in a singCsong voice. 

”esRite my stomach and deeRCseated Tealousy, the haRRiness in 1ulia’s tone stoRs 
me from inventing an eBcuse to tell her no. 

Oo, I close my eyes again and say, DOure.P 

DOo, I would’ve told you yesterday, but you were a little, um, busy. Anyway, here 
it is,P 1ulia sighs dramatically. DGe and Nate are bacF together“ 'an you believe 
itWP Ohe laughs and continues, Dzhen he brought me home from your house 
the other night, we talFed for a while and then we Fissed“ It was the sweetest, 
softest Fiss. !h, my pod“ And then we talFed about how much we missed each 
other and we were all liFe, KMet’s taFe it slow, butHKP

As 1ulia goes on, I begin to feel dead. MiFe my heart has literally stoRRed. 
!Rening my eyes, I stare at the oaF cabinets on the other side of our Fitchen, 
my mind blanF, my heart silent, and my breath halted.

1ulia, on the other hand, is as animated as ever. DHisn’t that greatW Now you 
won’t have to be caught in the middle of me and Nate’s drama, am I rightWP Ohe 
laughs, but I can’t even sReaF.

D?arenWP 
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I taFe a deeR breath and try to ignore the burning that’s resurfaced in my 
stomach. DEeah. Oorry about that, I accidently muted the Rhone. 1ules, that’s 
so great. I’m haRRy for you.P xhe lie sliRs from my liRs as easily as the truth, and 
1ulia goes on to talF about some things that I really wish I didn’t have to listen 
to.

xhe more she talFs about the way they Fissed, the more I reali7e how right 
Nathaniel was. I am Tealous. Not of jsther Seams, but of all Dxhe jsther’sP of 
the world. xhe Rretty, rich girls with normal families, normal Rersonalities, and 
normal lives. xhey’re the ones who all Dxhe Nathaniel’sP fall for. And I canKt 
even blame xhe Nathaniel’s. zho wouldn’t choose the fun, haRRy girl over the 
moody chicF who seethes with so much Tealousy you can Rractically smell it 
coming from her RoresW 

D HI’m going to miss you today. OucFs you got susRended. Lut, um, sReaFing of 
that, liFe, what eBactly haRRened with jstherWP 1ulia stammers. Dxhere are some 
cra7y rumors going around. !f course, I don’t believe them, but, I was Find of 
wondering.P 

I looF down at Gom’s ring, my emotions as clouded as the oRa2ue stone. It’s 
funny how even though our feelings are what maFe us who we are, they’re the 
most diVcult things in the world to understand. MiFe, I wouldn’t have reali7ed 
I was Tealous until Nathaniel Rointed it out. And now Hnow, I don’t even Fnow 
what I’m feeling. It’s not Tust Tealousy, it’s a rawness that’s maFing me numb. 

D?arenW Are you thereWP

DEeah, sorry. xhe thing with jsther was a misunderstanding. I thought she was 
trying to hurt xessa, and it was Tust a stuRid mistaFe.P

D!h,P 1ulia reRlies, her voice soft, DI get it. zell, looF, Nate’s right here and he’s 
saying he needs to talF to me, so I guess I’ll see you later. Lye, girly.P

DLye, 1ules.P I set the Rhone in its cradle and stare down at it. I don’t even Fnow 
how toH be right now. All I Fnow is that I feel liFe shit.
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!ur front door creaFs oRen and our entire house shaFes under ”ad’s footsteRs. 
ke slams the door shut and I slide o9 of the counter to ReeF around the corner. 
As ”ad’s face comes into view my concern about my own feelings fade. ke’s as 
Rale as he was the night we found Gom. kis darF saltCandCReRRer hair full of 
sweat and "attened against his head, he scowls so much that a series of lines mar 
every inch of his forehead. 

D”adW zhat’s wrongWP 

MooFing Rast me as if I haven’t said a word, he lifts a trembling hand to wiRe the 
RersRiration from his forehead, marches to his worFroom, and slams the door 
behind him. 

I hear him shouting, but I can’t 2uite maFe out his words. ke must be on the 
Rhone. xhough most of what he’s saying is garbled, I hear, DMeave my family 
alone,P 2uite clearly.

'onfused, I hug myself and stare down the hallway. 'ould this have something 
to do with those LuicFs that have been following usW Letween seeing Unseen 
and dealing with my feelings for Nathaniel, I Find of forgot about them.  

I sliR bacF into the Fitchen, RicF uR the Rhone, and glance at our 'aller I” boB 
to see who ”ad’s talFing to, but it says, DSestricted Number.P 

DHsaw one of their cars at my little girl’s school,P ”ad says, distress staining his 
every word, Dand my oldest is starting to notice them. xell 1ayne I don’t have the 
serum“ xell her to leave us alone“P

Gy heart Rounding, I griR the Rhone and turn to the Fitchen window where 
morning sunlight streams through our curtains. Absently watching the golden 
rays, I try and wraR my head around what ”ad’s saying. Yirst of all, who’s JayneW 
And what DserumP is ”ad talFing aboutW

D”r. Myles,P a whisRered female voice reRlies, Dyou shouldn’t call me here, it’s 
not safe. I’ll contact you later, from a secure line. UnderstoodWP
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D'laire, I can’t deal with this,P ”ad hisses, DI ran their eBReriments, I did what 
they wanted, and now I’m done“ xell 1ayne to stay away from my family. xell her 
I’m never going bacF to I.x.I.O. I’m through with them“P

D”r. Myles, you Fnow I can’t do that,P the woman he’s called D'laireP whisRers. 
DOhe’d FillCP

xhere’s a clicF and 'laire says, D”r. MylesW ”r. MylesWP

”ad must have hung uR on her. Gy hands shaFe as I set the Rhone bacF in its 
cradle. xhose blacF cars Hthey were following us. I was right. And what the hell 
is I.x.I.O.W It sounds familiar. Lut I donKt Fnow where IKve heard the acronym. 

xhe door to ”ad’s worFroom "ies oRen and his footsteRs sound on the "oor. I 
dart away from the Rhone and Reer around the corner.

”ad heads to the front door, shouting, DI’ll be bacF. ”on’t oRen the door for 
anyone.P zith that, he shuts the door behind him, his Feys clattering while he 
taFes a moment to locF the toR and bottom locFs. xhat in itself is strange, ”ad 
never remembers to locF the front door. 

I glance down the hallway, eyeing ”ad’s worFroom as his words ring in my 
ears, “…I ran their experiments, I did what they wanted ...I’m never going back 
to I.T.I.S.” 

 I thinF Gom may have mentioned I.x.I.O. once or twice when she was deluC
sional. Lut what is itW  'ould it have something to do with the cars that have 
been following usW Gy thoughts swarming and colliding, I looF down at Gom’s 
ring. zhat if Gom’s DdelusionsP weren’t delusionsW 

I head to ”ad’s worFroom, determined to …nd answers. 
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jver since xessa and I were little, we were told to FeeR away from ”ad’s worFC
room. I’ve never understood why Gom and ”ad were so strict about that, 
but now the rule maFes sense. If ”ad’s connection to I.x.I.O. is suRRosed to 
be con…dential and the information surrounding this big secret is in here, no 
wonder we were shooed away. 

I aRRroach the door, taFe a deeR breath, and turn the Fnob. It’s locFed. Lut, 
that’s oFay. zhen you have a little sister who’s Rrone to throwing tantrums and 
locFing herself in her room, you become a Rro at Rrying oRen a locFed door.

kurrying to the bathroom, I oRen the drawer where I FeeR me and xessa’s hair 
suRRlies and grab a bobby Rin. In less than three minutes, I’ve used the Rin to 
oRen the door to ”ad’s worFroom. OliRRing inside, I looF around. 

ItKs messy as hell with Riles of clothes on the "oor and stacFs of booFs and 
cardboard boBes scattered about. A rusty metal …le cabinet occuRies the room’s 
rightChand corner, and a large wooden oVce desF sits in front of the window.  

Dkm, I wonder who I taFe after.P I mutter as I steR over a Rile of balled uR RaRers 
that, uRon closer insRection, aRRear to be bills. 

Jassing three cardboard boBes that have been stacFed on toR of each other, I 
aRRroach the large oaF desF. Among the numerous outdated day Rlanners and 
random Rieces of RaRers strewn across its toR is a large framed Ricture of our 
family. xhe four of us stand shoulder to shoulder, smiling as we Rose on the 
front lawn of our church. prabbing the Ricture, I eBamine it.  

ze looFed so di9erent bacF thenG for one, we looFed haRRy. I thinF xessa was 
ten and I was twelve when this was taFen. ker hair was wild, coming out of the 
cute little bow Gom tried to tie it bacF with. 

Gom Hmy pod, xessa looFs exactly liFe herG they have the same golden hair and 
blue eyes.  

I touch the glass Tust above Gom’s cheeF, as if this is somehow the same as 
touching my mother’s cheeF. Oighing, I set the Rhoto down and slide into ”ad’s 
desF chair. 
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I oRen ”ad’s bottom desF drawer and scan its contents. I donKt …nd much. A 
few random RaRers and a threeChole Runch. I lean forward to close the drawer 
when a IkO taRe with my name on it catches my eye. I RicF it uR, my heart 
sFiRRing a beat as Gom’s handwriting, scrawled in blacF marFer, stares bacF at 
me, DYor ?aren J xessa.P

I touch the cursive letters, each of them long and elegant, and a strange sort 
of homesicFness washes over me. I maFe myself set the taRe aside. If I get all 
emotional, I won’t be able to focus. Anyway, the taRe is Rrobably Tust a recorded 
message with one of Gom’s DI love my beautiful girlsP sReeches. Lefore she lost 
her mind, that’s the way Gom was. Ohe’d use every second she could to tell us 
she loved us or teach us some life lesson. 

Gy stomach smarting, I taFe one last looF at the taRe. I’ll de…nitely watch it 
later. 

I start to close the drawer when something that must have been behind the taRe 
catches my eye, a tiny metallic sRray can. I almost didn’t see it because it’s shoved 
into the corner of the drawer and Rartially covered by a legal Rad. 'urious, I RicF 
it uR and turn it over.

A small label on its underside says, DJroRerty of I.x.I.O. C kearingP

I.x.I.O“ xhis must have some connection to ”ad’s secret“

Gy nerves sRiFing, I remove the can’s toR and sni9 the sRray no77le. xhe 
"oral scent that slinFs into my nose is oddly familiar. I turn the bottle around, 
eBamining it. 

zhere have I smelled this beforeW And why is it called DkearingWP  

!ur Rhone rings, startling me so badly that I TumR and the can falls out of my 
hands. I retrieve it, toss it into the RocFet of my robe and scramble out of ”ad’s 
oVce, hurrying to answer the Rhone. As soon as ”ad gets bacF, I’m showing 
him this can and demanding that he tell me what I.x.I.O. is. 



Chapter 13- 

Nathaniel

“Nate, I don’t understand.”  Julia says, her eyes gllinA. 

m lupf worps in py throat. No patter hoc puvh she vries, I haSe to stand py 
Around. Bo, I aSert py eyes and say, “bevause I vare akout you and I cant you 
to ke cith a Auy cho deserSes you.” 

m loud Arouf ow sofhopores, all ow thep slocinA in stride as they fass us, leaSe 
the student farPinA lot and head into HeaPe EiAh. javh ow their stares, ceiAhty 
cith xudApent, land on py shoulders and py an?iety Aoes into oSerdriSe. I cish 
I’d had the krains to start this vonSersation in the var and not on the sidecalP 
chere eSeryone van catvh the latest efisode ow “Julia and Nathaniel.”

“NateY”

“zeahY” I shiwt py AaTe to the sidecalP, and Julia’s tiny weet, the only fart ow her 
that I van krinA pyselw to looP at, are poSinA tocards pe.

Whe silSer toe rinA on her riAht woot Alares kavP at pe as she says, “Uould you at 
least looP at peY” 
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I do as she asPs and cith her shoulders hunvhed, she seeps eSen shorter than her 
fetite M’5’ wrape. Whe slouvhed fosture doesn’t taPe acay wrop hoc fretty she 
is. Julia could looP hot no patter chat. 

I taPe a deef kreath. …ost Auys could thinP I’p an idiot wor doinA this to her. 

“Where has to ke a reason chy you Peef kreaPinA uf cith pe,” she says, her 
kottop lif trepklinA. “Just tell pe chat I’p doinA cronA.” 

“NothinA.” I ruk the kavP ow py nevP and stare into the distanve, searvhinA wor 
the riAht cords. “I;”

“zou chatY” 

Whe kell rinAs and the noise around us invreases as eSeryone shuRes to their grst 
hourq eSeryone, e?veft wor Julia and pe. !ooted to her sfot on the sidecalP, she 
vrosses her arps and stares pe docn.  

“I van’t say you did anythinA cronA, kevause you didn’t.” …y cords vope out 
in a nerSous rush and needinA to do sopethinA cith py hands, I slide py kooP 
kaA o- py shoulders and set it at py weet. 

Julia shaPes her head, a svocl worpinA akoSe her eyes. “zou’re lyinA.”

“No, I’p not,” I FuivPly say. “Jules, you’re ferwevt. mnd choeSer you end uf 
cith is AoinA to ke the luvPiest Auy in the corld, kut it’s not pe. zou need to ke 
cith sopeone cho deserSes you.”

“zou Peef sayinA thatK” she snafs, tears wallinA wrop her eyes. Wco fassinA Airls 
sloc docn, turninA to Alanve at us. 

Whe uncanted audienve sends a rush ow heat to py wave, and I stapper, “I Peef 
sayinA it kevause it’s true. bDkut;” I Aulf. I cish I vould xust say it.

“but chatY” Julia depands. 

…y vhest heaSy and py falps paPinA liPe NiaAara 6alls, I Aather py vouraAe 
and worve pyselw to looP her in the eye. “but you deserSe to ke cith sopeone 
cho sees you as pore than a wriend, kevause I don’t.”  
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Julia’s wave walls and she taPes a shaPy stef kavPcards.

“Jules ;” I reavh wor her, kut she fushes py hand acay.

“6uvP you, Nathaniel.” Eer wave kriAht red, she turns on her heel and hurries 
acay.

I catvh her disaffear into the vrocd chile fassinA Pids chisfer and stare, 
looPinA wrop pe to Julia cith unSeiled vuriosity. I cant to Ao awter her. but iw I 
do, she’ll either fush pe acay and paPe an eSen kiAAer svene or kreaP pe docn 
until I gnd pyselw kavP in a relationshif cith her. …y gsts vlenvhed, I e?hale. Iw 
that cas the riAht thinA to do, then chy do I weel so horrikleY

6rustrated, I fivP uf py kooP kaA and trudAe to grst hour. 

“;esfevially the ones deriSed wrop di-erential eFuations,” …s. Eines, our path 
teavher vontinues. “Whe Sariakles inSolSed are not linPed to eavh other in an 
e?flivit cay. …ost ow the tipe, they’re linPed throuAh an ipflivit worpula;”

OinPedq that’s chat pe and 'aren are ... or at least it’s chat I cant us to ke. I 
weel liPe she trusts pe. but it’s a lipited trust. 

…s. Eines rafs her klue dry erase parPer aAainst an eFuation on the oSerhead 
froxevtor and vontinues to e?flain it. I stare at the valvulus froklep, klind to 
the nupkers and deaw to eSerythinA she’s sayinA. mll I van thinP akout is chat 
'aren said akout pe last niAht. Bhe Aot pad and her real weelinAs vape out. Bhe 
valled pe a vocard. 

Uhat iw there’s sope truth to thatY mwter all, I am  svared ow fretty puvh 
eSerythinA. I still haSen’t really alloced pyselw to frovess the wavt that chat I 
sac in the vorngeld peans that;cell, that 'aren’s Cad piAht not ke hupan. I 
pean, chateSer I sac in that out there cas AiAantiv, with glowing eyes. mnd all 
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I Pnoc is that her dad vape out ow there. but, until noc, I haSen’t eSen canted 
to adpit that to pyselw. 

1n tof ow that, is py relationshif cith Julia. I’Se keen datinA her out ow wearq 
wear ow looPinA liPe a kad Auy, wear ow 'aren fotentially rexevtinA pe. It’s liPe py 
entire liwe is pe on the hiAh kar, wreeTinA uf and lettinA wear Aet the kest ow pe.  

Whe realiTation cashes oSer pe liPe a vold shocer. 'aren’s riAht, IAp a vocard.

Uithout a sevond thouAht, I raise py hand.

…s. Eines adxusts her cire ripped Alasses and fauses her levture as she looPs at 
pe cith raised eyekrocs. “Uhat’s cronA, NathanielY” 

“Ban I Ao to the kathroopY” I asP. 

Bhe nods and I shoot out ow py seat, hurryinA throuAh the vlassroop door and 
into the hallcay. I xoA docn the hallcay, fast the koy’s restroop, and straiAht 
throuAh HeaPe EiAh’s e?it doors. Uith this, I truvP it to the student farPinA lot. 
Whis paPes tco days in a roc that I’Se sPiffed svhool, kut I don’t vare, and I 
don’t vare hoc svared I ap riAht noc. It’s tipe wor 'aren to Pnoc hoc I weel 
akout her. Iw that peans I Aet rexevted, then I Aet rexevted. but I van’t ke a vocard 
anypore. 

m vold kreeTe kites throuAh py xavPet, sendinA vhills uf and docn py arps as 
I paPe py cay to …op’s Oe?us. …y Jeef is at the dealershif so they van g? the 
cindshield and gAure out chat’s cronA cith the alternator. Binve …op has the 
day o-, she let pe taPe her var to svhool. 

Cesfite the vold, py falps are sceatinA as I full out ow the farPinA lot and 
Alanve docn at …op’s var fhoneq a vlunPy klavP deSive that she’s froud ow.  Bhe 
kouAht it xust in vase ow an eperAenvy. WellinA 'aren that I’p on py cay oSer 
seeps liPe an eperAenvy to pe. I dial her nupker, and as she fivPs uf and py 
heart nearly stofs.

“Uould you stof vallinAY” 'aren snafs.
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WaPen akavP, I hesitate, “Lh, chat do you peanY Whis is the grst tipe I’Se valled 
you today.”

“1h, py Aosh, NathanielY”

“zeah.”

“Borry akout that, sopekody Peefs vallinA and hanAinA uf and ID”

“Eey, I need to talP to you,” I vut in. “Ban I vope oSerY” I hold py kreath as 
she repains silent. Uhy isn’t she sayinA anythinAY I turn onto the hiAhcay that 
leads to her neiAhkorhood, hofinA she’ll say yes.

“1Pay,” she gnally says.

“1Pay,” I refeat, inadSertently evhoinA her tone. I vlear py throat. “Bee you 
soon.”

“zeah, see you soon.” 

ms ce hanA uf, I turn onto the street that cill krinA pe to the Airl I need to 
froSe pyselw to. I cant to tell her eSerythinA, not xust akout hoc I weel akout 
her, kut chat I Pnoc akout her Cad. When aAain, I piAht Aet to her house and 
vopfletely wreeTe uf. 

I hofe I van do this ... no. I’p going to do it.



Chapter 14- Karen

Leaning against the kitchen counter, I stare down at the phone.

Nathaniel’s deep voice is still lingering in my head, ‘I need to talk to you. Can I 
come over?’ 

That voice. It sounds sexy even when he's saying something vague and slightly 
ominous. 

I cross my arms and sigh. I should have asked him what he wants to talk to me 
about. Knowing Nathaniel, this is all about him feeling bad about last night's 
argument and wanting to apologize. But that's not necessary. 

I've had time to think, and everything he said about me was true.  

Discomfort nips at my stomach and, Mguring I should get a glass of -s. Davidj
son’s cabbage Auice, I head for the refrigerator. P glimpse of my reJection in our 
microwave door horriMes me. Between my troll doll hair, sleepy eyes, and large 
JuOy robe thrown on over pink and red SFs, as soon as Nathaniel sees me, he’ll 
remember why he chose Fulia over me.

I comb my Mngers through my hair and pause as the distinctive creak of our 
backjporch screen door sounds. 

Dad must be back.
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Tensing, I trudge out of the kitchen and start towards back door. I need to have 
a serious conversation with Dad about that I.T.I.1. stuO. 1o, maybe I should ask 
Nathaniel to come over laterj

-y thoughts come to an abrupt halt and I freeze in stride. Fust ahead, the 
window in our back door reveals an extremely tall man who is deMnitely not my 
dad. Ge's at least seven feet tall. Pnd he hasn't seen me yet because he seems to 
be focused on trying to unlock our door.  

-y heart begins to pound. 

The doorknob shakes as he continues to Aostle it. I take a shaky step backwards. 
This guy is trying to break into our house” -y heart in my throat, I pretend my 
knees aren’t shaking, and shout, "Uet out of here”E

The man looks up. Sanic bears down on me, sending ice cold shockwaves to my 
every nerve as he locks eyes with me. 

I lift my chin, feigning conMdence and trying to look as scary as possible while I 
walk towards the door. "I called the police,2 I shout, 2so you'd better get the hell 
out of here”E 

The stranger smiles, revealing a mouthful of yellow teeth. I Jinch and come to 
dead stop. Ge arches an eyebrow and chuckles, like my reaction is funny. 

This is bad”

1till chuckling, he returns his attention to our doorknob. It twists and turns 
furiously as he tries to unlock it.

I need to call the cops. -y hands shaking, I run for the kitchen phone. Behind 
me, a strange, tapping noise sounds at the back door.

I turn around and the door, somehow removed from its hinges, is falling forj
ward. -y mouth falls open in shock as it lands in our hallway with a heavy thud. 
I Jinch at the crash, a cloud of dust and grass billowing up from the Joor. 

Saralyzed with shock, I stare at the strange man as he steps into our house, his 
heavy work boots making knocking sounds as he walks on top of the broken 
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door.  The giant is about my dad’s age and despite his height, he’s lanky in a 
blue Jannel shirt over a pair of worn Aeans. Gis stringy blonde hair, long and 
oily, looks like it hasn’t been washed in weeks. 

I look from him to our broken door. Gow did he do thatY”

qoming out of my shock, I take a shaky step back and say, 2Tjthe police are 
coming,2 unable to control the tremor in my voice. 

"No, they're not, Karen,2 he replies with a smirk. 2Let's make this easy. Gow 
about you Aust come with meYE

qhills creep from my scalp to the very bottoms of my feet as he says my name. 
Gow does this creep know my nameY Pnd what the hell does he want with meY”  

Pll at once, my instincts take over. Turning on my heel, I run down our hallway 
as fast as I can. The staccato of the stranger’s footsteps follow me. I skid into 
Tessa’s room, slam her door shut, and lock it. -y every limb trembling, I glance 
around frantically. 3hat should I doY 1hould I hide under the bedY 

No that’s stupid, I'll be trapped under her bed. -y gaze darts to Tessa's window. 
-aybe I can slip out, run to -s. Davidson’s house, and call the police from 
there. 

The same tapping noise I heard at the back door before it fell oO of its hinges 
sounds at Tessa’s bedroom door. -y heart sinks. 

"No, no no,E I whimper, hurrying past Tessa’s rows upon rows of stuOed 
animals as I make my way to her window. 1uddenly, I trip over something hard. 
Before I know it, I'm tumbling, hip Mrst, into her windowpane.

-y every movement clumsy, I right myself, shove Tessa’s window open, and 
glance behind me for glimpse of what I tripped over. Pt my feet is a fuzzy brown 
teddy bear with two of our steak knives through its stomach.

Hefusing to consider why my little sister stabbed her teddy bear, I return my 
attention to the window and try to push it up a little further. But it’s only gone 
up three inches, and refuses to budge any further. It’s stuck” 
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"qome on,E I hiss, pushing against the window with all my might. The metal 
ridges make indentations in my calloused palms, but the window won't move. 

Behind me, Tessa’s bedroom door slams to the Joor with a crash. 

-y heart beating wildly, I spin around. 

The giant lowers his head as he steps through her doorway. 1hoving his hands 
into his pockets, he looks around with a casual air. 

This is bad. Heally freaking bad”

Sanicking, I crouch and grab the two knives from Tessa’s teddy bear. 

The giant strolls towards me, nonchalantly tossing a few shaggy blonde whisps 
of splitjend ridden hair out of his eyes as he says, ";ou’re going to stab meY 
That’s cute.E 

I blink back at him. There’s something strange about his eyes. They’re hazel but 
tinged with a silver glint.

"Plright, then,E he narrows his eyes, "try and cut me. Pll you have to do is knick 
me once, and I’ll let you go. Sromise.E

-y thoughts a Aumble, I take a step back and crush a stuOed animal under my 
right foot. ";ou should leave while you can,E I stammer. "IjI called the police, 
they’rejE

I shut up as the silvery glint in each of his irises becomes more pronounced, 
overwhelming the hazel until it’s drowned. Gis eyes are turning silver. GorriMed, 
I stare at him. Ge takes his hands out of his pockets and the backs of his hands 
are a glistening gray, like they’ve been doused in silver glitter.

"3hat’s wrong with youYE I blurt, looking at his Mngernails which are comj
pletely silver.

";ou’ll Mnd out soon enough,E he replies, sauntering towards me.  
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-y heart pounding, I back up and hit Tessa's wall. The giant continues towards 
me, blocking my path. There's no way around him. 

-y teeth shaking, and desperation washing over me, I realize I'm trapped. The 
only way out, is to Mght the giant. 

Both knives Mrmly in hand, I lunge forward, aiming one of the blades at his chest. 
Ge catches my wrist and s4ueezes, gripping me so tightly I gasp and drop the 
knife. 

Tears spring into my eyes. "Let go”E  

qhuckling, he grabs my other knife and tosses it aside. Ps it clatters to the 
Joor, he leans towards me until he's mere centimeters from my face. Gis breath, 
smelling of aluminum and a familiar Joral scent, wafts over me as he says, 
"Looks like you won’t be stabbing me.E 

I kick him in the shin and gasp as sharp pain radiates from my big toe all the way 
up my foot and into my calf.

Ge laughs and grabs my other wrist. "That hurt, didn’t itYE

1haking uncontrollably, I shout, "Leave me alone”E

To my surprise, he does. But not by choice. 1uddenly losing his smug grin, the 
giant freezes and his eyebrows go up as if something’s stunned him. 

Ge stumbles backwards, and his grip on my wrists lessens as his strange silver 
eyes roll back in their sockets. Pll at once, he collapses, crumbling to the Joor in 
a heap of long, silver limbs.

?very part of my body shaking, I look down at him in confusion. 

Before I can even begin to Mgure out what happened,  ?sther Heams appears out 
of thin air.

I scream. 
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Ger eye as black as ever, she wears Aeans and a navyjblue TjshirtD in her left hand 
she holds the tiny tubular device she’d been carrying when I decked her in the 
school parking lot. 

Now, she shoves it into the pocket of her Aeans as she stands over the giant's 
crumpled form. Beyond shocked, I watch ?sther extend a hand in my direction 
and say, 2I'm here to help you. qome on.2

I stare at her, speechless.

"Karen, I swear everything’s going to be Mne,E ?sther says, speaking 4uickly. 9or 
once she isn’t looking straight through me. Instead, her gaze doesn’t leave mine 
as she beckons me. "But this scary giant is going to wake up in, like, seconds,E she 
continues, wiggling her Mngers in earnest, "so you need to come with me now. 
qome on, take my hand.E 

I shake my head in confusion, "But I don’t understand.E

"I know.E ?sther glances at the man, who’s already begun to stir. "Rnce we’re 
safe, I’ll explain everything. But for now, Aust take my hand.E

This makes no sense. But what other option do I haveY 

I take a step forward and do as ?sther asks. Ger hand is warm as she loops her 
Mngers through mine. I look down at our entwined Mngers. "3hy do I need to 
hold yourjE 

";ou’ll see,E ?sther cuts in. 1he tightens her grasp. "3hatever you do, don’t let 
go. Uot itYE 

"0h, yeahYE 

The man grunts and I eye him nervously. Gow the hell did ?sther knock him 
out like thatY 

"Gold on,E she says. The words have barely left her lips when my little sister’s 
room bursts into a blur of colors, all of them bleeding into each other. qomj
pletely paralyzed, I can’t move. But I hear my every breath, loud and echoing in 
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my skull. P multitude of tingling sensations erupt throughout my bodyD it’s like 
I’m feeling my every cell at work.

I try to ask ?sther what’s happening, but the paralysis prevents me from opening 
my mouth. Pnd then, as 4uickly as the immobilization and blurring of reality 
took hold, it ends. 

The world is once again still. 

Uasping for breath, I look around and recognize my surroundings.  ?sther and 
I are outside, on the cement path that leads to the front door of my house. -y 
house is behind us, and Nathaniel stands in front of us. Sale and widejeyed, he 
stares at me in confusion, his mom’s car parked at the curb behind him.

Rut of breath and more disAointed than I’ve ever been in my life, I look at 
Nathaniel and blurt, "Gey.E 

Gis gaze goes from me to ?sther. "0h, heyYE 

-y left eye twitching, I turn to her and stammer, "3jwhat did you Aust doYE

1he arches an eyebrow, "Basically, I saved your life.2 



Chapter 15- 

Nathaniel

I’m pretty sure I just had a panic attack that was so bad it led to a hallucination. 
That has to be what happened because there’s no way Esther and Karen ap-
peared out of thin air… right? Also, why is Esther at Karen's house?

Rattled, I return my attention to Karen. She’s kind of a mess; her cheeks vushed, 
her hair as wild as eBer, and her eyes wide with... fright? Yreathing hard, she 
glances oBer her shoulder, looking at her house. xeah, she’s de“nitely got fright-
ened written all oBer her face. 

An”iety cresting in my chest, I touch her shoulder. NKaren, what’s wrong?! 

Esther grabs my arm. NKeys, GathanielL WiBe me your keys, we need your car.! 

Nxou need my car?! I repeat. 

Esther’s eyes are as frantic as Karen’s and she looks oBer her shoulder at the Pyles’ 
house.

NUhy?! I glance at the house. NIs somebody in her house …!

I shut up as the Pyles’ front door opens and a giant of a man with long, blonde 
hair stumbles out onto their front porch. 
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Karen gasps and shoBes me towards zom’s car. NI haBe no idea what’s going 
on,! she e”claims, uncharacteristically hysterical, Nbut I know we need to get 
away from himL! 

The giant runs towards us, his brow knotted in an angry scowl and ...1esusL I 
stare at him, petri“ed, as his dark eyes take on an eerie silBer glow. 

Esther grabs the keys from my hand and, pulling Karen behind her, shouts, NWet 
in the carL qome on, GathanielL! 

Strands of Karen’s hair hit me in the face, melting me from my froHen state and I 
follow the girls into the car. Wlancing oBer my shoulder one last time brings me 
to yet another standstill and all I can do is gape, chills shooting up and down my 
arms. The giant’s skin is turning silBer. It’s like his body is morphing into some 
sort of metallic armor. 

NGathaniel, come onL! Esther orders, jumping into the front seat and starting 
zom’s car. 

Ignoring the Fuestion on the tip of my tongue, I slide into the backseat and slam 
my door shut. Esther peels o7, zom’s tires screeching as we speed away. I turn 
around in my seat to keep an eye on the strange silBer guy. 9e’s jumping into a 
black Yuick that was parked across the street from the Pyles’ house. 

NUho was that?! I shout as the metallic giant, tires screeching, starts to follow 
us. NActually, what was that?! 

Esther vies past a stop sign and swerBes right, headed out of the Pyles’ neighbor-
hood. I’m thrown against the door, the side of my face hitting the window with 
a thud. Shaking it o7, I straighten in my seat and look from Esther to Karen, 
hoping they’ll e”plain what’s going on.

Yut Esther, more somber than I’Be eBer seen her, is one hundred percent focused 
on the road. And Karen’s eyes are still wide with fright as they repeatedly dart 
to the rearBiew mirror. 
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I want to comfort her, but I don’t know what to say because I haBe no clue 
what’s going onL I turn around as the Yuick races out of the Pyles’ neighborhood 
and onto the highway, only a mile or so behind us. 

This is insane. 

Returning my attention to the girls, I lean forward, eyeing zom’s car phone. 
NUe should call 0-6-6.! I reach for the phone. 

Karen nods. NWood idea.!

NGope. Terrible idea.! Esther slaps my hand away. 

NUhy?! I glance at her. NUhat are we supposed to do? Try to get away from that 
…that thing ourselBes?! 

Nxep,! Esther says, her blue eyes “”ed on the road ahead. NThese guys work with 
the cops, meaning we can’t trust the police.! 

NThese guys?! I repeat, wishing I understood eBen half of what she’s talking 
about. 

Esther glances in the rearBiew mirror, hangs a sharp right, and speeds through a 
red light. I grab the passenger seat’s headrest, steadying myself while she careens 
in between honking cars. 

N1esus, EstherL! I shout. NThis is my mom’s car, be carefulL And what guys are 
you talking about?! 

She glances up at the mirror, her knuckles white as they grip the steering wheel. 
Instead of answering my Fuestion, she curses under her breath and says, N9ow 
is he still behind us?!

I turn around and Esther’s right, the silBer giant is about “Be cars behind us. 
EBen if he doesn’t catch us, I’m still going to die because, if we get out of this 
aliBe, zom’s going to kill me for skipping school and getting her car inBolBed in 
a high-speed chase that’s probably going to end up on the news. 
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I look at Karen. So pale that she’s nearly white, she grips the door and turns 
to Esther. NI.T.I.S.! Karen says, her Boice a strangled whisper. NIs that who’s 
following us?! 

 NUhat’s I.T.I.S.?! I demand. 

Esther glances at Karen, her eyebrows going up. NSo, you know? xour dad told 
you?! she asks, speeding up as she turns onto a street that will lead us to the 
freeway. 

Karen’s lips pressed together tightly, like she’s barely repressing a scream. NGo, 
he didn’t tell me anything,! she says, her Boice low, Nall I know is that my dad was 
forced into making serums for some place called I.T.I.S., and once he refused to 
make more, this giant started following us. Gow the he’s trying to kidnap me, 
so I’m assuming he’s with I.T.I.S.! 

I stare at her, processing this. 

So, some whacko who works for a place called I.T.I.S. is trying to kidnap Karen? 
EBery inch of my body tensing, I say, NUe’re not going to let that happen.! 

Esther’s gaHe darts to the rearBiew mirror, and balling up her “st, she pushes 
it into the Pe”us’s console. I turn around to see what’s caused this reaction. 
The Yuick is just a few feet away and the silBer giant thrusts his arm out of the 
window, reBealing that he’s holding a gun.

8ear coursing through me, I shout, NWunL 9e has a gunL! I duck, reach forward 
and push Karen’s head down. NWet down, he’s going to shootL!

NI’m with Karen and Roy’s on our tail …yeah, the titanium guy,! Esther says. 

I glance up and Esther’s holding her “st close to her mouth, the chunky ring on 
her “nger just below her lips as she speaks. She must haBe pushed her “st into the 
console, not out of anger, but to actiBate a communication deBice in her ring. 

I take another look at the ring …why does Esther haBe something like that? And 
who is she talking to? zy thoughts are cut o7 as a popping sound erupts behind 
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us and zom’s car is jolted sideways. zy palm still at the back of Karen’s head, 
I push her down further while the popping noise sounds a second time.

NTrack me and meet us with Iris,! Esther shouts, Nwe need an e”traction nowL!  

The back-windshield shatters behind me, and after nearly crapping my pants I 
lift my head to check on Karen. She’s still ducking and appears uninjured, thank 
Wod. 

NGathaniel, keep your head down,! Esther orders. 

I do as told and the car jolts forward.

NI hate this guy so, so much,! Esther shouts. 

It sounds like she’s vooring zom’s car, but we’re still moBing slowly and the 
tires feel like they’re vopping instead of rolling along the highway. 

N9e must’Be shot the tires,! I point out, no longer worrying about whether or 
not zom’s going to be pissed about her car. Gow that some losers called I.T.I.S. 
haBe apparently sent a gun-wielding metallic giant to kidnap Karen, I think we 
haBe more pressing concerns.  

Nxeah, and now he’s pushing us,! Esther grumbles. NThis is why I hate Roy, he 
neBer giBes up.! 

I glance at Karen as she lifts her head. Nxou gotta stay down.! I urge, pushing her 
head down while our I.T.I.S. stalker, in turn, pushes his car into our bumper, 
this time much harder. zy forehead makes contact with the back of the pas-
senger seat and I wince.

Nxou okay, Gathaniel?! Karen asks, her Boice muEed.

Nxeah.! A strange rhythmic sound erupts aboBe us, its noise oBershadowing my 
reply.

NGoooo,! Esther groans, Nzom, would you hurry up? They haBe a freaking 
chopperL!
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NI.T.I.S. sent a helicopter after me?! Karen cries. 

NSort of …but no worries, eBerything’s “neL! Esther yells, her tone conBincing 
me of the e”act opposite. 

zom’s car swerBes left and I look up to “nd that we’re Beering into a lane of 
oncoming traHc. A little white 9onda darts out of our way, honking as Esther 
Beers through approaching traHc, barely missing a blue station wagon and a 
brown miniBan. I fall backwards in the seat where waiting shards of glass slice 
through my shirt, cutting the skin on my back. 

NUe’re in the wrong laneL! Karen shouts, leaning oBer to grab the wheel.

NIt’s not me, I’m not doing itL! Esther cries.

NIt’s because of the tires,! I say, sitting up. I turn around and get a glimpse of the 
large white helicopter following us. Its side door is open reBealing some kind of 
machine-gun-looking eFuipment that’s aimed our way. zy mouth goes dry at 
the sight. This is a nightmareL 

NzomL! Esther shouts into her ring, NThey’Be got a Super-zassiBe Puomnem 
deBice in the chopper. I’m really not in the mood to get my memory erased 
today, so could you please hurry up with the e”traction?!  

Roy, still in our right lane, speeds up, trying to get beside us. 

I know what he’s going to do. 2nce he’s beside us, he’s going to take the shot.

zy heart in my throat, I say, NEsther, brakes, hit the brakesL Ion’t let him get 
beside usL! 

Esther slams on the brakes, and we realiHe seBeral seconds too late that my 
suggestion was a terrible one. Thanks to its two vattened tires, zom’s car spins 
out of control and swerBes, head“rst towards a huge truck.

NUhateBer you do, don’t let goL! Esther orders as she slips out of her seatbelt and 
reaches for my and Karen’s hands.

NUhat are you doing?! I shout, fear cresting in my chest, I brace for impact. 



APz2ST 8AIR 6F6

zom’s Pe”us slams head“rst into the truck’s grill just as Esther grabs my hand 
and the car’s leather interior withers away, to be replaced by swirls of colors that 
twist and spin around us. 

I can’t moBe. zy eyes dart left and right, but my neck refuses to acknowledge 
my command to let me turn and check on Karen. In the midst of the colors, 
sparkling particles voat through the air. An intense voral scent bears down on 
my lungs, smothering me. I cough through my nose, being that I can’t eBen get 
my lips to part.  Yurning sensations, not e”actly painful, but …powerful, erupt 
throughout my body. Am I imagining this or is it really happening? 

As one of the sparkling particles voats towards my eye, I try to close my eyes so 
the veck won’t get in, but I can’t. The particle vies into my eye and all at once, 
blinding sunlight is heaBy on my face. I blink, realiHing that the sky is aboBe me, 
nothing is behind me, and that I seem to be falling. The falling stops as pain 
shoots from the back of my head straight through my skull.

I groan as the world fades to black.



Chapter 16- Tessa

C-A-R-Y

That's my favorite name. I write it in my diary, ignoring my stupid teacher while 
she talks to the class.

I write C-A-R-Y G-R-A-N-T in diary again, and again, and again and-

My teacher, Ms. Wells, tap my shoulder.

I look up.

Ms. Wells is very ugly. She has brown hair and brown eyes and a brown dress. 

She lifts her hands and signs, “Please pay attention and stop writing in your 
diary.” 

Ignoring her, I pick up my pencil and write in my diary, ‘C-A-R-‘

Ms. Wells puts her hand on diary. 

I bite her hand.

She tries to get away, but I bite her again. Harder. She tastes like salt!

Ms. Wells' eyes Lll with tears, and I stop biting her. 
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My classmates are all staring at me. Some of them are pointing and signing, BEad! 
Tessa bad!B

“qveryone …uiet! Stay …uiet and seated!” Ms. Wells' hands shake as she signs and 
walks to the front of the classroom.

Her hand is bleeding. A lot?

Mama bled a lot too, and then she died. Will Ms. Wells die too’

“Tessa, come here!” Ms. Wells signs. Her eyes are full of tears.

I feel sad.

“IKm sorry,” I sign.

“Well,” Ms. Wells signs, “sorry or not, youKll still need to come with me to the 
principalKs-”

Fur classroom door opens, and a tall man walks in. His hair is blonde like mine! 
Eut his eyes dark brown like UarenKs.

The man walks to Ms. Wells. They talk. Then, he puts his hand in his pocket, 
and pulls out a long, silver tool.

I look at the tall manKs face and his brown eyes begin to change colors. They turn 
silver. Suddenly, I remember him.

Yes, I know him! 

I saw him a long time ago. He came to our house. He had that same silver tool. 
He put that silver tool in Momma's nose. He hurt her. Afterwards, Momma 
was diJerent. She was not nice anymore. She was always mean. Always sni4ng 
white stuJ and hitting me.

Now, the man pushes Ms. Wells against the wall and puts the silver tool in Ms. 
Wells nose.

I'm scared. 
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Ms. Wells looks scared too. And then, her eyes close ?like she's asleep.

The same thing happened to Momma. 1irst, she fell asleep. And then, when she 
woke up she was mean.  

Now, the blonde man looks at me and smiles. 

I donKt like him.

I'm scared! 

He walks to all the kids in our class, and puts the silver tool in their noses.

Soon, they're all asleep! Fnly me and the tall man are awake.

He walks to me, but I run to the door.

He grabs my arm and turns me around to face him.

He looks diJerent now. His skin is as silver as the pots and pans in our kitchen. 
He looks SCARY!!!

I try to push him, but he's very strong.

He puts the shiny tool away and takes a needle out of his pocket. He sticks the 
needle in my arm. 

My eyes close, and I fall asleep.



Chapter 17- Karen

…what am I going to tell her when she wakes up…

The words are a soft whisper in the back of my brain. They nudge me from a 
deep sleep. Groggy and confused, I open my eyes slowly. 

The world is blurry. A kaleidoscope of fuzzy lights and cloudy shapes. Unpleas-
ant aromas qll my nostrils, sharp, acrid scents of bleach-laden cleaning products. 

It smells like a hospital.

As I blink vuickly, attempting to clear up my 'ision, I realize I…m lying on 
my back. The last thing I remember is the sharp crunch of metal colliding 
with metal and then the scorched rubber sent of deployed airbagsN the crash. 
!athaniel was thereN oh my God? Is !athaniel alrightF?

I sit up with a gasp and look around. Dinally, my surroundings come into focus, 
and I see that I…m in a small, sterile room with white and blue stripped walls. 
Virectly in front of me, a tele'ision with a CRj is mounted to the wall. An IC 
is hooked to my left arm. To my right, a worn couch sits beside a coSee table. 
The couch is a mess, co'ered in newspapers, candy bar wrappers, a beige sports 
coat that I recognize as Vad…s, and a small avuarium qlled with white Lowers. I 
also hear someone whisperingN no. !ot Bust one person. Pe'eral people. Jots 
of whispers. Out I ha'e no clue where they…re coming from.
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I look around, my gaze returning to the tele'ision. The screen is black. It…s oS. Po, 
that can…t be where the noise is coming from. Ronfused, I return my attention 
to the IC in my arm.

This is deqnitely a hospital, so I must be a patient at Eeake General “ospital. 
Out-

…did I feed the dog?… 

Vistracted and annoyed by the constant whispers, I frown. Khere the hell 
are they coming fromF Are there a bunch of people in the hallway ha'ing a 
whispered con'ersation for some reasonF I glance at the door. 

…I should check on her again to see if she’s awake… suddenly, the door 
opens. I Linch, startled. Out at the sight of my dad, I instantly rela”. 

“e looks dishe'eled with his hair all o'er his head, wrinkled khakis, and shirt half 
untucked. Out as soon as we lock eyes, a relie'ed smile brightens his features. 

"’aren?M he e”claims and rushes to my side. …thank God she’s awake…

Ptill confused by the whispers I…m hearing, I say, 7“i, Vad,7 as he kisses the top 
of my head. I smile to myself, surprised. I can…t remember the last time my father 
ga'e me a kiss.

 Jeaning back, he holds my chin between his thumb and inde” qnger, and 
studies me with a furrowed brow.

…eyes look good, but you never know, as soon as we get out of here, she’s 
going to need a complete visual exam… as the whispers qll my mind, I blink 
back at Vad in shock. Am I crazy orN am I hearing what Vad…s thinkingF

I take a deep breath. !o way. That…s impossible. It…s more likely that I hit my 
head too hard in that car wreck and now I…m concussed. 

…she looks like she's still in shock…

An eerie disBointed feeling slinking through me, I look down at the light blue 
hospital gown I8'e got on, my gaze going from it to the IC hooked on my left 
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arm. It8s attached to a nearby machine emitting a soft yet incessant beeping 
noise.

…she probably needs to eat something too. She's too thin…

"“ow do you feelFM Vad asks as he gently releases my chin. 7Are you hungryF7

Geeze Jouise. This is too weird.

7Uh, no. I…m alright,7 I mutter.

73kay, good,7 he holds up one of his qngers and mo'es it to his left. "Dollow my 
qnger with your eyes.M 

I do as he…s asked. "Good,M Vad repeats as he drops his hand. "Vo you remember 
what happened yesterdayFM 

In my mind8s eye, I can still see the intruder- a tall guy with strange sil'er eyes, 
his grin re'ealing large, yellow teeth. The memory is so 'i'id that it still sends 
goosebumps to my skin and I qnd myself shi'ering.

"Are you coldF Vo you need another blanketFM 

"!o.M I take a deep breath and try to pull myself together. "There was a man 
who broke in, and Nhis skin, itNit NM 

"It turned sil'er, yes,M Vad nods. "Ke need to talk about that.M “is 'oice is low 
and his tone, deliberate, like he8s choosing his words carefully.

"3kay, but what about what about !athaniel and 6stherF7 I ask, my heart 
an”iously careening past its ne”t beat. 7Are they hurtFM 

Vad…s face falls and he hesitatesNhow do I tell her this without confusing 
her?

Trying to ignore the intrusi'e whispers that ha'e in'aded my brain, I lean 
forward, 7VadF Tell me what happenedF Are they okayF7

Vad sighs and a'erts his gaze. 7’aren. Um, about that-7
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…This poor kid, and her batshit father… I frown, annoyed by the loud 
whispers barreling through my head. Puddenly, the door to my room opens, and 
a short, bald guy in a long white lab coat and a gra'e e”pression sweeps into the 
room.

“e looks at me and comes to a dead stop, the grim look on his face frozen.

Shit. She's awake. Dammit. Now, I have to tell her. As if this kid doesn't 
already have enough problems…

The doctor pastes on the fakest smile I…'e e'er seen, and oSers me a nod, "Jook 
who8s awake?M

Ignoring him, I return my attention to Vad. "Khat happened to !athaniel and 
6stherFM

Vad gi'es me a look that I can…t interpret, his dark eyes full of intensity. “e opens 
his mouth, like he…s going to say something, but no words emerge.

7VadF Are they okayF7 I repeat.

Vr. Oaldy clears his throat and approaches my bed, "9r. Jyles, when did ’aren 
wake upFM 

Vad tears his gaze away from me and addresses the doctor, "jight before you 
walked in.M 

Drustrated, I look from one man to the other, 7Ran you please stop talking 
around me, and Bust talk to me. I…m right here.7

…Great. She's just as difficult as the rest of her family. Perfect…

73f course, ’aren,7 Vr. Oaldy says, oSering me an outstretched hand, "9y 
apologies. I8m Vr. Kinters, and I8ll be taking care of you while you8re here. Tell 
me, do you know why you8re hereFM

I look down at his hand while ‘…pupils appear normal, breathing is about 
right, slight pallor…8 slinks into my mind. 3f course, it isn8t the only whisper 
that8s in'aded my headspace.  6'er since I woke up there…s been a steady stream 
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of murmurs, all of them soft and following 'arious monologues, lurking in the 
recesses of my thoughts. 

…this is all my fault. I should’ve never lied to Tessa…

…what do I want for lunch today? Pastrami or beef …

…I’m so glad he finally woke up…

And they go on, endlessly.

I look around the room, in search of a radio or some other logical e”planation for 
what I…m hearing, because I can8t possibly be hearing other people8s thoughts. 

"’arenFM Vr. Kinters and my father say in unison.

…she’s already showing signs of an altered mental state. It may be an 
aggressive one…

Trying not to appear as freaked out as I feel, I shake the doctor8s waiting hand. 
"Rar accident,7 I haltingly reply. 7I was in a car accident.M

“e nods and retracts his hand, "jight, and-M

"Ran someone please tell me if my friends are okayFM I demand, looking from 
Vad to Vr. Kinters.

Vad lowers his gaze to the Loor and sho'es his hands into his pockets.

"!athaniel8s stable,M Vr. Kinters replies, and I turn to him sharply. “e nods 
reassuringly, "“e had a rough go of it at qrst. Out he8s much better. 2ou…ll be 
able to see him soon.M 

jelie'ed, I let out the breath I8'e been holding. "Khat about 6stherFM

"6stherFM Vr. Kinters arches an eyebrow.

"2eah, she was dri'ing,M I e”plain, "she-M
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"9y daughter…s disoriented,M Vad cuts in. "Kould you let her rest for a few 
minutes, Vr. KintersFM 

The younger man nods, says, 7Pure,7 and lightly bites down on his bottom lip, 
appearing hesitant as he shifts on his feet. 

…Karen may not have time to waste. I need to get a biopsy of her tumor 
right this second…

TumorF? A Bolt of fear pierces me to my core, and I Linch.

Vr. Kinters tries to hide the worry in his eyes as he smiles at Vad, "I8ll be back 
in about an hour to qll ’aren in on her, um, her results.M

"Ke understand,M Vad vuietly replies. “e rests a hand on my bedrail, like he…s 
gripping it for strength.  

A tumorF? Pcared and bewildered, my gaze drifts to the avuarium on the couch. 
9ore than half of its Lowers are gone. A small red and black bug, about the 
size of a beetle, munches away on the remaining plants, wiping them out with 
startling speed.

I can8t actually be hearing other people8s thoughts. Out, somehow, if I am- does 
that mean I really ha'e a tumorF

Vr. Kinters lea'es the room, the door loudly closing behind him. 

I take a shaky deep breath and Vad touches my shoulder. "’aren, 6sther8s qne, 
but no one else knows she was in the car with you and !athaniel.M

"I don…t understand,7 I shake my head in confusion, 7why doesn…t anyone else 
know she was with usFM

"Jook,7 Vad pauses and looks up at the ceiling. “e…s still gripping my bedrail 
with one of his hands. Out at this point, his knuckles ha'e turned white. je-
turning his attention to me, he takes a deep breath, 7There8s something impor-
tant we need to discuss.M

I tense. "9y tumorFM I ask, my 'oice cracking as I repeat the scary word.
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Vad…s eyes widen and he tilts his head, studying me. Dinally, he asks, "“ow do 
you know about the tumorFM 

Phit. That means it…s real.

9y heart sinking, I run my palm along the thin hospital blanket on top of my 
sheet. Pomehow, the bumpy ridges of its knitted stitches are a soothing pattern 
against my palm. Oetween the barrage of in'asi'e whispers and learning that I 
ha'e a tumor, I need as much comfort as I can get. "I heard Vr. Kinters,M I reply, 
my 'oice shaking.

7I see,7 he nods. …she must have been half awake when he discussed it with 
me…

"Kell, you ha'e nothing to worry about,7 Vad lifts a hand and adBusts his glasses, 
7the tumor is not cancerous.M  

7Thank God,7 I close my eyes, e”haling in relief.

I open them to qnd Vad looking down at me with a worried e”pression. “is 
mouth pinched with an”iety and his eyes full of concern, he says, "3f course, Vr. 
Kinters doesn8t realize that yet. Po, he8ll want a biopsy. Out that can…t happen.M 

"Khy can…t that happenFM I ask, wondering why he…s looking at me like he…s 
about to gi'e me some really bad news. 7Khat the hell…s going on, VadF7

"’aren.M “e sets his hand on my shoulder. Unlike the une”pected kiss, this 
gesture isn…t a spontaneous e”pression of lo'e. It…s dutiful. Jike he8s trying to 
steady me. Vad looks into my eyes and speaks vuietly, "Oy now, you must know 
that your mother8s death wasn8t a suicide.M

9y left eye twitches. I look at his hand and try to shift my thoughts from 
my non-cancerous tumor to what Vad8s saying. 9y gaze slides back to him. 
Eronounced bags underline his eyes and a thick layer of scruS co'ers his chin 
and Bawline. “e looks e'en more worn out now than he did at 9om8s funeral.

"Are you,M I hesitate, "are you saying you think I.T.I.P. killed 9omFM 
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“is eyes widening, Vad retracts his hand. "2es, that8s e”actly what happened,7 
he blinks back at me in surprise. 7Po, you8'e already put the pieces togetherF 2ou 
understand what8s happeningFM

"!o. I still don8t e'en know what I.T.I.P. is.M 

A ragged sigh escaping his lips, Vad looks down at the bed, his hands curling into 
qsts as he rests them on top of the railing, "I…ll tell you what it is. It8s a dangerous 
organization that I was once a part of. I worked for them until I realized how e'il 
they were.7

9y thoughts zip back to the sil'er giant who broke into our house, 7Is that why 
I.T.I.P. is after usF Oecause you leftF7 

Vad…s face, lined with the e”haustion of a man who hasn…t slept all night, is full 
of a pain that makes me ache. 72es,7 he says, a'erting his eyes. “e lowers his gaze 
to his hands, which are still curled into qsts, 7And your mother foresaw all of 
this. Phe knew we8d ne'er be rid of them. That8s why she left this for you and 
your sister.M “e turns to the Backet on the couch and, pushing it aside, re'eals 
a C“P tape. I recognize 9om8s handwriting on the label, "To ’aren ; Tessa.M 
It8s the same tape I saw in Vad8s workroom.

"!o matter what happened, she wanted to be the one to e”plain this to you,M 
Vad says as he walks to the tele'ision and slides the tape into its CRj. "The 
tape8s damaged, but you should be able to make out most of it.M 

9y throat going dry, I turn my attention to the tele'ision, and as 9om appears 
onscreen, my heart skips a beat. Phe looks so healthy. Phe sits on our li'ing room 
couch, wearing a lime green tank top with dark blue Bogging pants. “er long 
blonde hair is pulled into a ponytail that sits directly on top of her head. Phe 
smiles into the camera and wa'es.

Tears qll my eyes, and I clasp my hands together in my lap, trying to get ahold 
of my emotions. 9om lifts her hands and signs, "If you8re watching this, then 
I8m no longer with you, and your father may be gone as well.M 

I take a deep breath.
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"The people who killed us work for an organization called, "The International 
Team of In'estigatory PcienceM or "I.T.I.P.M They claim to conduct research that 
will impro'e humanity. Out their real intention is to change humanity. Take me 
for e”ample.M

I glance at Vad. “is eyes glued to the tele'ision, he slowly crosses his arms. “e 
stares at 9om with an intense longing that makes my heart feel like it…s in a 
chokehold. 3'erwhelmed, I return my attention to the tele'ision. 

"Nmy Veafness,M 9om signs, "is integral to who I am in that it is my culture, 
and it shapes my entire way of life. I don8t want to be hearing. Out I.T.I.P. would 
force me to change because they 'iew Veafness as a Law. And their scientists 
ha'e created a …cure… for an entire culture that I.T.I.P. calls …Lawed.…7

73h my god,7 I murmur as chills consume my arms.

72ou see,7 9om continues, 7they ha'e acres of qelds of a plant called Jouisiana 
Alyssum, and their researchers use that plant to de'elop formulas that change 
the genetic structures of people with hereditary hearing loss.M 

I think back to the little spray can labeled, "“earingM that I found in Vad8s 
work room. Kas that the 7cure7 I.T.I.P. wanted to use on 9om and other Veaf 
peopleF 

"Out forcing someone Veaf to become hearing isn8t the worst of what I.T.I.P. 
does. That8s only the tip of the iceberg.M 9om8s face grows gra'e and my 
stomach goes to knots. I twist her ring around on my qnger, preparing myself 
for something awful.

"They target children,7 she says, her eyes narrowing. 7They reach out to par-
ents of children who are persons with neurodi'ergence, blindness, or who use 
wheelchairs and trick uneducated parents into sending their children to I.T.I.P. 
headvuarters, describing it as a safe place where gifted children can e”plore their 
potential. That description is a lie.M 9om8s upper lip curls in disgust and her 
hands mo'e faster as she signs, "Their headvuarters are on an isolated island 
in a Jouisiana swamp. Isolated because I.T.I.P. doesn8t want the residents of 
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the nearby town to know they use children with disabilities as subBects for 
horrendous e”periments.M 

I glance at Vad and his eyes are narrow slits, darkened in an anger that8s tinged 
with something else ...maybe sadness. “is Adam8s apple mo'es up and down in 
his throat.

"VadF7

“e turns to me.

72ou worked for those peopleF?M I ask.

"I didn…t know what they were capable of,M he says, his words vuick, and his 
face Lushing red. "They lied to me, they-M “e shakes his head and points to the 
tele'ision. "1ust watch your mother, ’aren.M 

I gi'e him another look, qnally understanding what the look I saw in his eyes 
was. It was more than sadness. It was shame. 

"NI.T.I.P. is currently run by 1ayne 9ire,M 9om signs, "and her connections 
with countless go'ernment and world leaders  gi'e her the freedom to do 
whate'er she wants. Until now, Vr. 9ire8s been unstoppable. Out that8s going 
to change.M 9om leans forward, reaching for something oS-camera. Upon 
straightening, she holds a small avuarium qlled with tiny white Lowers.

I glance at the identical avuarium on the couch near my bed. The Lowers are 
gone and now the little red and black bug is pacing the avuarium8s walls. I point 
to it. "Is that the same oneFM

Vad puts a qnger to his lips, hushing me. "1ust watch.M  

I return my attention to 9om. 

"2our father…s disco'ered a surprisingly simple means of counteracting Vr. 
9ire8s main resource, Jouisiana Alyssum.M 9om8s eyes brighten as she sets the 
avuarium in her lap and points to the bug hanging out in its upper right-hand 
corner. "This is a bagrada, a species of stink bug that has an appetite for the 
Alyssum plant. Unfortunately, it doesn8t touch Jouisiana Alyssum, which is a 
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key ingredient in all of I.T.I.P.8s serums. Out if your dad can genetically modify 
the bagrada  to de'elop a 'oracious appetite for Jouisiana Alyssum, we8ll be able 
to get rid of the plant altogether andNM A burst of static shrouds the 'ideo in 
gray lines and indistinguishable high-pitched sounds. The tape Bumps and the 
image of 9om disappears.

A hea'y 'oid sinking down on me, I feel as blank as the sudden blackness on the 
tele'ision screen.

"That8s where the tape was ruined.M Vad8s 'oice is low as he states the ob'ious. 

I try to ignore my feelings as I glance at the bagrada in the avuarium and ask, 
"Khy do you want to go through the trouble of creating a bug to eat the plantsF 
Khy didn8t you Bust get people to create a poison to kill the plants ...M Out my 
'oice trails oS at the sight of Vad. !ow, he looks more than angry or guilty, it8s 
like he8s sick with worry. 

"Oecause the plants are too strong.M “e takes oS his glasses, brings his inde” 
qnger and thumb to the bridge of his nose, gi'ing his nose a svueeze as he shuts 
his eyes. "I.T.I.P. genetically alters the Jouisiana Alyssum to withstand almost 
all known poisons.M 

… how do I tell her the rest of this? She’s going to ask why I.T.I.S. killed 
her mother…  

"Vo you need to sit down, VadFM 

“is eyes still closed, he sighs. 

"’aren, listen. I want to e”plain some things your mom left out.M “e opens 
his eyes and puts his glasses back on. "I knew 1ayne well. Ke were childhood 
friends who8d lost touch. Then, years later, she called me out of the blue and 
asked me to come work for her. I accepted and became head of I.T.I.P. jesearch 
and Vesign. I led the creation of cures for all sorts of sicknesses and the in'ention 
of military-grade evuipment.M
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There8s a frown creeping into my e”pression and I know I should hide it, but 
I can8t. Khy would anyone want my dad to head the creation of cures and 
military-grade evuipmentF “e8s science teacher smart, not 6instein smart.

"Khat, uh, did you in'entFM  6'en I can hear the skepticism drenching my e'ery 
word. 

"A host of inno'ations that were misused.M “e shakes his head. "Dor e”ample, 
1ayne and I created a memory-erasing serum called Juomnem.M

I stare at him in shock, "Vid you say memory-erasingF As in, it erasesN memo-
riesFM 

Vad8s always tinkering away at proBects in his workroom, but I8'e ne'er known 
him to successfully in'ent anything.

"2es,M Vad nods and speaks vuickly, "one of its key substances is Icem, an 
e”traterrestrial compound that can be used to render memories temporarily 
inaccessible to any region of the brain other than the subconscious.M

"K-wait a second,M I stammer, "you said, Le”traterrestrial,8 as in, it8s not from 
earthFM  

"I did.M Vad frowns and wa'es this oS like it8s unimportant. "Anyway, based on 
the assumption that memories are to a mind as shoelaces are to a shoe, interlaced 
and coming together to form mental connections between e”perienced e'ents 
and relating triggers, I created a machine to contain and work with the Juom-
nem.M

I blink back at Vad in confusion.

Unable to read my look of bewilderment, he continues, "The original 'ersion of 
the Juomnem was large and tubular, not dissimilar to an 9jI machine. Khen 
a subBect was placed inside, a technician would use radiograph evuipment to 
target speciqc areas of the subBect8s brain where a memory was to, so to speak, Lbe 
untied8 and therefore rendered inaccessible to other regions of the brain. This 
way, the subBect would only lose a speciqc memory.M
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"Po,M I slowly reply, "you and 1ayne created a huge memory erasing machineFM

"2es.M Vad adBusts his glasses, his scowl deepening. "Ke created it to treat 'et-
erans with se'ere Eost Traumatic Ptress Visorder. Ke belie'ed that by disabling 
the soldier8s access to memories of the inciting traumatic incident, we8d help 
them.M Vad8s eyes glaze o'er with sadness. 

Uncomfortable, I crack my knuckles and clasp my hands together in my lap as 
I study my father.

"Out against my ad'ice, 1ayne simpliqed the Juomnem and con'erted it into 
two aerosol forms. 3ne is a Puper 9assi'e machine and the other is a handheld 
tool. Instead of deleting a speciqc memory, it unties or Lerases8 up to twenty years 
of a subBect8s recall.M

"That means the person won8t remember anything from the past twenty 
yearsFM�

"Erecisely,M Vad nods. "The Puper 9assi'e 'ersion is typically distributed 'ia 
helicopter. It8s inBected into the air, tainting it to ensure that anyone within a 
four-mile radius is infected.M

"Geez Jouise.M I murmur, my thoughts darting to the helicopter that showed 
up right before our car accident. Rome to think of it, 6sther e'en said it had a 
Puper 9assi'e Juomnem machine in it. 

"The handheld 'ersion,M Vad sighs, his e”pression darkening, "is disbursed 'ia 
a small metal tool that8s inserted into a subBect8s nasal ca'ity. The man who was 
chasing you, joy “allowell, is an I.T.I.P. agent who specializes in administering 
handheld Juomnem. Three years ago, he used it on your mother.M  

"KhatFM I unclasp my hands, a sort of internal earthvuake shaking me from the 
inside out as I realize what he8s said. "That man erased 9om8s memoriesFM

Vad nods.

9y mouth dry, I think back to 9om8s abrupt change in personality when I 
started high school. It happened e”actly three years ago, Bust like Vad said. All 
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of a sudden, 9om claimed she didn8t know who Tessa and I were, she was 
ine”plicably addicted to drugs, and she e'en started hitting Tessa. Po, Roy did 
all of that to her by erasing her memoriesF 9y breath becomes a cresting wa'e 
that8s stuck in my chest and o'erwhelmed, I close my eyes.

"’arenF

I open my eyes and Vad8s looking at me, his brown eyes softening in sympathy.  

"I8m qne.M I straighten my spine. "jight before the accident, I saw a helicopter 
and 6sther said something about it ha'ing a Puper 9assi'e Juomnem. Vid 
I.T.I.P. erase all of those people8s memoriesFM

"2es. 6'eryone who would ha'e seen the accident and the helicopter ha'e had 
their memories adBusted.M Vad nods. "Unseen brought you and !athaniel to 
the hospital-M

"Out 6sther, why isn8t she hereFM I cut in, a streak of guilt tearing through my 
stomach. "Khy didn8t Unseen bring 6sther tooF Khat if her memory8s gone 
andNM  

Vad oSers me a weak smile. "6sther8s qne.M 

9y stomach turns. "Out how do you knowF Khat if she…s hurt somewhere and 
she doesn…t understand what happened to her because she forgot e'erythingF?M

Vad8s still smiling as, L…she was created for these kinds of things…’ slips into 
my thoughts. 

"6sther was …created… for these kinds of thingsFM I repeat. 7Khat the hell does 
that e'en meanF?7

Vad…s grin 'anishes and his eyes widen, "I didn8t say that out loud.M

"2eah, no. 2ou didn…tNM I sigh in e”asperation.

Vad…s at my side in a Lash, both of his hands gripping my bedrail as he leans 
towards me, "“ow did you know about your tumor, ’arenF And how did you 
know what I was thinking Bust nowFM 
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I look up at him, meeting the fear-stained hope in his eyes, 7Oased on what you…re 
asking me, you already know the answer to both of those vuestions.7

7“oly shit,7 he whispers, a trembling smile forming on his lips, 7Are you really 
able to percei'e other people…s thoughtsF7

"I think so,7 I nod, unable to stop myself from mirroring his crooked half-smile. 
7I mean, I8m pretty sure I…m hearing thoughts that aren8t mine. Jike, I heard Vr. 
Kinters thinking about my tumor and I heard you thinking about 6sther.M

Vad8s eyes shine. …of course! That makes perfect sense!...

"“ow does that make perfect senseFM I ask, "It doesn8t make any sense to me.M

 "Jook.M  “e reaches into his pocket and retrie'es the tiny aerosol can I8d 
lifted from the bottom desk drawer in his workroom. It8s now warped and 
half-melted. "’aren, this e”plains your ability.M

"“owFM

jeturning it to his pocket, he says, "It8s a combination of a drug known as 
…Triphylamonal… and a carcinogen called …Je”ilohr.…M

I shake my head, "!othing you Bust said made sense.7 

Vad scratches his head and svuints. "The Triphylamonal binds itself to a sub-
Bect8s V!A, changing it. In so doing, it endows the subBect with seemingly 
Lsupernatural8 abilities, such as the ability to Ly or to, at will, transform the 
body8s cells into a livuid or a stronger solid. Take joy, for e”ample. “e8s got 
Triphylamonal attached to his V!A, and it enables him to morph into titanium 
at will.M

9y mouth falls open in shock, "“e morphs into titanium at willFM 

Vad nods. "It8s really nothing more than a chemical reaction.M

"Khy does it gi'e diSerent people diSerent abilitiesFM I ask.
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"Good vuestion. Triphylamonal is sensiti'e to countless features within the 
subBect8s V!A and body chemistry. To put it simply, since e'eryone has dif-
ferent body chemistry, e'ery subBect8s Trip-based abilities are diSerent. And 
get this, the other drug this,M he e”citedly goes on, tapping the small aerosol 
container, "contains, Je”ilohr, typically causes tumors within a subBect8s body. 
Out when forms of Triphylamonal and Je”ilohr are combined, the result is a new 
substance that, upon inhalation, makes its way into the subBect8s V!A sevuence 
and pro'ides them with whate'er missing body part, organ, or other physical 
deqciency the body revuires replacement cells for.M

"2ou8re saying it makes people grow entire body partsFM I ask, stunned.

"Erecisely. If, for e”ample, you were missing a spleen, the Trip-Je” combination 
would enable you to grow a new spleen. The new spleen, howe'er, would qrst 
emerge as a noncancerous tumor which would then de'elop into a spleen o'er 
time.M

I think back to the accident. 6'erything happened so fast, but I deqnitely re-
member the aerosol can falling out of my pocket and going oS, emitting a spray, 
Bust as 6sther grabbed my hand. And when that weird time-stopping-while-col-
ors-qll-the-air shit happened, I saw tiny sparkling things Lying through the air 
and a lot of them Lew into my nose, mouth, and eyes. Khat if those sparkly 
things were the Trip-Je”? 

"Po, the aerosol went oS during the accident and that8s what caused my tumorFM 
I ask.

Vad nods. "Out you8re qne, because Trip-Je” tumors are always noncancerous, 
and like I said, they8re designed to become whate'er organ your body lacks.M  

"Out I don8t need any organs.M 

 "That8s the thing,M Vad says, adBusting his glasses, "1ayne and I designed 
Trip-Je” to correct your mother8s auditory ner'e damage. I thought she8d want 
to at least try being hearing.M

"Out 9om was still Veaf,M I say. "Po, it must not ha'e worked.M
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"2our mother wouldn8t e'en think of testing it.M Vad takes a deep breath and 
makes his way to the CRj, eBecting the tape. "Phe was proud of who she was. 
Phe knew she didn8t need to change. I was the one who lost sight of what really 
matters.M Vad sets the tape on the sofa, tucking it under his Backet, and what 
he8s Bust said about 9om hits me.

I sit still, silently absorbing his wordsM my mother knew e”actly who she was. Phe 
was proud of her identity. Am I e'er going to be like thatF

"In any case, you pro'ed that it would8'e worked, ’aren,M Vad smiles weakly. 
7Out since you don8t ha'e auditory ner'e damage, the aerosol aSected you dif-
ferently. The Triphylamonal attached itself to your cells and ga'e you an added 
ability in the way of a Je”ilohr tumor. Khen the aerosol e”ploded, 6sther must 
ha'e opened a wormhole and the components of the aerosol followed you NM

Khile Vad goes on, something in the air shifts. A Bagged, oily sensation scrapes 
against the insides of my skull, making me wince.

…they’re in here… 

This strange whisper, louder than the others, slinks into my ear, and I turn to 
the door.  

It swings open, interrupting Vad midsentence. A thin woman with short dark 
hair stands in the doorway. Phe wears a starched lab coat o'er a na'y-blue 
pantsuit that qts her like a glo'e. “er gaunt features are balanced by high 
cheekbones and startlingly dark, wideset eyes. I can8t decide if she8s e”ceptionally 
beautiful or e”ceptionally strange looking. 

… This can’t be happening…

I turn to Vad and he8s gone pale, his eyes wide as he stares at the woman. 

"“ello,M she speaks in a low 'oice, and something in the sound of it is familiar. 
Out I don8t know where I would8'e heard her before. I8'e ne'er seen her in my 
life. "Va'id,M she oSers Vad a nod before turning to me. "’aren.M
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1ust behind her, joy “ollowell ducks into the room and shuts the door behind 
him. At the sight of the giant, my pulse takes Light and I grab my bedrail.

"It8s a pleasure to qnally meet you, ’aren.M The woman clasps her hands to-
gether and sets those dark eyes of her on me. "I8m Vr. 1ayne 9ire.M    



Chapter 18- 

Nathaniel

…he looks so much like his father. Thank God he's nothing like him…

“How are you feeling?” Mom asks. Her green scrubs are more wrinkled than 
I’ve ever seen them, and her eyes are red with worry. She puts her wrist to 
my forehead, checking my temperature. Mom’s usually pretty calm about my 
gymnastics injuries, but this is diNerent. She’s been crying. Bot in front of me 
of course, she rarely lets that happen. Eut her eyes are red and I can tell she’s 
even more shaken up than I am. 

“I’m okay,” I lie, choosing not to worry her with the whispered voices I’m 
hearing or the pain in my ankle, “and I’m sorry about your car.” 

Mom frowns and tilts her head, giving me a long look. “Querido, it wasn’t your 
fault, the drunk driver hit you.”

… he carries so much guilt. All of it unnecessary, his father’s fault…

I close my eyes and run a hand through my hair. I’d love to understand what’s 
going on. Fver since I woke up, nothing’s made sense. zirst of all, Mom thinks 
a drunk driver hit me, and no one seems to realiPe Fsther was driving or that we 
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were being chased. Eut what’s even worse is that, as impossible as it seems, I’m 
pretty sure I’m hearing other people’s thoughtsW

“Sweetheart, tons of witnesses saw what happened. U drunk driver hit you, 
you’re innocent,” Mom says, and I open my eyes, looking at her.

… maybe we should order another scan, just to make sure his head injury 
isn’t more severe than we thought. After all, there was that spot Dr. 
Winters said he’d like to recheck …

Ignoring Mom’s whispered thoughts, I say, “So, no one saw a black Euick 
chasing us? Und no one knows where Fsther is?” 

“Bathaniel.” Mom’s eyes widen. “Yhy don’t you get some rest? Tou’ve been 
through a lot and you’re probably a little disoriented.”  

She looks so tense that I cave, nodding. “1kay, I am tired.” 

Mom plants a kiss on my cheek. “I’m so glad you’re alright. I don’t know what 
I’d do if...” Her eyes Kll and, averting her eyes, she blinks the tears away.

I take her hand and give her the best smile I can manage. “I’m Kne. Fverything’s 
okay.”

She returns my grin and laughs. “Sometimes I wish I could lock you in the house 
and never let you leave. Oust to keep you safe.” 

“Chat’s not weird at all.”

She swats at me, missing on purpose. “1ne day, when you’re a parent, you’ll 
understand.” 

… he’s right, I do sound crazy. But that’s what love does; it makes you 
crazy. You’d do anything to keep the ones you love safe…

My thoughts revert to Raren. “Gan I see Raren now?” I ask, hoping Mom’s 
answer will be diNerent from what it was a few minutes ago. 
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“Tou’re both still recovering, querido. -ive it some time. Tou’ll see her soon.” 
Mom ru…es my hair and smirks. “Und when you do, I think it’s high time you 
tell that girl you’re in love with her.”

Startled, I look at her in surprise.

… he must think I’m blind. I’m his mother, of course I notice the way he 
looks at Karen and the way he rolls his eyes at poor Julia…

6Tes, Bathaniel,” she chuckles, “I know your secret. Mothers always know their 
sons’ secrets. Ye only pretend not to.” 

I groan and lie back against my pillow. “Oesus, Mom.”

“Stop saying that.” She halfxheartedly taps at my wrist in what’s supposed to be 
a slap. “Stop hiding your feelings from Raren. Yhen you’re in love and you try 
to hide it, that only makes it more obvious.” 

“I am going to tell her.” 

“-ood.” Mom nods approvingly. “If there’s anything I know, it’s that life is 
short, and you never know when you won’t have another chance to say what 
matters most. Chat’s why you should always tell your beloved the truth about 
your feelings. Fven if it embarrasses you, just say it. Eecause when the moment 
passes, it’s gone forever and ...”

Yhile Mom goes on, my thoughts drift back to the chase. Chat silver giant who 
was after Raren 7what if it was him I saw in the cornKeld that night? If this guy 
was freakish enough to start turning silver, then who’s to say his eyes don’t also 
glow in the dark? Und who’s to say that he’s not still after Raren? My stomach 
turns, a burst of fear rolling through me. 

“7love is the most beautiful thing about life, so if you think Raren’s the one, 
thenx”

“Mom,” I sit up, panicked. She looks at me in horror as I grab her hand. “I need 
to see Raren now. Yhere is she?”



AULJU J. O1BFS54D

“1h, sweetheart.” She grins. “I know you’re eqcited, but I already told you, she 
needs her rest. Tou can talk to her later.”

“Yhere is she? Oust tell me. Alease.” 

… so beautiful, the way he cares about her… Mom’s face softens. “"ight 
across the hall. I Kgured you’d want to be near each other, so I Knagled it for 
you.” 

“Chanks.” Yith this, I push down my bedrail and start to climb out of bed. 

“BathanielW” Mom eqclaims. “"eally, you shouldn’tx” She’s interrupted by a 
loud knock on my door. 

U ton of whispers come from the direction of the door, hurling themselves my 
way.

… broke up with me, left school, and went for a joyride with Karen? I 
don’t get it...

… hope they get back together, such a nice boy…

… I bet boarding school is like a giant hospital. I hate hospitals…

I freePe and Mom starts to the door where a staccato of taps are followed by 
shouts from Oulia’s little brother, Seth.

“Bathaniel?” he calls in his highxpitched voice. “1uchW MomW I was just saying 
it loud so he can hear meW”

…maybe now after almost dying he’ll realize we’re meant to be togeth-
er…

“-reat,” I mumble. Yishing I were invisible, I shut my eyes as Mom opens the 
door. 

“Hi, how are you?” Oulia’s mom, Mrs. Scardina says, her tone dripping in 
sympathy. 
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I lean back against my pillow, my eyes still closed. Yhen I was little and ‘ad 
got mad, sometimes I’d close my eyes, thinking that if I didn’t look at him, 
eventually, he’d go away. 

Mom and Mrs. Scardina eqchange pleasantries, and I listen as Mom eqplains 
that I’m resting. Meanwhile, Oulia’s thoughts are a steady background noise, 
desperately hopeful daggers that stab my conscience, reminding me that she 
deserves closure.

… maybe before he passed out, I was the last person he thought of…

I’m not a kid, I can’t close my eyes and hope my problems magically disappear. 
My left hand curling into a Kst under the sheet, I open my eyes.

Oulia stands just in front of the window overlooking Aeake -eneral’s parking lot, 
her mom and Seth beside her. Che three of them face Mom as she eqplains that 
I shouldn’t have visitors. 

Seth glances at me and his eyebrows shoot up. “He’s awakeW” 

Yith this declaration, everyone’s eyes are on me and my face and neck 9ush with 
warmth.

“BateW” Oulia whispers, her smile trembling. zresh tears make their escape to 
slide down her cheeks. 

I lift my hand and wave. “Hey, everybody, thanks for coming.”

Seth runs to my bedside. “Hey, BathanielW”

“How’s it going, Seth?”

“1kay, but Oulia’s sad,” he lowers his voice to a dramatic whisper. “She thought 
you died.”

“Yell, I’m deKnitely alive.” I give him a smile and glance at Mom. She discreetly 
tilts her head toward the door, her eyebrows lifted in a ;uestion. 
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Glearing my throat, I raise my voice so everyone can hear me, “Yould you all 
mind if I talk to Oules alone for a minute?”  

My mom’s surprised thoughts mirror the look on her face. 

“1h, of course we wouldn’t mind, dear.” Mrs. Scardina gives me a gigantic smile 
and ushers Seth to the door. “Gome on, let’s give them some privacy.”

Mom narrows her eyes at me but doesn’t say anything while she follows the two 
of them to the door. 

“Eye, BathanielW” Seth shouts, waving while Mrs. Scardina pulls him along, “I 
won’t see you for a while Fcause I gotta go to boarding school, so 7”

“Seth, that’s enough. Ee polite and lower your voice,” Mrs. Scardina hisses.

“Eye, buddy,” I wave.

Mom gives me one last look and then closes the door behind the three of them. 
I turn to Oulia and she’s breathing hard as she blinks back the remaining tears in 
her eyes and then pushes her long hair over her shoulder. 

“Bate, oh, my -od, how are you? Chis is crazyW I was so scaredW How do you 
feel?” Che words tumble out of her mouth almost as ;uickly as her whispered 
thoughts. 

…Maybe the accident was a good thing; it’ll be like one of those romantic 
comedies where the guy finally realizes that everything he wants has been 
right there all along… 

I think I’m going to be sick. “I’m Kne. Chanks, Oulia.” 

�-rinning, she leans over the bedrail and wraps her arms around my neck, giving 
me a gentle hug. I try not to jerk away from her as she plants a lingering kiss on 
my lips and then whispers, “Tou smell like 9owers.”

“Oulia, I7” I glance down at my sheet, gathering my courage. Chis is it. Bo more 
backtracking or lying. “Chanks for coming, as a friend. It wouldn’t be fair if to 
you if I didn’t tell you that all I want to be is friends.”
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Oulia blinks back at me, her eqpression froPen. Che only sound in the room, 
other than the mu…ed whispers running through my mind, is a beeping noise 
coming from one of the machines at my right. 

I clear my throat. “Lmx”

“So, this is really it,” Oulia’s upper lip curls and she speaks ;uietly. “Tou really 
don’t want to be with me?” 

“I want you to be happy, and I want us to be friends.” Che words trip over my 
heart, which is somehow in my throat, and creep out of my mouth at geriatric 
speed.

“Yhy, Bathaniel? Yhy can’t you just tell me why?” 

“I can.” I take a deep breath. “Eecause I’ve liked Raren from the moment I met 
her and I still can’t stop thinking about her.”

“Karen?” Oulia’s face, falling, turns red and her blue eyes brim with fresh tears. 
She crosses her arms and glares at me from below an arched eyebrow. “Ure you 
joking? Tou must be joking.” 

“I’m not.” My voice shakes and I clear my throat. “I’ve always liked her, Oules. 
I’m sorry.”

“Yell, I’m sorry for you because7” Her bottom lip is ;uivering so much that she 
can barely speak. Several tears slide past it, continuing on to her chin. She averts 
her gaPe, refusing to look at me as she says, “She’ll never love you. She can’t. 
She doesn’t know how to love anyone. She’s so ...-od BathanielW” Shaking her 
head, Oulia backs away from my bed. “Tou know what? I’m sorry for you, because 
you’re going to be miserable with Raren.” 

“Oulia, wait.” I slide out of bed, forgetting about my injury. Aain shoots from my 
ankle up to my calf and I curse under my breath. Aain, I can deal withH but when 
it takes me by surprise, that’s a diNerent story.
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“I know you’re mad, but I do care about you,” I call after her as she marches to 
the door. “Und I don’t want to end things like ...” Oulia 9ounces out of the room 
and the slamming door cuts me oN. 

“...like this,” I mutter. 

In a matter of seconds, the door springs open and Mom darts into the room. 
“BathanielW Yhat are you doing?” She hurries to my side and bullies me back 
into bed. “Tou’re supposed to stay oN of your feet.” 

I run my palm over my face. “Sorry.”

Mom sighs, her mouth pinched the way it gets when she’s annoyed. Eut as she 
tilts her head and studies me, there’s no denying the empathy in her eyes. “Yell, 
I’m glad you were honest with Oulia. Und I’d be lying if I said I’ll miss seeing her 
around the house.”

“She’s a nice girl. I’m the one who broke her heart.”

 Mom gives me a long look. “It might not feel like you did the right thing, but 
you did.”  She runs a hand through my hair. “Tou were honest with someone 
you care about and that’s always good thing, even when it doesn’t feel like it. 
Bow try and rest.” 

“Eut I need to check on Raren.”

Mom smiles. “"elaq. Tou’ll see her soon.” 

I am tired and I can’t help but lean back against my pillow. Fven so, an ominous 
feeling sends chills down my arms. Chat silver giant’s out there somewhere, on 
his way for Raren.  



Chapter 19- Karen

Roy pushes Dad down on the couch and stands over him while Dr. Mire stalks 
towards the aquarium. Her chin is tilted up, and her nose is high in the air while 
her thin brown hair, teased and high on top of her head, shakes with her every 
step. She reminds me of a villainous witch in a children's fairy tale.  

My heart pounding, I watch her pick up the aquarium and smile. 

…My God. Is this really David's plan? How absurd… 

“David," she snickers, "please tell me you're not planning on infesting my 
Alyssum with bagradae.”

…fuck you, Jayne…

I glance at Dad, praying he won’t say that out loud. If this woman is murderous 
enough to send Roy to kidnap me, I can only guess what she’ll do to a grown 
man. Dad's dark eyes Pash with anger and his nostrils Pare, but he keeps his 
mouth shut. Urobably because Roy's got a wrinkled clump of Dad's collar in 
one of his massive hands as he sneers down at him.   

… Dr. Mire called this guy a genius. But even I know that it would take 
more than a few bugs to overthrow I.T.I.S.… 
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"It would take a lot more than a few bugs to overthrow I.?.I.S.," Roy drawls. 
"Shouldn't a genius know thatj" 

"Nh, he's deznitely a genius," Dr. Mire retorts in a tone that makes me return 
my attention to her. Her head tilted, she stares at Dad with fondness, "He Wust 
hasn't had his muse for the past few years." Her eyes narrow as she assesses my 
father, her gaKe shamelessly raking every inch of him, from head to toe. 

My stomach turns, and I'm afraid I might puke.

…he hasn’t changed a bit. If anything, he's hotter… 

Nkay. Eo. 

"Dr. Mire," I blurt, interrupting her thoughts before they take an unforgiveable 
turn, "why are you herej Fhat do you want from usj" 

Her dark eyes on me, she says, "?hat's a good question, 3aren. And the answer 
is, I'm here to tell you the truth."

…oh no… "Oayne, don't," Dad says, his voice sharp.

…don't say it. Please don't say it. I have to stop thinking it, Karen can 
hear me. Think about something else…

I glance at Dad in surprise. Fhat doesn't he want me to hearj

Ignoring my father, Dr. Mire says, “Cirst of all, you and your father need to 
understand that these bagradae are a Puke.” Fith this, Dr. Mire drops the 
aquarium. It slams into the Poor, shattering the relative peace of the room and 
sending glass Pying everywhere. My thoughts similarly fragmented, I Wump at 
the noise. 

?he small red and black bug waddles away from the mess as fast as it can, but it 
isn’t fast enough. Dr. Mire steps on it and digs her heel in, crushing the insect 
with unnecessary force. Her nostrils Paring, she pushes a strand of hair o! her 
forehead and returns her attention to Dad. “?hat brings me to the second truth. 
David, your Eeurotypical Serum was not a Puke. It was the real deal. And if you 
hadn’t run out on me, we could have used it to cure millions of people.”
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“éurejà” Dad spits the word out angrily. “Eeurodivergence isn't a disease, 
Oayneàà xou're sickà"

…I hate her. I hate the very sight of her. I would kill her if I could… 

I look from Dad to Dr. Mire as the vitriol of Dad's anger colors my thoughts 
red. 

Dr. Mire’s eyes widen. “Sickj ?hat's not what you said when we were partners, 
and worked side by side to make a better world. Do not gaslight me, David. 
Don't act like you didn't love what we were doing. xou and I both know that 
when we were together, it was…" She pauses and looks up at the ceiling like she's 
trying to regulate her emotions. Her eyes water and she takes a deep breath. “It 
was magic.”

“It was sick.” Dad averts his eyes to the Poor, forcing himself not to look at her, 
“And I'll never forgive myself for the things we did.” 

…he still loves me, I know he does. He's only pretending not to because 
Karen's here… Disgusted, I take a slow deep breath, steadying myself. Fas my 
dad, like, cheating on Mom with this womanj 

“It was not sickà” Dr. Mire snaps, the sadness in her eyes withering into pain as 
she takes a step towards him, “And you know that. xou were Wust scared.  xou're 
still scared. ?hat's your one Paw. xou're a coward. xou're always afraid."  

A wave of dBW4 vu washes over me. Fhy does this sound so familiarj Fhile Dr. 
Mire stands over my dad, her eyes narrowed and an icy rage taking hold of her 
every feature, my thoughts revert to my last real conversation with Eathaniel. I 
called him a coward ...I said nearly the e5act same thing to him. 

My heart sinks as I watch Dr. Mire stalk towards my father. I sit up straighter, 
preparing to drag myself out of bed and zght her o! if she so much as touches 
him. I glance at Roy, wondering how long it'll take ?itanium Grain to knock me 
unconscious after I punch his boss in her stick thin face.

Eow only a foot or so away from Dad, Dr. Mire glares down at him with 
narrowed eyes and a bitter look on her face. “xou’ve always been afraid of 
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change, and that wife of yours made you even more of a coward.” Dr. Mire’s 
upper lip curls. “Fhat kind of idiot wants to stay deafj” 

“Do not talk about my wifeà” Dad shouts, his face contorting with rage. Roy 
inches forward, eyeing him. 

My heart pounding, I hiss, “Dad, stop,” but I know I'm talking too low. He can't 
hear me.

…the kid. I almost forgot she was here…

Dr. Mire glances at me, her eyes momentarily widening. Her attention returning 
to Dad, she says, “xour daughter wants you to calm down. She's right. xou 
should control yourself."

"Fhat do you want from usj" I ask, my voice shaking.

 “xour father knows what I’m here for," she replies, her eyes not leaving Dad, 
"David. I need that formula.”

“xou kidnapped my child and murdered my wife,” Dad snaps. “Fhy would I 
give you anythingj”

Dr. Mire's eyes don't leave his as she leans towards him. ?heir gaKes locked, she 
says, "Gecause deep down, underneath the righteous anger that drove you away 
from me and from our work, you've never stopped loving me."

My room goes silent. 1ven the whispers ducking in and out of my mind are 
muVed. All I hear are the sounds of my ragged breaths while Dad's eyes widen 
in shock as he stares at Oayne Mire. My gaKe darts from one adult to the other.

Dammit. I was right. Dad really cheated on Mom.  

My heart revs up, beating too fast as I begin to panic. “Dad ...j” I start, not sure 
what I’m going to say. He glances at me, his left eye twitching, Wust like mine 
does when I'm stressed out. 

"It's alright, 3aren," he says in a weakened tone. "1verything's zne." 
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“?hat's right,” Dr. Mire says, still staring into his eyes, “everything's going to be 
zne because you're going to give me the E? Serum. Aren't youj”

…even if I had it, I wouldn't give it to her…

“I don't have it anymore,” Dad retorts. “?hat serum should've never been 
created, and I did the world a favor the second I got rid of ità” 

…he's lying. I'll get it. I have to…

"Eo," Dr. Mire shakes her head in disbelief, “there's no way you got rid of it. 
8ive it to me, David.”

“I already told you, Oayne," Dad snaps, "I don’t have it anymore.”

Annoyance taking hold of her e5pression, she takes a step back, shattered glass 
crunching beneath her heels. “Nkay, then. Have it your way, David.” 

…if he's going to be a problem, then I'll remove him from the equation…

My heart pounding, I watch Dr. Mire turn to Roy and say, “Urepare the seda9
tive.” 

“Sedativej” I whisper.

“xes, ma’am.” Roy reaches into his Wacket pocket, retrieving a small, cylindrical 
obWect.

Dr. Mire pulls a cell phone from her lab coat, quickly dialing a number. She gives 
Dad a Peeting glance and says, “As you know, I have your youngest daughter.”

?error turns my stomach. ?essaj She has ?essajà  

“Eoà" I e5claim, "Ulease don’t hurt my sister.”  

“I don’t want to,” Dr. Mire addresses me as she brings the phone to her ear. 
“Fhich is why I’m o!ering your father one last chance to give me what I need.”

Dad is visibly trembling. I watch beads of sweat form on his forehead.
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…should I lie? Should I make up a fake formula?…

"xes, Dad," I shout. "Do thatà"  

He glances at me, his indecision palpable. 

“8ive me the formula for the E? Serum,” Dr. Mire urges, “and all I’ll do is 
inWect ?essa to make sure it functions correctly. ?hen, I’ll let her go. Gut refuse 
me again, and I won’t hesitate to toy with ?essa’s DEA, using a formula of my 
own.”  

Dad lunges at her. 

“Dad, don'tà” I shout.

She sidesteps, moving Wust out of Dad's reach as she says two words into her 
phone, “Initiate ?essa.” Fhile Dr. Mire hangs up, Roy Wumps into action. ?he 
giant grabs Dad’s arm and shoves him backwards onto the couch. Dad utters a 
strangled groan, his muscles twitching as Roy plunges a needle into his neck. 

“Eoà” I scream, phantom pain stinging my own neck as I hop over my bed’s 
railing and completely lose my balance. My II dislodges from my arm and I 
trip over my own feet. ?umbling into Dr. Mire, I shove her into the nearby 
co!ee table. She falls with it while I regain my balance. Dr. Mire and the table 
hit the Poor. It tips over and shatters, glass Pying everywhere. Shards cut into 
the bottoms of my feet, as I turn to check on Dad. His eyes closed, he’s slumped 
over on the couch. 

My heart sinks, and tears zll my eyes. I start for him, but Dr. Mire, having picked 
herself up from the Poor, grabs my arm. Gut she's no bigger than a twig. I shove 
her as hard as I can. She stumbles backwards, her stupid teased hair shaking as 
she rights herself and shouts, “Roy, handle thisà” 

“Fhat did you do to my sisterj” I demand. I start to shove Dr. Mire again when 
Roy wraps his cold hands around mine, stopping me. I kick him in the shin and 
ice9cold pain slams into my toes before crawling up my foot and into my leg.  

Shità How did I forget that would happenj
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“xou sister’s zne.” Dr. Mire reaches into the pocket of her lab coat. My foot 
aching and my rage intensifying, I glare at her. “And she’d have been even better 
if your father had Wust given me his formula.”

Roy tightens his grip on my hands, forcing me to stop struggling and face Dr. 
Mire. She retrieves a needle and syringe from her pocket. I stare at it, my pulse 
speeding up and my mouth going dry.

“My dad said he doesn’t have the formula, so he doesn’t,” I say, “unlike you, he 
doesn’t lie.” 

Dr. Mire arches an eyebrow.

…it’s amazing how little children know about their own parents…

 “I must say,” Dr. Mire quietly replies, “I’m surprised by your naivetB, 3aren.” 

“Fhy do you want to hurt my sisterj She’s Wust a kid. Fhat good is it going to 
do to hurt a kidj” I ask, my eyes going to the needle as she uncaps it. 

“I won't hurt her,” Dr. Mire says. She lowers the needle, her thin lips pressed 
together as she studies me. “I’m helping her in a way your parents never would. 
I’m no monster. I’m a pioneer. Filling to do anything for equality.”

“Fhatj” I blink back at her, my heart beating wildly. “Fhat does e5perimenting 
on kids have to do with equalityj” 

“Ueople like your sister, and,” Dr. Mire’s voice trails o! as she observes me with 
her dark, beady little eyes like she’s trying to memoriKe my face or something. All 
I can do is return her stare. Cinally, she goes on, “And people like your parents 
are treated unfairly. Nur society functions according to the unspoken rule that 
certain genetic traits make a person undeserving."

"Gut if you want to change people's DEA," I say, "to make them 'deserving,' 
aren't you supporting that same preWudicej"

She smiles, "Eot at all. I'm leveling the playing zeld. I'm giving people like your 
sister the freedom they deserve.” Dr. Mire’s eyes are still all over me, watching 
for some kind of reaction. 
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… is she anything like me …? ?he question slips from her mind to mine as she 
moves towards me with the needle. My knees begin to shake, and I take a deep 
breath. “xou could also give ?essa freedom by letting her go.”

“8o back to whatj” Dr. Mire's eyes shine with the smug glint of a person who 
knows that she knows a lot more than you. She tilts her head and chuckles, 
“Gack to a family that treats her like she isn't fully humanj Jike she's incapable 
of making her own decisionsj Gack to a school where she’s made fun ofj Gack 
to an identity9less life in which she’s ignored and ignorant of her own potentialj 
Is that what you want for ?essaj Nr would you rather she has morej"

My breath hitches in my chest as I turn her words over in my mind. “How would 
you," I slowly ask, "give ?essa morej"  

Dr. Mire's smile dissolves and she gives me a quiKKical look, “Didn’t your father 
ever mention the e!ects of his serumj” 

“Eo. And this serum you keep saying he made,” I nervously reply, “my dad’s 
not some great scientist. 1ven if he tried to create something like what you're 
describing, it probably wouldn't work. Did you ever think maybe that’s why he 
won’t give it to youj Gecause it didn't workj” 

Dr. Mire laughs like I’ve said the funniest thing in the world. “xou know 
nothing about your own father.” She runs her inde5 znger along my cheek, her 
touch une5pectedly gentle. 1ven so, I Pinch. She withdraws her hand, “xou also 
know very little about yourself. Gut that'll change.” She lifts the needle and I try 
to back away. Gut Roy tightens his grip on my arms, pinning me in place. 

My blood running cold with fright, I scream as loud as I can, “Someone helpà 
Ulease, helpà” 

“éalm down, I’m not going to hurt you,” Dr. Mire frowns. “?his is Wust a 
sedative.”

I bend my knee and lift it, slamming my knee into the heel of her hand. ?he 
needle tumbles from her grasp and clatters to the Poor. Gefore I can blink, Roy 
shoves me onto the couch beside Dad. ?he wind knocked out of me, I lift my 
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head as Dad slumps towards me. Roy's massive hand is instantly gripping me, 
pinning me in place, the fallen sedative in his free hand.

“Don’t worry,” he says with a condescending smile, “this’ll only sting for a 
second, then lights out, no harm done.” 

éringing, I brace myself. ?his is going to suck.



Chapter 20- Tessa

I wake up, crud in my eyes. But I can’t wipe my eyes because my hands and legs 
are stuck. 

That’s so bad! 

I blink the crud out and it falls down my cheeks. Above me, I see an ugly ceiling. 
It’s dirty and cracked. My heart starts to beat fast because I’m not in my room. 
Where am I? I try to look around at the strange room, but my head only moves 
a little, it’s stuck!

It feels like a belt is tied around my forehead, nearly pinning me to this cold table. 
But why? Belts are for pants, not foreheads. This is stupid.

I try to lift my hands and legs so I can get oS the table, but they’re under belts 
too, smaller ones.

My heart pounding and my underarms sweating, I open my mouth and breathe 
hard like a dog. I think it’s called ...what’s the word? Nhirting? qo, it’s panting. 

Ntill panting, I look at my right arm, and a fat needle is sticking out of it. The 
needle is attached to a long, thick plastic string. My eyes follow the long string 
to where it meets a machine that has a blinking green light and a small bag Dlled 
with brown liPuid that looks like Lr. Oepper. 
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I look at the fat needle again and tears Dll my eyes.

This is so bad!

I close my eyes and scream.

I want my Laddy and I don’t want to be here! I don’t even know where …here: 
is!

A tap on my shoulder sends my eyes open.

A blonde woman with bright blue eyes is looking down at me. Nhe’s pretty, like 
me. 

Nhe smiles and opens her mouth, talking. 

I blink back at her.

Is she nice? I don’t knowCshe is pretty, so maybe that means she’s nice? I don’t 
know.

Nhe steps away from the table I’m belted to and returns with a miniature white 
board, like the big one my teacher uses at school. 

The blonde lady uses a marker to write on the board. Rnce she’s done writing, 
she turns the board to me and smiles as she points to it.

I read the wordsH …My name is Ylaire Uawke, and I am going to help you. Jou 
have autism and I want to take it away.:

Yonfused, I watch Ylaire erase the words and write new ones. 

Nhe writes very fast. Nhe must be smart.

Ylaire turns the board my way and points to her writing.

 …Jour brain has many parts and all of the parts must talk to each other. But 
autism builds invisible gates in your brain that stop the diSerent parts from 
talking to each other. No, we are giving you a special medicine to remove the 
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gates. Noon, you will not have autism. The medicine is already beginning to help 
you.:  

These sentences don’t make sense. Uow do I have gates in my brain? 

1rowning, I return my attention to Ylaire. Nhe’s still smiling. 

Nhe sets the white board down near my right leg and I imagine kicking her. 

This makes me smile.

At the sight of my smile, Ylaire’s widens. Nhe opens her mouth and begins to 
talk as she points to the fat needle in my arm.

I imagine removing the needle from my arm and sticking it in Ylaire’s arm. 

Uow would she like that?

I grin as she turns to the needle and begins to poke at it, doing something. 

Nhe’s so close that I can smell her lotion, it smells like baby butts. I hate babies. 
x;cept for me when I was a baby. I’ve seen pictures of me when I was a baby and 
I was so pretty. I bet I didn’t smell like a baby butt. 

Ylaire leans even closer to me while she frowns in concentration, ad<usting the 
needle. As she moves her other hand to rest on my shoulder, I inch forward, as 
far as my head belt allows, and bite her wrist.

Nhe <umps back, her eyes widening as she looks from me to her bleeding hand. 

I smile.  



Chapter 21- 

Nathaniel

“Help!”

The scream shatters the hospital's quiet. It’s Karen.

I don’t think. I slam the bed railing down and swing my legs out. My feet hit 
the cold linoleum, and a jagged spike of pain shoots from my left ankle straight 
to my hip. I wince, limping-sprinting to the door. I throw it open to an empty 
hallway.

“Hey!” I yell at the Nickering Nuorescent lights. “The girl across the hall needs 
help!”

vothing. vo nurses, no rolling carts, no distant chatter. The silence is wrong, 
heaLy and artiCcial. I scramble to Karen’s door and twist the handle. ?ocked. I 
take a frantic step back, eyeing the heaLy wood. Ran I eLen break thisA

RSWPH.

Pomething smashes on the other side. I don't wait. I chamber my good leg and 
driLe my heel just below the lock. The frame groans but holds.

“Hey! Uhat are you doingA”
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I spin. Wn older nurse -a friend of my mom’s- is staring at me from the nurses' 
station, her face pale.

“Pomeone’s hurting her!” I shout, my chest heaLing. “Rall Pecurity!”

Puddenly, the whispers in my headGthe ones I’Le been trying to ignoreGcrank 
up to a roar.

...props to the kid for trying to fight back... ...this is going to suck...

I roar and throw my entire weight into a second kick. The wood splinters, the 
lock snaps, and the door Nies inward.

“Bou can’t do that-” the nurse starts, but I’m already inside.

I skid to a halt. W tall, scowling brunette stands oLer a shattered coxee table, her 
eyes Clled with rage. To my left is the silLer giant. He’s got Karen pinned to the 
sofa, and he's holding a fat, wicked-looking syringe inches from her throat. Her 
dad is slumped beside her, a lifeless weight.

“Fet away from her!” I lunge toward the giant.

“I suggest,” the brunette hisses, “that you get away from us. Onless you haLe a 
death wish.”

The giant, Soy, moLes with terrifying precision, bringing the needle down. I 
spot a heaLy chunk of the broken table at my feet and kick it with eLerything I 
haLe. It skids across the Noor and slams into Soy’s shin. Instead of a bone-snap, 
there’s a metallic clang. The wood shatters into toothpicks against his leg as if 
he’s made of solid titanium.

Soy looks at the debris, then at me, and chuckles. “5et ya didn’t ezpect that.”

"ear sends cold pinpricks down my spine.

“Pedate Karen,” the woman orders. “Then, take care of the boy.”

“vo!” Karen shrieks.
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I lock eyes with her, reach out towards her- and then the world glitches. Karen 
Lanishes. Phe blinks out of ezistence like a blown light bulb.

Soy free6es. 8Uhat just happenedA8

The brunette looks around with wide eyes, Lisibly shaken. “7sther,” she snaps. 
“7sther happened.”

W warm, solid hand slips into mine. I jump, but a familiar Loice breathes into 
my ear, “:on’t let go.”

“7stherA!”

The room dissolLes. Seality smears into a kaleidoscope of screaming neon and 
rushing wind. I’m paraly6ed, my hand fused to 7sther’s, my stomach left some-
where back in the hospital room. Then- thump.

The colors snap back into a hallway. 5right linoleum. The smell of Noor waz. 
Karen is beside me, gasping for air. Phe’s pale, her hair a mess, and a nasty purple 
bruise is blooming across her cheek.

“Bou okayA” I reach out with a shaking hand and brush her bangs aside.

“Beah.” Phe’s trembling too. “5ut my dad... he’s still in there.”

“Phe’s right there! Fet her!”

I Ninch at the sound of the brunette’s Loice. I spin around. Phe and her silLer 
fucking shadow are twenty feet behind us. Phe shoLes Soy forward. “Fet her!”

“Ue need to go, like, yesterday,” 7sther grabs both our hands, her face a mask of 
iron. “Sun!”

Ue sprint. My ankle is screaming, a rhythmic throb that matches my heartbeat. 
Ue Ny past doctors and orderlies who blur into smears of white and blue.

“Uho is that womanA” I whee6e.

“Eayne Mire,” 7sther says, her Loice tight. “Phe’s basically the deLil. Phe killed 
my parents.8
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“Phe killed your parentsA” Karen and I say in unison.

I glance at 7sther. Her eyes are steely, and her mouth is set in a grimace. 

8I’ll ezplain more when we aren't dying. Hold on!” The hallway smears again. 
Wnother jump. My Lision clears just in time to see the main nurses' station. I 
spot my mom behind the desk. Phe looks up, her face twisting into horror.

“vathanielA Uhat’s going onA”

“Ue’re okay!” I lie, the words tasting like ash in my mouth. “:on’t worry.” Fuilt 
hits me harder than the pain in my foot. I’m leaLing Mom behind in a war 6one.

“:on’t feel bad,” 7sther glances at me. “If she understood what was going on, 
she’d want you to run. vow, hold on!”

Wnother lurch through the color-Loid. Ue land on the top Noor, the hospital’s 
ezecutiLe wing. It’s quiet here. Jlush carpets, blue walls, the smell of ezpensiLe 
coxee.

“Bou okayA” I ask Karen. Phe’s staring down at her sleeLe.

“This bug,” she says, her Loice hitching. “W bagrada. I thought it was dead, but 
it’s stuck to me.”

7sther stops so fast I nearly trip. Phe grabs Karen’s arm.

“1w! Uhat are you doingA!” Karen cries.

7sther Nicks the red-and-black insect onto the carpet. “If that had bitten me, 
we’d all be dead. The bagradae can neLer touch anyone with abilities. Onder-
standA”

I blink. “WbilitiesA Bou meanG”

RSWRK-511M.

The Noor beneath us heaLes. W metallic rattle, like a massiLe industrial drill, 
Librates through my teeth.
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“Titanium 5utt is making his entrance,” 7sther mutters.

The carpet rips open. W silLer hand, Cngers like polished rebar, bursts through 
the Noor and clamps onto 7sther’s ankle. Phe utters a string of curses. 

8Uhat's going onA8 a man in a suit asks, ducking out of his oEce to see what’s 
happening. His eyes widening, he quickly diLes back into his oEce and slams 
the door shut.

“Sun! Fet out of here!” 7sther yells, waLing us away while Soy tries to pull her 
through the hole in the Noor..

“vo!” I drop to my knees, clawing at the cold, metallic Cngers. “Ue’re not 
leaLing you!”

“Fet Karen out of here,” she urges, her face pinched in pain. 

Ignoring 7sther’s pleas, I pry at the metallic hand’s grip. 5ut it’s like trying to 
bend a crowbar with my bare hands. I manage to wrench three Cngers back just 
as the 8drill8 morphs. The silLer spiral Nattens into a second hand, then a head.

Soy rises through the Noor like he’s emerging from water, his entire body a 
shimmering, liquid chrome. He smells like a welding shop- hot, burnt metal.

He lunges for Karen. 7sther Lanishes and then reappears on his back, locking 
her arms around his neck. He Nings her ox like he’s shooing away a gnat. 7sther 
hits the wall with a sickening thud.

Karen trips backward, her eyes wide with terror. I haLe to do something. vow.

I leap onto the giant and wrap my arm around his silLer throat, squee6ing until 
my muscles scream.

The smell of metal is oLerwhelming. Soy twitches, a wet gurgling sound coming 
from his chest. He’s strong, but I haLe leLerage.

...this kid’s going to kill me… The thought Nickers in my head.

“?et her go,” I growl, sweat stinging my eyes, “and I’ll let you go.”
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He releases Karen. 

I should Cnish him. I want to. Men like this, men who hurt the weak, they don’t 
deserLe a second chance. 

My grip tightens. Soy begins to shake Liolently.

Then, the thoughts hit me. vot anger. vot malice. W repeated, rhythmic whis-
perG I’m sorry... I’m sorry... I’m sorry...

Soy’s guilt is a physical weight. It’s something I understand. I don’t want to. 5ut 
I do. "lashbacks of my father, tearfully apologi6ing, come to mind. Ws much as 
I hate him, and the bitter memories he left me with, my arm goes slack. I let Soy 
go.

The giant falls to his knees, whee6ing. His silLer skin begins to dull, the human 
tone bleeding back into his face. I back away, and grab Karen’s hand. “Bou might 
want to moLe. Eust in case he still tries to come after you.”

Phe stares up at me, her cheeks Nushed red. “Fee6, vathaniel... how strong are 
youA”

...we’re running for our lives and I’m ogling Nathaniel’s biceps? What 
in the hormonal hell is wrong with me?...

:espite my own dark thoughts and our dire situation, a goofy smile tugs at my 
mouth, and I hold Karen’s hand tighter.   

“Hi, Soy.” 7sther is back on her feet, holding a piece of debris with the 
red-and-black bug on it. Her eyes narrowed, she looks cold, calculating, me-
thodical. “5ye, Soy.”

Phe jams the bug into his ear.

Soy’s eyes go wide. His ear turns a Liolent, glowing red. He screams- a sound 
that isn't human- as his skin turns a blinding, luminescent silLer.

“Uhat’s happeningA” I shout, shielding my eyes.
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“His own :vW is turning into poison,” 7sther says Natly. Jositioning herself 
between us, she takes each of our hands in hers. “?et’s moLe.”

“5ut my dad,” Karen protests. “Ue can’t leaLe him!”

W new sound drowns her outGthe rhythmic, heaLy thwack-thwack-thwack of a 
helicopter. I look out the massiLe picture window at the end of the hall. W black 
bird is screaming straight toward the building. 5ehind us, I hear screams as the 
Noor's few remaining oEce workers make a run for the stairwell and eleLators. 

W blurred Cgure streaks across my Lision and a whisper hits my brainG The roof, 
Esther. Get them to the roof.

“Uas that... OnseenA!” Karen gasps.

“Beah,” 7sther says, her grip tightening. “Wnd don’t let go this time.”

The helicopter looms, Clling the window. My heart hammering in my chest, I 
turn to Karen as the swirling colors take oLer my Lision.  and my palms growing 
sweaty, I turn to the helicopter that’s still headed straight for us. 

Uhat haLe I gotten myself intoA

Wll at once, the world Lanishes again.



Chapter 22- Tessa

I run my tongue across the front of my teeth, still tasting salty remnants of blood 
from Claire’s hand.

It’s been several hours, and now that I’ve had time to process her explanation 
of what’s happening to me, I understand what she’s doing. But the question is 
why. Why did that man with silver skin break into my school, injure my teacher, 
the students in my class, and then kidnap me? I’m sure there are thousands, if 
not millions of other children with autism he could have taken. So, why me?

I turn my attention to the door as it’s opened by a stranger. She’s tall and thin 
with short dark hair; she wears a wrinkled white lab coat over a navy-blue suit, 
and there’s something familiar about her eyes. I study her, my curiosity piqued. 
Where have I seen this woman before?

She opens her mouth, begins to speak, and as always, my gaze darts to her lips. 
But this time, something shocking happens.

Chills consuming my arms, I stare at the stranger’s mouth in amazement. 
Though I can’t hear her words, I somehow understand everything she’s saying. 
Her lip movement’s form words!

“…my name is Dr. Jayne Mire. I’ve been too busy to speak with you until now. 
And I’m sorry you found my assistant, Claire, so unpleasant. Clearly, our at-
tempt at an Autism Reversal serum hasn’t left you as docile as we’d anticipated.” 
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The woman speaks without a trace of a smile, and her dark eyes are cold as they 
drift to the IV in my arm. “You must have many questions. And one fact that 
may answer at least some of your questions is that your father is the reason you’re 
here.”

My heart sinks. My father is the reason I’m here?

I frown. 

Daddy, like most hearing people, is depressed and eternally distracted. Still, in 
spite of his being almost hearing, he isn’t cruel enough to have me sent to a place 
like this …is he? 

“So if you want to lash out at someone, Claire is not the optimal target.” Dr. 
Mire leans towards me as she says, “Your father is.” 

I shiver. This lady, with her penetrating eyes and unsmiling face, is even scarier 
than the silver-skinned giant who came to my classroom.

“Your father had a choice. He had to choose between protecting his work and 
protecting you. He chose his work.” Dr. Mire pauses to let her words deliver 
their blows. I shift on this table that’s supposed to be a bed, my stomach Plling 
with the most painful hollowness. It’s the same empty feeling that overtook me 
when I saw Mom on the Uoor. Like the whole world stopped, inside and outside 
of me - everything just stopped.

“You’re here because your father didn’t love you enough to save you,” Dr. Mire 
says, her narrowed eyes going to my hair. “But I’m going to save you, Tessa. The 
serum Claire and I made is more than a mere attempt at a replica of your father’s 
neurotypical formula, I’ve added to it. It will make you smarter, quicker, and 
better than everyone you know. In short, you will become our planet’s most 
powerful human.”

Still smarting from the sting of abandonment, I blink back at Dr. Mire as I 
process her words. I’ll be smarter? My heart skips a beat. 
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I open my mouth and attempt a word that now makes more sense than it did 
the last time I brought my index Pnger to my mouth and signed it. “Hearing?” 
I ask.

“Yes, eventually.” Dr. Mire nods. “This serum contains a combination of 
D2A-altering drugs called Triphylamonal and Lexilohr, and should they work 
as theorized, there is the possibility that you3ll regain a percentage of your 
hearing. Based on your vocalization, it seems you’re already experiencing the 
serum’s positive e4ects …”

She hesitates while my head spins with dizzying euphoria. I’ll be hearing? 

“Standing here and looking at you is almost surreal …” Dr. Mire says, but I’m 
barely paying any attention to her at this point.

Hope shuttles through me, Pnding its way to my eyes in the form of tears. I 
blink them away, not wanting to cry in front of Dr. Mire. But it’s impossible 
to completely restrain my feelings and a tear escapes, crawling down one of my 
cheeks.

If I’m hearing no one will laugh at me or tell me what to do. 'verything will be 
di4erent. Dad will Pnd me worthy of his love, and even Baren will respect me.

My hope refusing to be squelched, I grin uncontrollably as I return my attention 
to Dr. Mire. My grin wavers at the sight of the darkness that’s fallen over her 
features.  

“You look just like her,” Dr. Mire says, her thin lips forming a straight line as she 
backs away from the table. 

Curious, I follow her with my eyes. Who’s she talking about?

Dr. Mire looks up and holds out her hand. “Claire, I’ll do it, give it to me.” 

I follow her gaze to Claire, who I hadn’t even realized returned. She3s put a 
skin-colored bandage on her hand.

“Yes, ma’am.” Claire agrees, visibly nervous as she gives Dr. Mire a syringe.
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2ow that I’m truly studying Claire Hawke’s face and mannerisms, it’s clear that 
she’s as out-of-place as I felt when I woke up on this table; it’s as if Claire doesn’t 
want to be here. Actually, she doesn’t look much older than my sister. Is she a 
teenager? And how did I not notice this before? 

My observations come to a screeching halt as I catch sight of the fat needle within 
the syringe Claire’s placed in Dr. Mire’s palm. Shifting in my bounds, I say, 
“2o!”

Dr. Mire glances at me. “I’m giving you hearing, intelligence, and a life. In 
return, you’ll do as I say. To ensure your obedience, I’m going to track your 
movements and location, which is what this injection will allow me to do. This 
will hurt, so you’ll need to be strong until it’s over.”

I glance at Claire. She bites down on her lip and sets her bandaged hand over 
mine, a kind gesture that does little to alleviate my agitation.

I strain to get out of the straps that hold my wrists and ankles at bay. I don’t want 
that needle in me! Dr. Mire uses an alcohol prep pad to wipe a small section of 
my hip and tears return to my eyes. This time it isn’t hope that’s incited their 
arrival. 

Before I can blink, the needle is under my skin and making its way into my bone, 
which elicits Prst, a gasp and then a scream. It isn’t only that this hurts, it’s that, 
to one degree or another, I’ve endured this very thing every day of my life. 

Baren tells me what to do, my father tells me what to do, my teachers tell me 
what to do, everyone tells me what to do. Other people get choices, they say, 
“2o” to the needle and it goes away, but not me. I want choices; I want to decide 
what happens to me. 

Dr. Mire removes the needle and, without another word, leaves the room. 
Claire, however, stays behind, her warm hand over mine. I glance at her and 
though my vision is blurry with tears, I manage to read her lips as she says, “I’ll 
get you out of here. I promise.”  
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I shake my head and scream, “2o!” Claire backs away from me, her eyes widen-
ing. I clench my Psts, so angry that I’m shaking. 

When I escape, it won’t be under Claire’s direction; it will be my own doing. For 
once, I’ll be the one to make the decisions.



Chapter 23- Karen

You’d assume that after the snobbiest girl in school turns out to be some sort 
of guardian angel mutant who saves your life and then transports you to the 
innards of a futuristic-looking spacecraft, nothing would shock you. But ap-
parently, I can still be shocked.

I stand beside Nathaniel in a small, windowless room comprised of bright 
metallic walls and Toors. Eo our left is a row of closed lockers, which Usther said 
are xlled with “nseen’s supplies. Eo our right is a hallway I have yet to e”plore, 
and in front of us is a sight that’s making the hairs on the backs of my arms stand 
on end. I take a deep breath, and a step back.

…I can’t believe we’re here, looking at this,q Nathaniel whispers.

“nable to take my eyes oO of the pitch black body suit that hangs in the opened 
locker before us, all I can do is point to the sleek costume’s utility belt and 
mutter, …It’s like Hq

…Batman’s.q Nathaniel Puietly xnishes my sentence.

…I was going to say, like a futuristic fanny pack.q

…Ah.q Le tilts his head, looking at it from a diOerent angle. …Ehat too.q  
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…I keep saying we should cut it in half and move each half to the shoulders,q 
Usther pipes up from behind us, startling me. …Ehat way, say “nseen’s hands 
are tied, then the utility belt is still accessible.q  

Ehe girl has appeared, once again out of thin air and she’s out of breath as she 
points to her shoulder and pantomimes a sort of biting gesture that makes her 
look like a craDy person. …6eeM If the utility belt’s at your shoulders, even if your 
hands are tied, you can still use your mouth to get to it.q

…Rhere’s my dadMq I ask, realiDing she’s returned alone. …I thought you went 
back for him.q

…I did, he’s xne.q Usther smiles and gives my shoulder a pat. …I took him to the 
cockpit. Le’s all strapped in, resting. Ehe sedative Fr. 7ire gave him should 
wear oO in about an hour and a half.q 

'elief washes over me. …Ehank you.q

Usther’s smile widens and she swings her arms forward and back like a little kid. 
…You’re welcome.q

I can’t help but take a second glance at her bruised eye, and though it’s healing 
well, the sight of it xlls me with shame. I still can’t believe I did that to her.

…Rhat about the hospitalMq Nathaniel asks as his thoughts dart to his mother, 
…Fid that helicopter crash into itMq 

…It didn’t.q Usther shakes her head. …Ehe chopper belonged to I.E.I.6., of course, 
and it had a 6uper 7assive 1uomnem device Hq her voice trails oO and pity 
forming in her eyes, she watches Nathaniel carefully, her thoughts xlled with 
concern for him.

I brace myself. Fid something happen to his momM I gulp, my mouth going dry 
as the memory of what Fad said about the 6uper 7assive 1uomnem device he 
and Fr. 7ire made comes rushing back to me. 

…Fid they,q I ask, …use it on the people in the hospitalMq 

Usther nods and Nathaniel turns to her sharply, …Rhat did it doMq
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…Ehe 6uper 7assive 1uomnem machine is used to erase memories.q Usther 
speaks slowly, choosing her words carefully. …6o, your 7om is physically healthy, 
but she’s e”perienced some memory loss.q 

…7emory lossMq Nathaniel’s eyes widen and he shakes his head in confusion, 
his thoughts coming to an abrupt halt, all of them momentarily vanishing. In 
an instant, however, they resurface loudly, a mob of Puestion upon Puestion. 
…Rhat do you meanMq Nathaniel asks, his eyebrows meeting in a scowl, …Low 
much of her memory did she loseMq 

…“m Hq Usther shifts on her feet and, clearly uncomfortable, tugs at her pinkie 
xnger. …Rell, the memory erasing device, it Hit erases up to twenty years of 
memory.q

Nathaniel’s face falls.

…I’m so sorry,q Usther rests her hand on his shoulder.

7y own heart aches as Nathaniel’s eyes widen and grow fearful. 

…Sre you saying,q his voice shakes, and he clears his throat. …Sre you saying she 
won’t remember meMq 

…6he won’t,q Usther gently replies. …No one in that hospital will remember 
anything from the past twenty years. I’m so sorry.q

… I shouldn’t have left her there. I just left her … 

Usther rubs his shoulder and I ask, …Is there any way to reverse the memory 
lossMq 

…“nfortunately, no,q she shakes her head and sighs as she drops her hand to her 
side. …Ehe only way a victim regains access to the suppressed memories is if they 
get SlDheimer’s disease or dementia.q

Nathaniel’s eyes water and he takes a deep breath. Lis thoughts, broken and 
half-formed, are full of him blaming himself for what’s happened to his mom. I 
bite down on my bottom lip, hating that he has to feel anything like what I felt 
when my mom died. 
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…It wasn’t your fault, Nathaniel,q I slide my xngers through his. 

Le doesn’t look at me or reply, but he closes his hand around mine, accepting 
the embrace. 

 ... don’t cry, keep it together. You can’t cry in front of her...

1istening to Nathaniel silently tell himself not to cry is heartbreaking. 

I slide my arms around him and hug him as tightly as I can. Le rests his head on 
top of mine, and I hear him sniO. 

…I’ll get you some water,q Usther Puietly says. 

Re hold each other, Nathaniel’s thoughts xlling the silence. I close my eyes, and 
shame worms its way into my heart. Le blames himself, but the truth is that 
his mom would be xne if it hadn’t been for my family. I.E.I.6. showed up at the 
hospital to get Fad9s formula. and now, because of us, countless lives are ruined.

I don’t understand what’s so special about this formula my father supposedly 
made. "nowing Fad, it probably doesn’t even work. 

 …Lere’s that bottle of water,q Usther says, her voice startling me yet again.

Nathaniel releases me but keeps a hold of my hand as he accepts the water. 
…Ehanks, Usther.q 

…6ure.q 6he turns to me. …Rant oneMq

I shake my head. But I9m insanely thirsty, I don’t know why I said no. 

…You going to be okay, NathanielMq Usther asks.

Le nods and takes a swig from the bottle, forcing his thoughts away from his 
mother. I study the strained look on his face, wondering if this is what I’ve been 
like ever since 7om’s overdosej trying not to think about her and inadvertently 
making myself even more tense than if I’d let myself dwell on her for a bit.

…6o.q Le points to the black outxt hanging in the locker in front of us. …Rhen 
are you going to admit that’s yours and tell us how you became “nseenMq 
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…Ehere’s no way Usther’s “nseen,q I blurt. Both of them turn to me, and my face 
warming, I e”plain myself, …'emember, we heard “nseen talking to us when 
Usther was right there with usM 6o, unless she’s a pro at throwing her voice, 
Usther’s not “nseen.q 

Usther laughs and inches her way between Nathaniel and me. 6he rests each of 
her elbows on our shoulders and I try not to wince.

I know I shouldn’t be uncomfortable with her in my space. 6he saved my life 
and, more importantly, she got Fad away from that sociopath, 8ayne 7ire. Uven 
so, I can’t help wishing she’d back oO.

…oh yeah, I forgot. The Ice Queen doesn’t like to be touched… I bristle at 
Usther9s rude thought as she moves away from me and resituates her full weight 
against Nathaniel. …"aren’s almost right,Q she says. QI’m not a hundred percent 
“nseen, 0ust xfty percent.q 

I glance at Nathaniel and he’s watching Usther e”pectantly. In fact, he looks su-
per comfortable with her all coDied up beside him. I cross my arms, scrutiniDing 
the two of them. Rhy have I never noticed their relationship beforeM

Usther and Nathaniel get along really well. 6he always invites him to her movie 
nights and parties, and come to think of it, she’s the entire reason Nathaniel and I 
got into that argument the other day. Rhat if they ... oh my Cod, what if they’ve 
hooked up at some pointM 

7y 0ealousy spiking, I speak through clenched teeth, …I don’t understand what 
you mean, Usther.q

…Rell, "aren,q she oOers me a pleasant smile, …maybe if you weren’t so busy 
being 0udgmental, you’d understand.q  

…If you want to talk about being 0udgmental,q I retort, …who’s calling who an 
Ice ‘ueenMq 

6he frowns. …I didn’t call you an Ice ‘ueen.q

…You thought it,q Nathaniel points out.
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Usther turns to him so Puickly that her ponytail slams into his face.

Le blinks her hair out of his eyes and says, …6orry, Usther, it’s true.q

…Yeah,q I add, triumphant. …6o ne”t time maybe you should think before you 
Hq I stop talking as the impact of what Nathaniel’s 0ust said hits me. 

Usther, like me, is staring at him in shock. Kinally, she says, …Sre you saying you 
heard what I was thinkingMq

Nathaniel nods, his dark eyes going from me to Usther. …Uver since the accident, 
I’ve been hearing other people’s thoughts.q 

…7e too.q I meet his eyes.

…I kind of thought so, but I wasn’t sure,q he says with a shy grin. 

It’s the xrst smile he’s attempted since the horrible news about his mom. 6eeing 
it is a relief and even though I’m internally freaked out by the fact that the boy I 
like has a front row seat to my every thought, I return his smile and confess, …If 
there has to be someone who can hear my thoughts, I’d want it be you.q 

Nathaniel’s grin widens. …6ame.q

Usther clears her throat. …I hate to butt in, but I’m in the Learing Ehoughts 
!lub too.q

Af course she is. 'esisting the urge to roll my eyes, I sigh and try to control my 
annoyance. 

Usther grins and tousles Nathaniel’s hair as she says, …Furing the car accident, 
something must have happened to all three of us.q 

I glare at her. Rhy does she have to keep touching himM It’s like every time she 
says something, she has to touch his shoulder, his arm, or his hair. I cross my 
arms. …Low awesome, Usther.q
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…I know, rightMq 6he beams. …It’s a great ability, but it gets a little confusing 
around a lot of people because it9s hard to tell whose thoughts belong to who. 
Ather than that, I love it.q

…Rell,q I mumble, …0ust remember that when you call me an Ice ‘ueen I can 
hear you.q 

…Snd,q Usther Puickly says, …you should remember that every time you think, 
3oh, my Cod, Usther’s touching Nathaniel. Foes that mean they hooked upM’ 
we can both hear you.q 

Leat travels up to my neck and face. 7y gaDe darts to Nathaniel and he9s trying 
so hard not to smile that his lips are twitching. Umbarrassed, I nod to “nseen’s 
suit. …Rould you 0ust e”plain who “nseen isMq  

…1ike I said, I’m half of “nseen,q Usther says, her blue eyes shining. I watch 
her, confused. It’s like this girl doesn’t take anything seriously. Re’ve 0ust been 
chased by a titanium giant, broken the news to Nathaniel that his own mother 
will never remember him, and she’s on the verge of revealing “nseen’s secret 
identity. In spite of all of this, Usther looks like she’s about to burst out laughing. 
I don’t know if I want to laugh with her or punch her in the face.  

…Usther,q a familiar voice xlls the ship and Nathaniel and I look around at the 
gleaming silver walls as the voice instructs, …bring them to the cockpit for lift 
oO.q 

I gasp, barely able to speak. …I know that voice.q�

'econstructing her ponytail, Usther laughs, …I wish you could see the look on 
your face.q

…Rhy does your H ship,q Nathaniel slowly asks, …sound like our school9s guid-
ance counselorMq 

Usther pats Nathaniel’s shoulder and abruptly stops, removing her hand as if his 
shoulder’s burned her. 6he glances at me. …6orry, "aren, I know that bothers 
you.q I blink back at her in annoyance. 
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…Ehat wasn’t the ship,Q Usther goes on, Qit was the intercom through which 
you heard 7s. Creenich’s voice, because she’s the pilot. 6he and I, we’re sort 
of “nseen.q

…You’re sort of “nseenMq I repeat. I glance at Nathaniel to see how he’s taking 
this and he looks ten miles past lost. 

…'ela”, this’ll all make sense soon.q Usther gives me a slap on the back and I 
stumble forward. Rith that, she starts down the hallway at our left and calls 
over her shoulder. …Ehen again, maybe it won’t make sense at all. In any case, 
follow me.q 

Nathaniel and I e”change glances. “nable to believe that I’m at the mercy of our 
school’s most snobby girl and our guidance counselor, I fall in stride behind 
Usther and pray that these women have what it takes to rescue my little sister. 

I cross my arms and stare at the family portrait hanging in Usther’s sitting room. 
6tationed between a plush red couch and mahogany coOee table, it isn’t the kind 
of professional Sears or K-Mart photograph most families have. No, that’d be 
too ordinary. Instead, this is a large oil painting. Usther looks about ten or eleven, 
and she’s smiling as a woman with curly brown hair drapes an arm around 
her shoulder. Ehe woman laces the xngers of her available hand through one 
belonging to a tall man with dirty blonde hair like Usther’s. Ehe three of them 
look super happy, like the perfect family. But according to what Usther said 
when she brought me in here, the man and woman are nothing but actors hired 
by 7s. Creenich and my father.

I look around at the other paintings, all of them hanging in e”pensive frames. 
S few hours ago, when 7s. Creenich landed our mode of transportation, an 
invisible …shipq that she and Usther call Iris, in a deserted xeld, Nathaniel looked 
around, his face brightening as he said, …I know where we are)q
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I’d looked past the pilot’s chair and into the window ahead where I saw cows, 
a lake, a xeld, and then more cows, more lake, and more xeld. It looked like 
any average spot in Jeake, and I’d wondered how he knew where we were. But 
once we e”ited the ship, I understood. Usther’s house, a huge mansion that stood 
less than a mile away, was sprawled across several doDen acres, and it was more 
sophisticated than I could have ever imagined. 

Af course, Usther’s …castleq and its surrounding acreage looked familiar to 
Nathanielj he was one of her many friends who’d been invited to her parties. 
But me, the 0udgmental !AFS who lived in the kind of neighborhood where 
no one had their own garage, let alone si”ty or more acres of land, of course I’d 
never been invited here.

I slip my thumbs through the belt loops of the 0eans Usther’s let me borrow. 
Uven in our current situation -with Eessa having been kidnapped by some 
whack scientist who’s obsessed with my dad, and with the ability that Nathaniel, 
Usther, and I share in common- I still feel this twinge of insecurity about the 
gaping diOerence that separates Nathaniel and me.

I’m not 0ealous of Usther’s money, but I am completely, one thousand percent 
envious of her easy access into friendships with people like him. Eheir money 
links them in a way I’ll never understand. 

7y gaDe returns to the fake family portrait and I sigh. 6ince we left the hospi-
tal, Nathaniel’s been holding my hand and planting himself at my side like a 
boyfriend, and I love that Hbut it isn’t real. In the back of my mind, I know 
8ulia’s waiting for him, and that no matter what, he’ll keep going back to her 
because the 8ulia’s 5and even the Usther’sV of the world are who the Nathaniel’s 
belong with. 

Erying to dismiss my depressing thoughts, I take a deep breath and get a whiO of 
the Toral scent that seems to be following me everywhere. Ss soon as we stepped 
into Usther’s house, the smell grew even stronger. 

…wish my foot would heal faster…
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Ehe whisper slinks into my brain, surprising me. Nathaniel’s the only one of us 
with a foot in0ury, so I must be picking up on his thoughts. I head for the guest 
bedroom that Usther told Nathaniel he could use for a shower and nap. Ss I 
make my way down the carpeted corridor, the whispers from his thoughts grow 
louder.

… need to take a second and tell her. But maybe now isn’t the right time. 
She’s probably too worried about her sister to care …  

8ust ahead and on my right, his bedroom door is cracked and light from the 
room seeps into the hall. 7y slippers are soundless against the soft beige carpet 
as I head to it. In front of his door, I catch sight of one of the most beautiful 
things I’ve ever seen and come to an abrupt halt, my heart Tip-Topping in my 
chest. Nathaniel is shirtless, every one of the dexned chest and ab muscles visible 
as he Dips the Ty of a pair of 0eans that he must have 0ust put on. Ehe sight of 
him making my mouth water, I bite down on my bottom lip. 

Le reaches for a E-shirt on the bed before him and his biceps stretch, accentu-
ated. I automatically e”hale, a thousand stiO breeDes running up and down my 
spine. I wish I were where that E-shirt is and that he were reaching for me.

Ehe shirt in his hands, Nathaniel freeDes and a grin forms on his lips. Uver so 
slowly, he turns to me. 

Fammit.

Rarmth Tooding my face and neck, I inch away from his door.

…"aren, wait)q 

I cringe as his footsteps sound near the door. Le peers into the hallway, his dark 
eyes settling on mine.

7y heart pounding, I attempt a smile and twist 7om’s ring around on my 
xnger. …I guess you heard that thought.q  

Nathaniel grins, his gaDe brieTy darting to my 0ittery hands. Le steps out of the 
doorway, and I can’t help but take a second look at his bare chest. Below his 
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broad shoulders are pecs that have been sculpted by the twenty-xve to thirty 
hours he spends training each week, and his entire midsection, ridiculously 
ripped, forms a perfect O.

…If you listen to even half of what I’m thinking when I’m around you,q he says, 
his face reddening, …you’ll know you have nothing to be embarrassed about.q 

ButterTies xll my stomach and all breathable air seems to get lost on its way to 
my lungs. 6o, I open my mouth and inhale a generous gulp of air. …Sre y-you 
saying Hq but my mind has turned to oatmeal, and I can’t xnish my sentence. 
6uddenly, for no apparent reason, I start to laugh. 

7y Cod, I need to pull it together. I close my eyes and take another deep breath. 

…I’m saying I like you.q Nathaniel brushes my bangs away from my face and I 
open my eyes to xnd him looking into mine. Instead of retracting his hand, he 
gradually lowers his touch, tracing the curve of my cheek until his xngers reach 
my chin. QI always have,q he speaks Puietly and his gaDe goes to my mouth.  

7y pulse racing, all I can do is look into his eyes. Is he going to kiss meM

… Yes. Is that okay?...

7y body poised between paralyDing nerves and boundless anticipation, I whis-
per, …Rhat about 8uliaMq 

Le shakes his head. …Re broke up. I couldn’t stop thinking about you, it wasn’t 
fair to her.q

Sn embarrassing grin that I have Dero control over takes hold of my mouth. St 
the sight of it, Nathaniel leans forward, gently brushing his lips against mine. 
Ehe warmth of his mouth sends a heated current straight through me and I’m 
barely able to suppress a shiver. Le pulls away, and e”hales, his breath warm and 
smelling of Towers. 

…6hould’ve done that a long time ago,q he Puietly says. 

…Yeah,q I smile. Le pulls me towards him and meets my lips in a hungry kiss 
that melts me like ice cream. 7y heart pounding and my insides bursting into a 
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million sensations, a part of me wonders if I’ll have a heart attack. Jrobably not, 
but even if I do, that’d be okay. "issing Nathaniel wouldn’t be the worst way to 
go.  

Lis cheek brushes a bruise on my face, but I barely feel the sting as his breath 
xlls mine. Le slides his hand down the curve of my ass, and I run mine along his 
abs, both of us trembling with nerves and anticipation. 

Le brings the kiss to a close by lightly brushing his lips against my cheek and 
then gently pulling away. …Ras that okayMq

I grin. …Not bad.q 7y voice sounds oddly high-pitched, like 8ulia’s. 7aybe 
that’s something that happens to girls after their xrst Hromantic encounter, 
or whatever you’d call this H maybe surging hormones makes girls sound like 
they9ve ingested helium.

…surging hormones? ... Nathaniel chuckles, his haDel eyes almost glowing as 
they catch the light that drifts in from the bedroom. Le reaches for a strand of 
my hair, toying with it. I’m not even embarrassed by him hearing this. 

…Yeah, you 0ust sent them through the roof,q I say, staring into his eyes. 7y gosh, 
I think I might need to kiss him again.

Nathaniel’s smile widens as I lean towards him … And there it is. I should’ve 
known they wouldn’t last twenty-four hours without this happening…

Ehe foreign thought slips into both of our minds, and startled, we turn in its 
direction. Usther, wearing “nseen’s black bodysuit and her long hair gathered 
in the same kind of bun we wear for practice, stands behind us, her arms folded 
and a huge smirk on her face.

…Row.q 6he arches an eyebrow at me, and I instinctively lower my gaDe to the 
carpet. …Rell, I hate to interrupt, but your dad’s awake.q

Ehis pulls me from my embarrassment, and I look up. …Is he alrightMq

…Yeah, he’s great.q Usther smiles and nods to the other end of the hallway. …But 
of course, he’s an”ious to get to Eessa, so if those of us who are shirtless will 
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remedy that, then you guys can 0ust follow me, and we’ll get out of here. AkayM 
Akay.q

7y thoughts revert to Eessa, and I could kick myself. I’m in a comfortable man-
sion making out with Nathaniel while my little sister’s being held hostage by a 
psychotic scientist. Usther’s right, we need to get to Eessa as soon as possible.  

Usther snaps her xngers and points to Nathaniel. …I meant you, in case you were 
wondering about the shirtless part.q

…Nah, reallyMq Le grins, narrowing his eyes at her before planting a Puick peck 
on my cheek and ducking back into his room.

Usther uncrosses her arms and ad0usts the utility belt at her hips.

…6o, we know where Eessa isMq I ask. 

…Yep, we’ve got a pretty good idea, and don’t worry, we’ll get her back,q Usther 
says, conxdence in her voice. …No Puestion about that.q 

I nod, soothed by her certainty. But silence drifts between us as Usther continues 
to double-check the supplies on her belt. 6uddenly self-conscious, I smooth my 
hair and steal a peek at her. I bet she hates me, considering that she 0ust caught 
me making out with her best friend’s e”.

…"arenMq Usther turns to me. …Rhen are you going to get that I don’t hate youMq 

Ler Puestion takes me by surprise and, unsure of how to respond, I cross my 
arms and scowl.

Rithout taking her eyes oO of me, Usther says, …Ehe only reason I didn’t talk to 
you at school was because your dad told me not to.q

…RhatMq Cenuinely shocked, I uncross my arms. …Rhy wouldn’t he let you talk 
to meMq

6he shrugs. …Le said I shouldn’t have any obvious connection to your family. 
Le was paranoid that if we were friends, things would come out.q
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…Rhat thingsMq

Usther tilts her head and looks at me like I’ve 0ust asked her who Bill !linton is.

… she really has no idea how important her dad is…

…If it weren’t for your dad, there’d be no “nseen.q Usther looks at me e”pectant-
ly, like she’s waiting for me to applaud or burst into proud tears. But as usual, 
all I feel is confusion.

…I thought Fr. 7ire gave you your, um, your power,q I say. …I thought she 
e”perimented on you as a child and killed your parents. 6o, what does my dad 
have to do with your powerMq 

…I’m not talking about my ability,q Usther e”plains. …Ehe ability helps, but it 
isn’t what makes “nseen. Your dad created the technology that lets me and my 
mom do what we do. Besides that, if it weren’t for him, I’d still be an I.E.I.6. lab 
rat and my mom would be as dead as my real parents. Your dad saved us. Le got 
us out of there and gave us something to live for.q

I glance down, taking all of this in. Low the hell could my head-in-the-clouds 
dad have given Usther and 7s. Creenich …something to live forMq Le can barely 
focus on completing a sentence, let alone saving people’s lives. 

…If you weren’t so critical of him,q Usther Puietly says, …you’d see what everyone 
else sees.q

…You know what, UstherMq I snap. …Low about you Hq

Nathaniel steps into the hall, wearing a red E-shirt over his 0eans and his gaDe 
goes from me to Usther.

I clamp my mouth shut and Usther smirks, chuckling as she says, …Snyway, 
like I said, I don’t hate you, I was 0ust following orders. Now come on, let’s 
skedaddle.q 

Nathaniel glances at me, his eyebrows going up as his thoughts slip into mine 
…everything okay? ...
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I nod and hesitantly oOer him one of my hands. Le grasps it and plants a kiss 
on my cheek. 

…Cive Usther a chance,q he whispers. Rith that, we fall in stride behind her 
where I cling to Nathaniel’s hand and watch Usther sashay ahead of us. 

Le’s right. Snd it isn’t that I don’t want to. It’s that she makes me feel so 
Hashamed. 6he’s a beautiful, rich superhero who apparently has some kind of 
special connection with my dad. An the other end of the spectrum, I’m a per-
petually-confused, boyfriend-stealing puncher of superheroes. Being around 
1ittle 7iss Jerfect is a constant reminder of how fucked up I-

…I’m not perfect)q Usther e”claims without pausing in stride or turning around. 

…Ah, my Cod.q I cringe. …You heard all of that.q 

Nathaniel gives my hand a sPueeDe.

…I did,q Usther says as we turn the corner and enter her humongous sitting room, 
…and trust me, I’m so not perfect, "aren. In fact, a few minutes ago, while we 
were talking back there, I farted. It wasn’t a huge one but, it was big enough. 
Snd if you don’t believe me, I’ll let another one rip.q 

Nathaniel laughs. …Ehat’s okay, we believe you.q  

I roll my eyes at myself, half-embarrassed, half-relieved. Usther’s not too bad. I 
guess. 6he’s a little weird. But who isn9tM

…Rhy’d you bring us to your pantryMq Nathaniel turns to Usther and accidently 
0ostles one of the small 0ars on the spice rack at his right.  

…Rhy’d you bring us to your pantryMq Usther mimics his deep voice and narrows 
her eyes in imitation of the way he’s looking at her. Fespite myself, I grin. Ehe 
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more I’m around this girl, the more intriguing she becomes. 6he’s surprisingly 
kind of hilarious. 

…It’s not 0ust a pantry,q Usther e”plains as she closes the door. …It’s a secret 
entrance to a secret door that leads to a secret lab because that’s how we roll 
around here, lots of secretivity.q 

…Ehat’s not a word,q I point out, and as Usther turns to us my thoughts evap-
orate.

Usther’s eyes are glowing in the dark, they’re golden and literally glowing, like a 
cat’s. Beside me, Nathaniel gasps. 

…Ar is it a secret word that you didn’t know aboutMq Usther asks in an over-
dramatic voice as she Tips on the pantry’s light. It’s like she hasn’t noticed our 
reaction to her eyes. Now that the light is on, they’ve returned to normal. 6he 
blinks back at me and says, …Uver think about that, "aren 1ylesMq 

…Your eyes.q I point to her. …Rhy do they change in the darkMq

6he looks surprised and then understanding registers in her features. !huckling, 
she points to me. …Ne”t time you’re in the bathroom, turn oO the lights and look 
in the mirror. You’ll see the same thing. It’s a side eOect of the Eriphylamonal. 
It makes our eyes glow in the dark.q 

…1ike the guy I saw in the cornxeld.q Nathaniel Puietly says.

Usther blinks back at him. …“m, I have no idea what you’re talking about. But 
in any case, welcome to the You’re APcially a Kreak of Nature !lub. It’s fun. 
You get to xnd e”cuses for no one to ever see you in the dark unless they’re too 
drunk to notice that your eyes are glowing. Yay.q 

I glance at Nathaniel. …Is she always like thisMq

…“nfortunately.q Le oOers me a weak smile. 

…Akay, enough about that.q Usther points to something directly behind us. …6ee 
that 0ar of olive oil on the shelf behind youM 7ove it over and there’s a tiny brown 
marking on the wall. It’s easy to miss, so look hard. Rhen you xnd it, press it.q
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Nathaniel moves the olive oil aside and I glance at Usther Puestioningly. …Jress 
itMq 

…Yes,q she nods gravely. …If there’s even one wrinkle left, the secret door won’t 
open.q 

I blink back at her in confusion. QRhatMQ

Usther blushes, …Never mind. 8ust ignore my failed attempt at humor.q 

…I got it,q Nathaniel announces.

…Ah, thank Cod someone gets me,q Usther pauses as the wall behind us begins 
to slide backwards. 6he points to the wall and deadpans. …Ah, you got that. Ss 
in opening the secret door. Fammit. I guess no one gets me.q

…No, I understood the 0oke too,q Nathaniel whispers, his nervous thoughts 
xlling my head. Le takes my hand and moves us away from the wall as it swings 
right, revealing the entrance to a brightly lit room. 

I can’t see what’s in the room yet. Sll I’m able to see is white linoleum. Snd the 
smell -my Cod, it’s intense) It’s the same Toral scent that seems to be coming 
from my pores, but it’s even stronger now. 

…U”cuse me, I’ll lead the way,q Usther says, inching around us and stepping into 
the new room, …to your e”clusive tour of our super-secret lab.q 

Nathaniel and I e”change glances before following her through the secret pas-
sage and stepping into a well-lit room.

I look around, and 0ust as Usther said, it’s a lab. An either side of us are long 
white counters containing test tubes, glassware, empty operant conditioning 
chambers, and other ePuipment I recogniDe thanks to Fad’s chemistry lab at 
school. 

…!ome on. No standing still)q Usther urges.
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Nathaniel and I do as told, still hand in hand as we walk between the counters. 
Eo our left we pass several aPuariums teaming with bagradae. I point to one of 
them. …Sre those the kind that are dangerous to youMq 

…Yeah.q Usther turns around, walking backwards so she can face us. …Snd now 
they’re dangerous to you too because you have an ability. 1ook down.q 

6he points to our feet, and Nathaniel and I glance down. Eo my surprise, we’re 
no longer walking on linoleum, but glass. Below the glass are tons upon tons of 
small white Towers. 

…Ehere’s a 1ouisiana Slyssum greenhouse below us,q Usther e”plains. …Ehat 
plant is super important. None of our abilities would be possible without it.q

I shake my head, remembering my conversation in the hospital with Fad. …But 
my dad said my ability came from a tumor caused by EripHtriphylHq I take a 
beat, trying to remember how to pronounce the word.

…Eriphylamonal,q Usther says. …Yeah. Ehe synthetic drug that’s the source of our 
abilities. An its own, Eriphylamonal is deadly to humans. !ombining it with 
1ouisiana Slyssum makes it safe for us.q 

 …I have no idea what they’re talking about…

I glance at Nathaniel and the look on his face is a perfect reTection of his 
thoughts. 

…No worries, "aren will xll you in later,q Usther waves him oO, and contin-
uing to walk backwards, she e”plains, …If it seems like ever since the accident 
you’ve smelled like Towers, you’re right, that’s e”actly what you’re smelling. 
Ehe Slyssum is in our bloodstream as a protection because without it, the 
Eriphylamonal would kill us.q

I instinctively lower my gaDe to my arms and look at my veins. Now my blood 
isn’t 0ust blood, it’s a mi” of Eriphylamonal, 1ouisiana Slyssum, and Cod only 
knows whatever else is causing this weird ability.  
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…An that happy little note,q Usther continues, …your dad genetically engineered 
the bagrada to be like little vampires. U”cept it’s not blood they’re sucking, it’s 
1ouisiana Slyssum. “nlike regular bagradae, which 0ust eat plants, these guys 
only drink the nectar of 1ouisiana Slyssum and when they come in contact with 
someone who has 1ouisiana Slyssum in their bloodstream, the bugs make like 
vampires.q

Nathaniel gulps audibly.

…Ehey dig a hole in the person9s skin and drain every bit of 1ouisiana Slyssum 
from their bloodstream. But the bagradae can’t ingest Eriphylamonal, so that 
stays in the person9s body. Snd since Eriphylamonal is deadly without 1ouisiana 
Slyssum, that’s it- the person is dead.q Usther wrinkles her nose. …Jretty awful, 
rightMq   

…6o that’s what happened to 'oy when you stuck the bagrada in his earMq 
Nathaniel asks, a horrixed look on his face. 

…Yeah.q Usther says, her e”pression growing somber, …I hated what I did, but I 
had to stop him the only way I knew how.q

I study her carefully. I’ve always assumed Usther’s life is like a fairy tale. 'ich girl. 
7ansion. Kriends. Beauty. 6he has everything. Uven when I found out about her 
abilities, I assumed she had the superhero’s version of a fairytale . 

I couldn’t have been more wrong. 6he’s constantly keeping secrets about who 
she really is, and she has to hurt people. Uven though she knows what she’s doing 
is 0ustixed, that can’t make it easy. 

Usther frowns and smooths down her hair while bits and pieces of her thoughts 
drift my way.

Nathaniel was right when he said I don’t see people. Sll along, Usther’s been 
right in front of me, and I9ve ignored who she really is. I only saw what I wanted 
to see. Rhat made me feel better about myself. If I’d had the courage to look 
beyond the bruising she gave my ego, I would’ve seen a glimpse of the real Usther, 
and then maybe we could’ve been friends.
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Nathaniel gives my hand a tug and I glance at him as 3…it’s not too late for 
that…’slips into my thoughts.

I smile and whisper, …Cet out of my head.q    

…You know, actually,q Usther Puietly says, and we both turn our attention to her, 
…in retrospect I think there might have been one other way I could’ve stopped 
'oy.q

…LowMq I ask.

6he stops walking backwards and nods to my ring. …Ehe ring your mom gave 
you. I think it-q

…Usther) Lurry up please)q 

Ehe unmistakable sound of 7s. Creenich’s voice, over yet another intercom, 
surrounds us.

…Re’re coming)q Usther shouts, nearly rendering us deaf. 6he clears her throat 
and says, …I’ll e”plain later. !ome on.q

Re follow her out of the lab, down a Tight of stairs that leads to the greenhouse 
below. Ehe sea of tiny white Towers ends near a large pool and a small carpeted 
area that looks like a makeshift oPce. Between the pool and the Towers, it’s a 
strange set up. I look around at the two large oPce desks, computers on each, 
parallel to each other and Tanking several metal xle cabinets. !onsidering the 
grandeur of Usther’s house, the furniture down here is startlingly cheap. Uven 
Fad’s cherry oak desk back home looks better than the metal desk 7s. Creenich 
is perched on.  But, even more surprising than this is 7s. Creenich.

Nathaniel and I come to a complete halt. 

…She’s definitely Unseen…

…CeeD 1ouise,q I mutter, unable to believe my eyes. Aur guidance counselor 
wears a black 0umpsuit that’s identical to Usther9s. Ehe sight of Usther dressed 
like an acrobat wasn’t as shocking. Re see her in a gymnastics leotard pretty 
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much every day. But our school’s guidance counselor dressed like a damn comic 
book characterM Ehat’s insane. 

1eaning over one of the desks and typing something on its computer, 7s. 
Creenich turns to us and smiles. …"aren, Nathaniel long time no see.q 

Neither of us seems capable of xnding our voice. 7y gaDe goes to the mask beside 
her computer. It9s black, appears to be made of leather, and designed to cover 
7s. Creenich9s entire face. I stare at it in shock.

It9s hard to believe that the softspoken guidance counselor who makes endearing 
yet sappy comments like, …if you dream it, you can do itq to us at school, puts 
that mask on every night and kicks bad guy ass.

…I think seeing you in uniform has them speechless,q Usther says, prancing up to 
the desk. 6he perches on the edge and crossing one leg over the other asks, …6o, 
do you think we’ll rescue Eessa before dinnerM Because I was thinking we could 
all go to Alive Carden.q 

7s. Creenich turns to Usther and arches an eyebrow.

…she has no idea how serious this is…

…Snd I guess that’s a no to the breadsticks I’ve been craving all day,q Usther sighs. 
6he opens the top desk drawer and reaches inside, grabbing a fun-siDe Slmond 
8oy. 

6he xnishes oO the candy in one bite, and 7s. Creenich shakes her head. …I told 
you to have more than one tiny pancake for breakfast this morning.q

…It’s not that I’m hungry, I 0ust want breadsticks,q Usther whines. …I was going 
to get some for lunch, but then there was that robbery, and then we had to go 
straight from there to the hospital.q

…Jlease stop whining,q 7s. Creenich Puietly says, …you know how much I hate 
whining.q    

…Ehis is so weird,q Nathaniel whispers, looking from Usther to 7s. Creenich.
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…Low about AC take outMq Usther says, refusing to give up. …You guys order 
whatever you want and I’ll pick it up...q 

7s. Creenich waves Usther oO and makes her way to us, her calm smile return-
ing. …I can imagine how unsettling all of this must be. Snd "aren, I wish we 
hadn’t had to hide certain things from you. But your father thought it best you 
remain protected from the truth.q

…Rhere is my fatherMq I ask.

7s. Creenich points to the pool 0ust as a garish grinding noise, like the turning 
of large metal gears, sounds. Ehe ceiling above the pool lowers and four separate 
waterfalls, all of them forming a sPuare within the pool, dump water from the 
ceiling into the pool.

7y gaDe not leaving the waterfalls, I take a careful step back, and Nathaniel 
tightens his grip on my hand as he says, …“h, what’s going onMq

…It’s xne, don9t worry,q 7s. Creenich raises her voice above the noise, …"aren’s 
dad is 0ust bringing the ship closer. Ehat way, it’ll be easier for us to load the 
bagradae aboard.q 

…1oad the bagradaeM)q Nathaniel and I cry in unison.

…Yes.q 7s. Creenich gives us a funny look and then nods to one of the large xling 
cabinets. Kor the xrst time, I notice there’s something behind it. 

I move to get a better look around it and, sure enough, there’s a clear, rectangu-
lar-shaped container that stands almost as tall as the xling cabinet at about xve 
feet. It contains tons of swarming bagradae. St the sight of it, chills run up and 
down my arms. …Ehat’s a little scary.q

…Eessa’s being held at I.E.I.6. headPuarters in 1ouisiana,q 7s. Creenich e”-
plains, …and their main supply of 1ouisiana Slyssum is also right there at their 
headPuarters. Your father wants to make sure we destroy it.q  
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…Ah.q I return my attention to the ceiling as it lowers. Now I can see the small 
silver ship 7s. Creenich and Usther aOectionately call …Irisq perched on top of 
the descending ceiling. 

Ss the ceiling lowers towards the pool, the ship Dips to the right and sends a gust 
of wind our way. 7y hair goes craDy, Tying all over the place while loose papers 
on 7s. Creenich’s desk are whipped up, most of them sailing oO of her desk. 

Ehe ship, still headed our way, slows to a hover. Ss it lowers to the ground, I 
realiDe Fad must be in the cockpit and xnd myself staring at the vessel in shock.

…Your dad’s a pilotMq Nathaniel asks.

…Spparently,q I whisper, my voice cracking.

Iris hovers above the Toor and one of its wings slides up while a side door 
e”tends, creating a ramp. Rithin seconds, Fad emerges and his eyes brighten 
as he sees me.

…Fad)q I release Nathaniel’s hand and run to him. 

Fad e”tends his arms like he’s going to hug me. I9m so taken aback that I stumble 
over my feet. Fad never hugs me. Le closes the distance between us, wrapping 
his arms around me and pulling me close. 

Fespite my surprise, I sink into his embrace. Ehis feels weird but it also feels 
right. Re should hug more often.

…I can’t let anything else happen to Karen… I close my eyes as his thoughts 
creep into mine. 

…I’m so glad you’re safe,q he says, his voice muQed against the side of my face.

…You too,q I reply, opening my eyes. Behind us, 7s. Creenich asks Usther to help 
her move the bagradae to Iris.

…I’ll help,q Nathaniel pipes up.
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…No, 0ust rest that ankle,q 7s. Creenich says, …Usther and I will take care of 
this.q   

Rhile their footsteps and busy movements continue behind us, Fad releases 
me and we take an awkward step away from each other. Ehe xrst thing I notice 
about my father is that his eyes are red-rimmed and sunken into his face, dark 
circles underlining each of them. Le looks like hell. 

…Sre you okayMq I ask, even though the answer is obvious.

…I’m xne. But as you know, I.E.I.6. has your sister.q Lis words tumble into each 
other and his e”pression becomes even more haggard. 

…Yes.q 6hifting on my feet, I say, …Back at the hospital, Fr. 7ire said you came 
up with a serum she wants. Fid you really create  thatMq 

Fad looks down, shame in his eyes. …I did. Ane of the many things I did for 
I.E.I.6. was create something called Neurotypical 6erum. Ar 9NE.9 Ss implied 
by the serum9s name, it was designed to reverse the eOects of autism, attention 
dexcit hyperactivity disorder, and other brain functions that were considered 
atypical.Q

QFad,Q I frown, my stomach turning, Qthat9s beyond wrong) Neurodivergence 
isn9t something that should be cured) It9s natural)Q

QI know,Q he nods, his gaDe still averted. QBut I wasn9t myself back then, "aren. 
I was lost.Q

Snger simmers beneath my shock and my hands curl into xsts, QBecause of that 
womanM 8ayneMQ

Fad lifts his head, daring to look me in the eye, QYes. Snd because of the research 
itself. It opened doors that shouldn9t have been openedH but IH I couldn9t 
resistHQ his voice trails oO and his face falls as he sighs.

QRhat do you meanMQ I ask. QRhat doorsMQ

QSfter I created the NE serum, we tested it on a candidate,Q Fad replies, his 
voice low, full of shame, Qof course it didn’t reverse their neurodivergence. In 
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fact, it e”panded it, giving them near genius abilities. 8ayne was e”cited, and she 
demanded I lace the serum with another I.E.I.6. drug called YpRdei”i.q

…Rhat’s thatMq I ask. Aut of the corner of my eye, I see Usther and 7s. Creenich 
lugging the bagaradae towards Iris, Nathaniel limps after them, insisting on 
helping. 

…It’s a drug that makes a sub0ect permanently prone to the power of suggestion.q 
Fad pauses, his 0aw tightening. …In other words, they’re forever at the mercy of 
a 9master.9 Ehey have no will of their own.q 

…CeeD 1ouise.q 7y heart racing, I look Fad in the eye and make sure to speak so 
he can hear me, …Sre you saying 8ayne 7ire wanted you to turn neurodivergent 
people into geniuses she could controlMq

Le nods. …6he’s obsessed with the idea.q

…6he9s insane,q I shake my head. …I mean, why do that to peopleM It doesn’t make 
sense)q

…It does, in a way.q Fad ad0usts his glasses. …8ayne had a rough childhood. 
6he was bullied because she was diOerent. I could relate to that because I was 
diOerent too. I9m Feaf, andHQ Fad gives me a look.

…should I tell her I'm on the spectrum? Will she look at me differently?…

QFad, it9s okay,Q I Puietly say. Le watches me carefully, reading my lips as I say, 
QI already know.q 

Le nods, …Af course. You can hear my thoughts.Q

QYeah. Snd of course, I don9t look at you diOerently, Fad. I mean, if it9s a 
spectrum, maybe we9re all on it. 'ightMQ

Le frowns, QNo. Not e”actly. But I understand your point.Q

I sigh and shrug. QAkay.Q
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QIn any case, 8ayne and I xrst met at a summer camp for neurodivergent children. 
It was an awful place,Q he e”plains. Q7ore of a research study than a camp. 
Snyhow, the way we were treated was traumatiDing, and 8ayne’s more sensitive 
than I am.Q

Q6o, she9s torturing people because she was tortured as a childMQ I arch an eye-
brow and cross my arms defensively.

QYes,Q Fad nods. QI believe 8ayne initially had good intentions when she led 
I.E.I.6. 6he wanted to level the playing xeld for neurodivergent people and 
for others who e”perience pre0udice. But 8ayne changed. Aver the years, she 
developed an insatiable hunger for power. It warped her.q 

I nod, wondering how easy it is for a person to change. Eo go from wanting to 
help others to wanting to control them. Ehe thought is unsettling, and it sends 
chills down my spine.

…Ehat’s why I left I.E.I.6 and destroyed the bulk of my research. But I knew 
8ayne would come after me, demanding I replicate everything I’d created. 6o I 
used the 1uomnem 7achine to erase my memories of every formula I’d come 
up with.q

…You erased your own memoryMq I stare at Fad in horror.

Lis eyes x”ed on mine, he opens his mouth to say something and then closes it. 

…RhatM Co on,q I urge.

Lis gaDe returning to the ground, he says, …I used the 1uomnem 7achine to 
target specixc memories, not everything. 7y point is, when I tell 8ayne I don’t 
have the formula, I’m telling the truth. Uven if I tried to replicate the serum, it 
wouldn’t be e”act. Rhich is dangerous, perhaps even lethal.q

…Akay, I understand.q I nod, terror turning my stomach. …But back at the 
hospital, 8ayne said she’d mess with Eessa’s FNS, like she’d e”periment on her or 
something. Fo you think she’ll use a blend of her own NE serum with YpRdei”i 
on EessaM Fo you think she’s going to try and control EessaMq 
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Fad bites down on his bottom lip, his eyes so sad that they answer my Puestion 
without me even needing to hear his thoughts. I clench my xsts. …Re’ve got to 
get Eessa away from her.q 

Lis voice low, Fad says, …Yes, we do.q 

…Snd we will, if we leave now,q 7s. Creenich cuts in as she makes her way 
back down Iris’s ramp. …8ayne works fast, and there’s no telling how much she’s 
already done. I suggest we get a move on.q  

…'ight, let me 0ust gear upHq Fad says, scurrying away.

I glance at the sea of small white Towers beside us. Eraces of those plants and the 
Eriphylamonal are now probably in my little sister’s blood, and there’s no telling 
what Fr. 7ire’s turned her into H

7y stomach turning, I start towards the ship. I keep telling myself everything’s 
going to be okay, but I have a sinking feeling that it isn9t.

…"aren and NathanielMq 7s. Creenich interrupts my thoughts. Ler mask in her 
hand, she glances at Nathaniel as she says, …I.E.I.6.’s headPuarters are heavily 
guarded and considering how dangerous this is, I don’t like the idea of you two 
there. 6o, you won’t be entering the headPuarters. You’re going to wait it out in 
Iris. “nderstoodMq 

…Anly you and Usther are going inMq I ask. 7y heart sinking, I imagine the two 
of them facing a mob of mutants like 'oy as they try to get to my sister.

…Your dad too. Ehree of us is enough.q

…7y dadM)q I cry, horrixed. …7s. Creenich, you can’t possibly think it’s a good 
idea to send my dad in there. Le’s not a xghter.q

…Fo you remember our conversation about shaping your own identityMq 7s. 
Creenich asks. 

Nathaniel looks from me to 7s. Creenich. 

…Yeah.q
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…Your dad may not be a born xghter, but he’s strong,q she says, looking me in 
the eye. …6trength isn’t 0ust knowing who you are, it’s about being adaptable. 
Sbout changing who you are as new needs arise. Snd trust me, I’ve seen your 
dad adapt to become whatever he needs to take care of the people he loves.q

…But 7s. Creenich,q I shake my head, …I don’t think my dad has ever even 
thrown a punch, and you want to send him into I.E.I.6. headPuarters to xght 
mutantsMq 

…"aren.q 7s. Creenich points left. …1ook at your father.q 

I turn to him and nearly fall over. Fad’s wearing an on-body holster as he makes 
his way towards us, and he’s loading a gun. …Le knows how to use a gunMq I 
whisper.

…Your father’s stronger than you think,q 7s. Creenich says. …Ehe only reason 
any of us are here today is because xfteen years ago, he got us out of I.E.I.6. Erust 
me, he’s adaptable.q 

7y entire world rattled, I watch Fad put the gun in his holster.  I take a deep 
breath, …8ust promise me you’ll take care of him.q 

…Af course I will,q 7s. Creenich says, gently patting my shoulder.

Nathaniel nods in the direction of the ship. …'eadyMq

…Yeah.q 

Re make our way up the ramp and I turn back, glancing at my father. 

Ehere’s so much about my dad that I never noticed Hhis genius, his strength, the 
reason why he sometimes behaves the way he does. It’s taken the whole world 
turning upside down for me to really see my own father. Ehat’s not good, I’ve 
got to learn to open my eyes and see people as they are. 



Chapter 24- 

Nathaniel

Despite Ms. Greenich’s best eowrts mith the cwapressiwn mr,py ak ,nlue is , 
pgusind frga w- mhiteIhwt p,in. B c,n teuu it’s spr,inef. Tgt Sess,’s the wne mhw’s 
in re,u trwgbue. Wwy B leep ak awgth shgt. 'hinind isnxt ev,ctuk the herw Nibe 
B’a dwind -wr twf,k.

B shi-t in the cwclpit w- the Irisy trkind tw Anf , rhktha mith the ship’s awNeI
aent. She interiwr fwesnxt uwwl uile ,nk V;W; shgttue B’Ne seen wn SHU it’s ,uu 
a,tteIbu,cl c,rbwn Aber ,nf duwmind Niwuet KzDs th,t c,st , dhwstuk uidht wNer 
wgr -,ces.

P,ren sits in the bgclet se,t nevt tw ainey her prwAue etchef in th,t sw-t 
pgrpue duwm. Whe’s feep in cwnNers,tiwn mith her f,fy mhw’s br,cef ,crwss the 
,isue. ;he,f w- gsy the p,nwr,aic minfshieuf reNe,us the mwruf bugrrind intw 
, sae,r w- sm,apk dreens ,nf agffk brwmns ,s me stre,l twm,rf the Ggu-. 
Ms. Greenich h,nfues the Lidht sticl mith c,sg,u dr,cey her sueely wnkvIcwuwref 
znseen sgit shiaaerind uile wiu wn m,ter.

She ship teeters h,rf tw the ridhty st,biuiJers hgaaind , uwmy Nibr,tind chwrf in 
ak teeth.
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?2gst , uittue tgrbguencey dgksyY Ms. Greenich c,uus wNer her shwgufer. ?She ,ir 
dets sticlk wNer the a,rsh. Vw mwrries.Y

B retgrn ak ,ttentiwn tw P,ren. Shere’s , keuuwmind brgise wn her -wrehe,f -rwa 
the c,r mrecly , …,ddef a,rl ,d,inst her p,ue slin. Ker f,rl ekes ,re Avef wn her 
-,thery reLectind the Liclerind f,t, stre,as -rwa the cwnswue behinf hia. Dr. 
Ekues is t,ulindy his Nwice uwmy his ekes tr,clind , histwrk wnuk he c,n see.

?'hen B Arst dwt tw the isu,nf ,nf s,m mh,t 2,kne ,nf her te,a h,f bgiuty B 
thwgdht it m,s , fre,ayY he s,ks. Kis d,Je Licls tw P,reny sw-tenind. ?B twwl tw 
it the m,k kwg twwl tw the Lwwr evercise the Arst tiae kwg m,ulef intw M,tthem’s 
Gkan,stics. Dw kwg reaeaber th,tFY

P,ren’s ekes mifen. ?qe,h. Tgt B fifn’t thinl kwg fif.Y

?1- cwgrse B fw.Y Ke cu,sps his h,nfsy his lngclues mhite. ?; p,rent fwesn’t 
-wrdet , awaent uile th,t. Sh,t f,ky B s,m kwg Anf kwgr mindsy P,ren"Y Ke 
dwes intw , fet,iuef recwuuectiwn w- her Arst f,k w- dkan,stics ,nf B m,tch P,ren 
bridhten -rwa the insife wgt. Ker uips cgru intw , sa,uu saiue. —wr the awaenty 
the crgshind meidht w- B.S.B.W. seeas tw ui-t. ',tchind hery B -eeu ,n wNermheuaI
ind grde tw re,ch wNer ,nf sh,le her f,f’s h,nf. —wr wncey he’s dettind it ridht.

B ue,n b,cly crwssind ak ,ras. Owwr dgk. Dr. Ekues h,s spent his ui-e spe,lind in 
eRg,tiwnsy strgdduind tw reu,te tw ,nkwne mhw isnxt , certiAef denigs. Ke’s lept , 
thwgs,nf secretsy bgt st,rind ,t hia nwmy B see the cwst. Ke’s nwt uile ak -,ther. 
Kis Nices h,Ne nwthind tw fw mith ,ucwhwu wr Niwuence. Kis biddest L,m aidht 
be th,t in bgiufind , -wrtress w- secrets tw leep his -,aiuk s,-ey he ,ccifent,uuk 
uwclef hiaseu- wgt.

5qwg -,uuind ,sueep wNer therey cwIpiuwtF5 Ms. Greenich’s Nwice sn,ps ae b,cl.

Whe du,nces ,t 4sther mhw is sugapef in the cwIpiuwt se,ty k,mnind. 4sther’s 
me,rind her wmn sgitC, t,ctic,u a,sterpiece th,t a,les her uwwl uile , sh,fwm 
diNen -wra. Ker a,sl sits wn the f,sh betmeen theay , -,ceuess bu,cl Niswr. Bt’s 
stiuu , trip tw re,uiJe ak -,Nwrite 5ae,n diru5 -rwa schwwu is , uiter,u sgperherw.



;EM1WS —;B6 “”!

?7r,Jky isnxt itFY 4sther tgrns ,rwgnfy twssind ae , sairl. 5Kwm me -wwuef kwg 
-wr sw uwndF5

?qe,h. Orwb,buk bec,gse kwgr biabw swci,uite ,ct m,sn’t re,uuk ,n ,ctyY B te,se.

Whe sticls her twndge wgty bgt her ekes frwp tw ak prwppefIgp ued. ?qwgr ,nlue’s 
prettk b,ndef gpy isnxt itFY

?Bt’s AneyY B shrgdy trkind tw uwwl twgdh. ?Bt’s nwt uile ak ,nlue’s been lifn,ppef 
bk ,n eNiu scientist. Sess,’s the wne mhw a,tters.Y

4sther’s evpressiwn sw-tens. Bn this uidhty she’s strilind. Vwt …gst prettky bgt 
be,gti-gu. I can see why Brad is obsessed, B thinl. Even though he has no 
idea who she really is.

4sther’s ekes dw mife -wr , secwnfy then tgrn aischieNwgs. ‘I don’t like him the 
way Karen likes you,’ her Nwice echwes in ak he,fy slippind the ,ir entireuk. 
‘You two are meant to be. Me and Brad just aren’t like that.’

Mk -,ce bgrns. Bt’s stiuu gnsettuind th,t she ,nf P,ren c,n bwth …gst... m,ul intw 
ak br,in.

?zhy ke,h. Gwt ityY B agabuey uwwlind fwmn ,t ak u,p.

B checl wn P,reny hwpind she fifnxt c,tch the aent,u crwsst,ul. Whe’s -r,diue ridht 
nwmy ,nf the u,st thind B m,nt tw fw is a,le her retre,t intw her sheuu. Bt twwl -wgr 
ke,rs tw det th,t Arst liss. B’a nwt ,bwgt tw m,it ,nwther -wgr -wr the secwnf.

?Wwy 4stheryY B s,ky cue,rind ak thrw,t tw bre,l the siuence. ?qwgr ,biuitk. Kwm 
fwes it mwrlF BxNe been there mhen it h,ppens. TeneAtef -rwa it , bgnch. Tgt B 
fwnxt det it.Y

4sther u,gdhsy , bridht swgnf th,t cgts thrwgdh the hga w- the endines. ?Dr. 
Ekues c,uus it tgnneuind. T,sic,uuky B Anf the -wufs in re,uitk ,nf …gap thrwgdh 
the cre,ses.Y

B -rwmny trkind tw gnferst,nf mh,t she’s s,kind. 5Wwy b,sic,uuky kwg …gst rgn re,uuk 
-,stF5
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?Vwt Rgite.Y Whe bites her uipy then shwgts wNer tw the wther ,isue. ?qwwIhww  
Dwc  7,n kwg evpu,in ak ,biuitk tw V,th,nieuF ;nf reaeaberI evpu,in it uile 
he’s ANe. 1r a,kbe -wgr.Y

5Kek 5 B u,gdh.

Whe ue,ns in ,nf mhispersy 5Srgst ae. B- kwg uet hia gse his xTid Tr,inx mwrfsy 
mexuu be ,t B.S.B.W be-wre he Anishes his Arst sentence.5

Dr. Ekues sits gp str,idhtery ,f…gstind his du,sses. She Niwuet uidht duints wo the 
he,Nk bu,cl hwuster ,t his hipC, …,rrind sidht wn , a,n mhw gsg,uuk c,rries , 
brie-c,se.

51- cwgrsey5 he s,ks. 5V,th,nieuy h,Ne kwg eNer ev,ainef , L,t sgr-,ce gnfer , 
aicrwscwpeF5

?qesy sir. Bn kwgr cu,ss.Y

Ke -rwmnsy his brwm -grrwmind. ?1h. qwg twwl ak cu,ssFY

5Shree ke,rs in , rwmy siry5 B s,ky trkind nwt tw swgnf bgtthgrt.

56idht. 'euu. qwg lnwm th,t , xsawwthx sgr-,ce is ,ctg,uuk , awgnt,in r,nde w- 
rifdes ,nf iaper-ectiwns mhen kwg det cuwse enwgdh. Wp,ce ,nf tiae ,re the 
s,ae. Shek h,Ne mwrahwues Iiaper-ectiwnsI th,t ,re inNisibue tw the n,lef eke. 
znferst,nfF5

B nwfy thwgdh ak br,in is st,rtind tw itch. B du,nce ,t P,ren. Whe’s dwt her ,ras 
crwssefy st,rind wgt ,t the cuwgfs.

...speaking of time, I wish we could go back and stop all of this... Ker 
thwgdht hits ae mith the meidht w- , phksic,u buwm.

B suife ak h,nf ,crwss the d,p betmeen wgr se,tsy wpenind ak p,ua. Whatever 
happens, B prw…ect mith eNerkthind B h,Ney I’m right here. I’m not letting go.

P,ren’s ekes Anf aine. Whe pu,ces her h,nf in ak p,uay her slin cwuf ,d,inst ak 
-eNerish pguse. ?Sh,nl kwgyY she mhispers.
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?'h,t m,s th,ty P,renFY her f,f ,sls.

?Vwthindy D,f. Gw wn.Y

Dr. Ekues cwntinges his uectgrey cwapueteuk wbuiNiwgs tw the -,ct th,t his f,gdhter 
is crkind. ; sindue te,r tr,cls thrwgdh the pgrpue uidht wn her cheel. Mk he,rt 
bre,ls. B sRgeeJe her h,nfy rgbbind ak thgab wNer her lngclues.

?4sther c,n prwfgce these cwnfitiwns mithin herseu-yY Dr. Ekues frwnes wn. ?Whe 
,ccesses , mwrahwue -wr ,bwgt eidht secwnfs -rwa her perspectiNey bgt -wr gsy it’s 
, -r,ctiwn w- , secwnf. Whe’s benfind the -wuf.Y

?Gwt ityY B nwf. ?Whe’s b,sic,uuk ;J,Jeu.Y

4sther snwrtsy ?4vcept B’a , heuu w- , uwt cgter in sp,nfev.Y

P,ren mipes her ekesy uwwlind cwn-gsef. ?'h,t’s ,n ;J,JeuFY

?7waic bwwl ch,r,cteryY B s,ky dentuk tgclind , str,k h,ir behinf her e,r.

B c,tch Dr. Ekues st,rind ,t gsI speciAc,uuk ,t ak h,nf wn his f,gdhterxs -,ce. Ke 
uwwls uile B’Ne …gst t,len , buwmtwrch tw his -,Nwrite u,b eRgipaent.

Shit.

B pguu b,cly sittind gp str,idht. ?Wwy Dr. Ekues  Dwes th,t ae,n tiae tr,Neu is 
pwssibueFY

Sh,t hwwls hia. Ke bridhtensy ue,nind -wrm,rf. ?;n evceuuent Rgestiwn  M,thI
ea,tic,uuky the ,nsmer is kesy thwgdh me u,cl t,ndibue prww-...Y

;s he u,gnches intw the phksics w- teapwr,u shi-tsy B retgrn ak -wcgs tw P,ren. 
Whe’s st,rind ,t her u,p ,d,iny trkind tw buinl b,cl , -resh m,Ne w- te,rs.

I’m okay, Nathaniel, she thinlsy her Nwice , sh,lk Nibr,tiwn in ak ainf. I 
promise.

B nwfy bgt B fwnxt beuieNe her. 4Nen i- B cwgufn’t he,r her thwgdhtsy B’f lnwm 
better. Whe’s sc,ref -wr her sister. ;nf her f,f fwesn’t h,Ne mh,t it t,les tw 
cwa-wrt her ridht nwm.
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Keuu. Ke c,n’t eNen see th,t she neefs cwa-wrt. ;s agch ,s Dr. Ekues uwNes P,reny 
B thinl he uwwls ,t her ,nf sees the rwue she pu,ks in his ui-e. Whe’s , 5respwnsibue 
f,gdhter.5 Ke fwesnxt see th,t she’s , diru mith the meidht w- the mwruf wn her 
shwgufers.

Mk thwgdhts shi-t b,cl tw the f,k 6wk brwle intw her hwgse. B fifnxt neef , a,p 
wr ,n eRg,tiwn tw Anf her. B …gst... lnem. Shere’s swaethind th,t cwnnects ae 
,nf P,reny swaethind th,t dwes feeper th,n wgr nem teuep,thic ,biuities.

...You're right. We are connected... P,ren uwwls gpy , thwgdht-gu uwwl wn her 
-,ce. ...but I’m not a princess in a tower, Nathaniel. You don't need to 
feel like you have to use our connection to keep rescuing me.

B driny the p,in in ak ,nlue -,find intw the b,cldrwgnf. I know. But just like I 
hear you worrying about my ankle, I’m still going to worry about you… 
wanting to make sure you’re happy and safe. Is that allowed?

; -,int bugsh creeps gp her necly cu,shind mith the Niwuet KzD uidht. ...I'll 
allow it.

Good, B thinly ak drin mifenind. Because as soon as we get Tessa back and 
have a second alone, I intend to make you very, very happy.

P,ren’s bugsh feepens intw , f,rl criaswny ,nf she bites her uip tw leep -rwa 
u,gdhind.

Ker te,rs ,re dwne. She meidht is stiuu therey bgt she’s nwt c,rrkind it ,uwne 
,nkawre. B uwwl wgt the minfshieuf ,s Iris f,rts ,bwNe , f,rly wainwgs uwwlind 
stwra cuwgf.J

'e’re he,find intw heuuy bgt ,s uwnd ,s B’a hwufind P,ren’s h,nfy B thinl me 
aidht ,ctg,uuk a,le it wgt.



Chapter 25- Karen

The rhythmic thrum of the Iris’s engines pulls me out of a dreamless fog. My 
head is resting on Nathaniel’s chest; I can hear the steady, comforting thump of 
his heart.

...I think it’s a raccoon... His dream-thought drifts into my mind, fuzzy and 
nonsensical. I smile against the fabric of his shirt. We’re basically in the middle 
of a war, and Nathaniel’s dreaming about trash pandas?

Ahead, Ms. Greenich’s pilot seat is empty, which means the ship is on autopilot. 
Esther is sprawled across the co-pilot chair, her boots dangling over the armrest, 
dead to the world. I squeeze Nathaniel tighter, wanting to stay in our cozy little 
bubble for at least one more minute.

...Why is Karen cuddled up with that boy?...

I roll my eyes and sigh as our bubble pops.

Dad’s hand clamps onto my shoulder, startling me. He’s looming over us, eyes 
narrowed into twin slits of disapproval.

“What is this?” he demands.

Nathaniel stirs, his eyes snapping open in a panic.
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“Nothing,” I hiss, sliding away from Nathaniel. “Can you not be weird about 
this, Dad?”

“Not be weird? Karen, you’re fourteen!”

“Actually, I’m sixteen. And I’m exhausted. So, I fell asleep. Not a big deal.”

“How well do you even know this boy?” He gestures to Nathaniel like he’s some 
random stray dog I dragged in from the streets.

“Nathaniel’s been my best friend since ninth grade!” I stand up, my voice rising 
despite my best e"orts. “And if you’d paid any attention to me, you’d know that. 
Mom knew. Mom was there.”

Dad Yinches. The anger in his eyes drains away, replaced by a hollow, aching 
guilt that leaks into my mind. ...she’s right. I wasn't there... I can’t look at 
him. I can’t handle his regret right now. I turn around, rushing away towards 
the back of the ship.

I Bnd Ms. Greenich in the equipment bay, rummaging through a wall locker. 
She’s surrounded by high-tech tactical gear.

'Fou alright?' she asks without looking up.

'Perfect,' I sarcastically reply, leaning against the cold metal wall.

“Well, since you’re so perfect, help me load up.” She hands me a sleek, black tube 
that looks like an oversized fountain pen. “Pack the Rlackbird for me.”

'The Rlackbird?' I repeat, turning the device over. “What does it do?”

“It’s a nifty little thing your dad built it at I.T.I.S.,” she says, and I see a Yicker of 
pride in her eyes. “It’s a Yight suit and a force Beld in one. It wraps around your 
limbs, and allows whoever’s wearing it to Yy through solid brick walls or even 
Bre. That little gadget is what makes me 1Unseen.1”

I stare at the Rlackbird in disbelief. “Are you sure my dad made this?” I quietly 
ask. “The same man who can’t Bnd his glasses when they’re on his head?
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“Four father’s a genius, Karen,” she says softly. Refore I can say anything else, 
Ms. Greenich hands me a small aerosol can. “Pack this too. It1s Lyxaum. One 
spray puts an average-sized adult right to sleep. It’s what Esther used to knock 
joy out at your house.”

I examine the cab of Lyxaum before adding it to her bag, “My dad, did he make 
this too?”

“Fep,” Ms. Greenich replies. “And thanks to him, we were able to take it and the 
Rlackbird with us when we escaped from I.T.I.S.”3

I look at Ms. Greenich, wanting to ask her what it was like, getting away from 
Jayne Mire and her gang of evil scientists. Rut 4ust as I open my mouth, Iris dips 
and the movement causes a framed photo to slide out of Ms. Greenich’s bag. 
It’s the same photo that’s on her oDce desk at school. The picture of her and 
her daughter, Karin.

I frown, my eyes glued to it. That picture means everything to Ms. Greenwich. 
She wouldn’t have taken it with her unlessE

I turn my attention to her and blurt, “Fou’re not planning on going back to 
Peake after this, are you?”3

Ms. Greenich glances at me, before leaning over to pick up the photo. “None of 
us can go back.”

“What?!” I exclaim, cold shock washing over me.

“We can’t go back,” she replies, her tone grave as she turns to face me, “After we 
get your sister back, Jayne is going to use every bit of her organization’s power 
to hunt us. Mercilessly. We can’t a"ord to do anything other than disappear.”

…she doesn't understand the depths of this… I hear Ms. Greenich think.

I shake my head, “I understand what you1re saying, but it’s not fair! What about 
Nathaniel? His mom-”
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“Of course it isn’t fair, Karen,” Ms. Greenich interrupts me. “None of this is, 
because I.T.I.S. doesn1t play fair. Did your father tell you what happened to my 
daughter?”

The pain in Ms. Greenich’s eyes is palpable. The sight of it stops me from 
arguing with her.3

“No,” I quietly reply, “he didn’t.”3

“I thought Jayne and I.T.I.S. were humanitarians,” she says. “That’s why I 
4oined. I wanted to do some good as a researcher. And then I found out they 
were using pregnant women as test sub4ects for your father’s serums. One of 
those sub4ects was Dr. jeams1 wife.”

Chills run down my arms as the name clicks. “jeams?” I ask. “That’s Esther’s 
last name.”

Ms. Greenich nods, “Esther was 4ust a baby when I.T.I.S. wanted to experiment 
on her and turn her into a weapon. They’d already killed the poor girl’s parents. 
And she was lined up to become part of an experimental program called The 
Novus Initiative.”

“Oh my god,” I whisper.3

“As soon as I found out, I went straight to Jayne and told her I’d ruin her if she 
so much as laid a hand on Esther, or any more children. I threatened to go to 
the  RI, the media, anyone and everyone.”

I hold my breath as Ms. Greenich’s eyes Bll with tears.

“That very night,” she softly says, “Jayne sent agents to my house. They shot my 
little girl. And Karin died in my arms.”

The air leaves my lungs. I look at the woman I thought I knew, seeing the depth 
of her grief for the Brst time.

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Greenich,” I touch her arm. “That’s beyond horrible.”
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She nods and wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, “It is. And that’s why I 
went back to I.T.I.S.  or revenge. I was going to kill Jayne and anyone who tried 
to get in my way,” she continues, her 4aw tight. “Rut as soon as I was onsite, I 
ran smack into your dad. He was trying to smuggle his pregnant wife and two 
infants out of that hellhole.”

I frown. “Wait. Two infants? Mom was pregnant with me and Esther must have 
been one of the babies. Rut who was the other baby?”33

“The second child was another rescue from The Novus Initiative,” Dad’s voice 
says from the doorway. I turn to Bnd him watching us with hunched shoulders 
and weary eyes. He looks smaller than I’ve ever seen him.3

“What exactly was The Novus Initiative?” I ask.

“I.T.I.S. wanted to create a new breed of humans,” Ms. Greenich says, “so, Jayne 
had them steal fetuses. I saw the proof with my own eyes. An entire warehouse 
full of stolen fetuses. That’s why Jayne wants me dead, I saw too much. And 
now that I’m her enemy, she knows I’ll talk.”

“And she knows it’s too late for Systematic jemoval,” Dad mutters, addressing 
Ms. Greenich.3

“Systematic jemoval?” I repeat, looking from Dad to Ms. Greenich.

…that’s what I.T.I.S. did to Tessa… Dad’s thought startles me. I turn to him, 
but he won’t meet my eyes.3

“Dad, what do you mean that’s what I.T.I.S. did to Mom?” The question feels 
like glass in my throat.3

He hangs his head and sighs. Rut stays silent. When he doesn’t answer me, 
Ms. Greenich gently says, “I.T.I.S. has a policy that they refer to as Systematic 
jemoval. If an agent -or someone close to an agent- threatens the organization’s 
security, they remove them. They use drugs to induce paranoia, erase memories, 
and make the person’s death look like a suicide.”
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The room tilts. I see my mom’s face. Hear the echoes of the Bts she’d go through 
after she started acting paranoid. And I feel her ring on my Bnger- the only thing 
of hers that I have left.

“Jayne wanted your dad’s NT Serum,” Ms. Greenich says. “And when your 
father refused to give it to her, Jayne targeted your mother.”

I lower my gaze to Mom’s cat1s eye ring as my vision blurs with hot, stinging 
tears. Jayne Mire has to die.  or what she did to countless innocent people.  or 
what she did to my mother, and to our entire family.

“Rut now, we’re targeting Jayne,” Ms. Greenich says, as if reading my mind. I 
look up at her as she says, “We’re going to make her pay for what she’s done. We 
have weapons, we have-”

“Even that ring you’re wearing is a weapon,” Dad cuts in. He nods to Mom’s 
cat’s eye ring.333

“It is?” I croak, my voice shaking.3

“It’s made of an extraterrestrial poison called Chiatum,” Ms. Greenich splays 
her hand, showing me her matching cat’s eye ring. “Press the stone against 
someone’s skin, twist the stone clockwise, and the person’s dead in seconds.”

“It works on humans and mutants,” Dad says. “Rut it’s not likely you’ll need to 
use it since you and Nathaniel won’t be accompanying us into I.T.I.SE

While Dad goes on, I stare at the shimmering stone, thinking of Jayne’s cold, 
snake-like eyes. And then, I think of my sister, scared and alone in some cold 
laboratory.3

I take a deep breath, my heart hardening into something cold and sharp.

I’m going to use this ring to kill Jayne Mire. 



Chapter 26- Tessa

I stare at the eggshell white ceiling above and heave a sigh. 

It must have been at least ten hours since I awoke to my current surroundings. 
That’s how long a strange burning sensation has been stinging my hands. 

I squirm in my con,nesf my bladder Mull and my mind racing. This entire 
situation is insanef yet logical in a sense. Fother and Kather were always distant 
with me and Sarenf and this situation clari,es their behavior. pince Saren and I 
were bornf our zarents have been hiding their aBliation with this organixation.

?ut what eAactly is this organixationD jnd how do I ,t into 'r. Fire’s zlanD 
I know she’s made adWustments to the aszects oM my brain reszonsible Mor 
zrocessing and communicationf and I know sheVs done this Mor her own sel,sh 
zurzoses. ?ut what eAactly she wants me to do Mor herf I’m not sure. 

I wince as the ache in my hands and ,ngers intensi,es. Phen I was youngerf 
I’d zlay with any source oM ,re I could get my hands on andf tyzicallyf end uz 
burning myselM. The current zain in my hands reminds me oM those zyromaniac 
moments. 

I glance at the IU to my right. Phat is this serum doing to meD Fy hands can’t 
zossibly be on ,re Mrom the inside outf but that’s what it Meels like. ?eyond the 
IUf the large brown door to my chambers swings ozen and 'r. Fire’s assistantf 
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“lairef enters the room. I automatically tense and Mollow her with my eyesf 
wondering what else she and 'r. Fire are going to do to me. 

?ut 'r. Fire doesn’t enter the room behind her. “laire is on her ownf and she 
looks scared. ”er blue eyes widef she shuts the door behind her and hurries to 
my side. I read her lizs as she saysf !I’m going to get you out oM here.Y

I roll my eyes. Oike everyone else in my liMef “laire doesn’t bother to ask iM I even 
want her assistance. 

!TessaDY “laire seems conMused by my lack oM reszonse. 

IM she had halM a brain cellf she wouldn’t be. 'oes she eAzect me to sayf !pure- 
Gou’re the bossf strange woman who’s inWected me with a '2jRaltering drug 
against my will-Y

Ignoring “laire’s stuzidityf I return my attention to the ceilingf reMusing to look 
at her. 

?ut she’s more stubborn than she looks. Lositioning herselM directly above mef 
she blocks my view oM the ceiling. !I don’t have the key to the bolts on your 
wrists and anklesf but you dofY she enunciates her every word as iM she’s aMraid 
I’ll misread her lizs. 

Fy attention takenf I don a bored eAzression but watch her eAzectantly. 

!'r. Fire’s 2eurotyzical perumfY she continuesf !didn’t Wust stimulate unR
tazzed regions oM your brainf it gave you abilities. jre your hands burning yetDY 

jbilitiesD Ezening my mouthf I voicef !Ges.Y 

“laire nodsf her eyes lighting uz. !7ood. That means your ability to zroduce a 
manizulative high intensity light is Munctional.Y

I can zroduce lightD 

I blink back at “lairef zrocessing this. 
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Interesting. ?ut how will becoming a human Aashlight helz meD PeVre not 
trazzed in a dark cave.  

“laire glances over her shoulderf terror etched into her Meatures. !TessafY she 
whiszersf !we have to work quickly. 'r. Fire or one oM her agents will be here 
any minute. Lleasef turn your hands around so your zalms are Macing the ceilingf 
zoint one oM your ,ngers at the shackles on your wrists and think about cutting 
them.Y 

I stare at “lairef sure I’ve misunderstood her instructions. Think about cutting 
the shacklesD Phat’s that going to doD

!'o it nowfY “laire urgesf brieAy glancing over her shoulder. !I know it sounds 
sillyf but trust mef think about cutting them and it’ll work. I’ve seen the 2ovu 
kids do it.Y

2ovu kidsD 

I have no idea what she’s talking aboutf but my bladder is Mullf and iM this works 
I’ll be Mreef not only to use the bathroomf but to get out oM this zlace. 

Turning both oM my imzrisoned hands around so my zalms Mace the ceilingf I 
zoint my indeA ,ngers at the metal bolts restraining my wrists. I glance at “laire 
to ensure I’m doing as she’s instructed.

!?e careMulfY “laire saysf worry lines azzearing on her Moreheadf !don’t think 
about it Mor more than a second.Y

I have a Meeling this overgrown teenager doesn’t have a clue what she’s talking 
about. pighingf I decide that trying is better than laying here until I soil myselM. 

I set my gaxe on the shackle con,ning my right wrist and Mocus my thoughts on 
what I’d like to hazzen. Cut BI imagine the shackle sezaratingf breaking in twof 
and my wrist Mreed. 

peveral Aashes oM golden light shoot Mrom the tiz oM my indeA ,nger to the metal 
lock. js the light makes contact with the metalf a slew oM szarks eruztf ,lling 
the air with warmth. The metal heats quicklyf stinging my wrist. I yelz in zain. 
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7raduallyf the golden szarks shooting Mrom my ,nger recedef and what’s now 
leMt oM the melted shackle Malls to the table.

Fy eyes ,lled with tears oM zainf I staref shockedf at the throbbing burn on my 
wrist. 

I turn to “laire and her Waw tenses as she touches my shoulder. !jre you alrightDY 
she asks.

j tear rolls down my cheek. The burn on my wrist is like the zain oM ten bee 
stings all in one szot. ptillf I can’t helz but smile. This is incredible. 2ot the zainf 
oM course. ?ut the zower that comes with the zain RitVs absolutely incredible. 

“laire misled me. IVm more than some human Aashlight that can zroduce lightR 
I can make ,re.



Chapter 27- 

Nathaniel

“This is it. Time to move.” Ms. Greenich snaps her mask into place.

Through Iris’s viewscreen, the Louisiana basin stretches out like an endless, 
prehistoric trap. Cypress trees draped in gray moss stand like skeletons in the 
black water. White egrets take Aight as we hover, their wings Aashing like distress 
signals.

“Ill E see is swamp,” ?sther mutters, her voice tight. “Where’s the buildingD”

“Trust me, it’s there,” Hr. Lyles says. xe’s trembling, but his eyes are f'ed 
Korward. “I mile in, on an island the satellite maps donjt even show.”

...if they’ve touched her... if they’ve hurt my sister... -aren’s thoughts bleed 
into mine, sharp and qagged as broken glass. E reach across the aisle, lacing my 
fngers through hers. xer skin is icePcold.

Tessa’s going to be okay, E silently assure her, trying to anchor her. We’re 
getting her back.

“Whatever it takes,” ?sther adds, giving -aren a Uuick, knowing look beKore she 
stands.
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The plan is a blur oK military precisionB Ms. Greenich to the communications 
hub to broadcast the truthY ?sther and Hr. Lyles to the basement labs. 2inety 
minutes. That’s the window.

“2athaniel, -aren,” Ms. Greenich says, her hand on the Flackbird. “EK the worst 
happens... one oK you has to Ay Iris out. Nust voicePcommand the autopilot Kor 
jxome Fase.j Hon’t wait Kor us.”

E look at -aren. 3he’s so pale she practically looks translucent. “Where would we 
goD” E ask, my throat dry.

“Fack to the mansion. 2ow, listen,” Ms. Greenich points to the console. “E’m 
linking the mics. Rou’ll hear everything through my mask and ?sther’s ring. EK 
the Keed cuts and stays dead Kor an hour, you leave. 2o heroics. OnderstandD”

-aren’s eyes lock onto mine, burning with a sudden, ferce light. I’m not 
leaving my dad. If they don't come out, we go in. Right?

E donjt answer. E canjt.

“Es there a problemD” Ms. Greenich asks, her eyebrow arching.

“Nust nerves,” ?sther interqects, giving -aren a sharp, warning glare. ...just do 
what she says, Karen. Don't be an idiot...

Hr. Lyles claps a hand on -aren’s shoulder. “E’ll see you soon, -aren.”

-aren fdgets with her mom’s cat’s eye ring. I should apologize for the things 
I said to him, I need to tell him I’m sorry… she thinks. Fut the words stay 
stuck in her throat. “3ee you soon, Had.”

xe o1ers her one fnal nod beKore taking ?sther’s hand. En a blink oK light and 
a rush oK displaced air, they vanish.

-aren stares into the space where they’ve disappeared, her shoulders sagging and 
her e'pression despondent.

E brush my lips against her cheek and whisper, “xe knew you didn’t mean it, 
-aren. Rou didn’t have to say it.”
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3he sighs and glances at me, watching me careKully. Like she’s searching my 
thoughts Kor the truth. En Kact, that’s e'actly what she’s doing. Sddly enough, E 
Keel her in my head. 3canning.

“E’m telling the truth,” E say, “it’s how E’d Keel about you iK E were in his shoes.”

3he nods, her eyes locked onto mine, Kull oK trust.z

“3ee you soon,” Ms. Greenich says and we both turn to her. 3he hits the button 
on the Flackbird and the air shimmers. En less than a second, she’s gone too. Iris 
suddenly Keels terriKyingly empty.

“E have a bad Keeling,” -aren whispers.

“Et’s going to work,” E say, but my heart is hammering a Krantic rhythm against 
my ribs.

“We’re in.”

?sther’s voice crackles through the speaker, garbled by interKerence. -aren leans 
over the console, her knuckles white as she grips the edge.

“The holding room is empty,” ?sther says, her breathing heavy. “Fut someone 
was here. I human test subqect. There’s an empty E!... and shackles that look 
like they were melted. Furned clean through.”

En the background, E hear the mu…ed, Krantic tone oK Hr. Lyles. Then, another 
speaker kicks inP Ms. Greenich. I loud, metallic roar flls the cabin.

“What the hell is thatD” -aren gasps.
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“I heavy door,” E lie. E donjt mention that it sounds like the cries oK a creature 
that was never meant to be born.

“Too much security,” Ms. Greenich grunts. E hear her boots echoing on cold 
tile. “E’m heading Kor the main array.”

“We’re going upstairs and4” ?sther’s voice suddenly snaps into a hiss oK white 
noise.

-aren Kree"es. “?stherD ?sther, answer meG”

3ilence. Snly the sound oK Ms. Greenich’s Kootsteps remains.

“My name is 2ancy Greenich,” the counselor’s voice suddenly booms, clear 
and resonant as she taps into the E.T.E.3. broadcast. “and E’m interrupting this 
taped E.T.E.3. message to tell you the truth about The Enternational Team oK 
Envestigatory 3cience. Rou deserve to know what E.T.E.3. really is. They say 
they’re here to help us by curing diseases through cuttingPedge technology and 
that’s a lie. E.T.E.3. has a singular goal, to kill H”

I siren screams through the KeedPa highPpitched, wailing alarm that sets my teeth 
on edge.

“E.T.E.3. turned on the alarmG” -aren spins toward me, her Kace set in a terriKying 
mask oK determination. “That means they know they’re insideG They’re in 
dangerG We have to help them.”

“xowD” My pulse spikes. “We’re supposed to wait4”

“2o more waiting.” -aren drops into the pilot’s seat. xer hands Ay over the 
controls with a confdence E didn’t know she had. “Iris, autopilot to the rooK oK 
E.T.E.3. headUuarters. 2owG”

“-aren, stopG” E scramble toward her, my sprained ankle bucking under me. “We 
can’t qust burst inG”

“Watch me.” 3he holds up her hand. The sunlight streaming through the windP
shield hits the cat’s eye ring, sending a blinding golden Aare across the cockpit. 
“This is a weapon, 2athaniel. Et’s chiatum, meaning E can kill anyone in that 
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damn building. E’m not going to sit here while Nayne hurts my little sister and 
my dad.”

Iris lunges Korward. E’m thrown back, my hip slamming into the leather coPpilot 
seat. E pull myselK into it, gasping as the swamp blurs beneath us. En the distance, 
a concrete monolith rises out oK the marsh4a windowless Kortress oK gray stone 
and steel.

“Rour ankle’s sprained,” -aren says, her voice dropping to a calm, deadly low. 
“3o, you have to stay with the ship.”

“Ire you kiddingD E’m going with youG”

“Rou can barely walk, 2athaniel. Rou’ll be a target. Jlease... stay. E’ll be back. E 
promise.”

Iris begins its fnal descent, the thrusters kicking up a spray oK swamp water and 
debris. E stare at her, my chest tight with a conKusing blend oK love, annoyance, 
and pure terror. E came here to protect her. 3o, iK E stay in this ship, while she 
goes into E.T.E.3. on her own,z what am ED

“-aren, look at me,” E say, “E’m not a coward. E’m not staying behind while 
you4”

“E know you’re not a coward,” she retorts, turning to Kace me. The golden spark 
in her eyes has hardened into something E’ve only seen when she’s competing on 
the mat. “Rou’ve proven everything you ever needed to prove. Rou care about 
me. E know that.”

...he has no idea how much I love him...

The thought hits my brain like a warm sunbeam, nearly bringing me to tears. 
En contrast, -aren’s Kace remains a wall oK stone.

“Fut E’m not losing you, too,” she says. “EK you try to Kollow me, E’ll fnd a way to 
knock you out and drag you back here. Rou’ll only slow me down, and E don’t 
have seconds to waste.”
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“Nesus,” E mutter, the fght draining out oK me. 3he’s right. My ankle is trash. E’d 
be a liability.

Iris touches down on the rooKtop helipad with a soKt hiss. -aren stands up, 
checking her ring one last time. 3he looks at me, and Kor a split second, the 
Jtough girlJ mask slips. E see the Uuiet girl E’ve known nearly my entire liKe. 3he’s 
scared and she qust wants her sister back.

“EK something happens to us,J she says, her tone cold, Jdon’t stay here waiting 
Kor me. 3ave yourselK.”

…I love him so much it hurts…

“-arenP”

3he doesnjt wait. 3he hits the airlock and disappears into the gray mist oK the 
rooKtop.

E sit in the silence oK the cockpit, the empty seats mocking me. E’ve never Kelt 
smaller. E’ve never loved -aren more. Fut E’ve also never been more terrifedH  
the last thing E heard Krom her wasnjt a Jgoodbye,J it was a thought she didnjt 
think E could hear.



Chapter 28- Karen

I stand on I.T.I.S.'s rooftop, Louisiana's heat hitting me like a punch to the face. 
Behind me, Iris’s airlock hisses shut while I adjust to my new environment. The 
moisture laden air, so thick that breathing is diWcult, takes some getting used 
to. It also stinks.  hi’s of rot and kerosene dive into my nostrils, making me 
scrunch up my nose and cough.A

I clear my throat, lift a hand to block the sunMs glare and assess my surroundings. 
The rooftop is huge, at least three miles long, and weMre parked at the very end 
of what looks like a runway. To my right, a row of hangars crouch like sleeping 
giants. ?t my left, a heavy steel door leads to a stairwell. 

I brush my thumb over the stone of NomMs ring and slowly start towards the 
stairwell. ?m I doing the right thingP ? few minutes ago I was sure, but now I 
donMt know.

...Karen, wait. I’m coming. My ankle’s not that bad...

zathanielMs voice is a frantic vibration in my skull. Uausing in stride, I glance 
back at Iris in surprise.  eMre pretty far from each other. I didnMt realiJe we could 
access each otherMs thoughts from this distance.

No. Please stay there, I think in response. I’ll try and be back in thirty 
minutes. Forty-five at the most.
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Ny determination renewed, I wipe a thin Dlm of sweat from my brow, reach 
forward, and ease the stairwell door open. ?bove me a bird s…uawks and sunG
light trips on the stone of my ring, its light glinting and sparkling like fairy dust. 
I have NomMs ring, IMll be Dne. 

I step inside.

The alarm we heard earlier must have stopped, because now all I hear are the 
light rumblings of a powerful air conditioner and fragments of nearby thoughts 
as they slip in and out of my mind. 3verything else is silent. 

The stairwell is surprisingly prettyG its Hoor and stairs decked out in rich burG
gundy carpet and its walls painted ivory. I start down the stairs, where the scent 
of Louisiana ?lyssum grows increasingly stronger. 

?s I descend the stairs, my Dngers trailing along the railing, I canMt help but think 
of xadF  these are the very same stairs he must have taken at least a hundred 
times back when he worked here. Inadvertently slowing in stride, I glance at the 
railing and run the tips of my Dngers along the polished metal, imagining xad 
doing the same. ? wave of nausea hits me. 

I should have told him I was sorryF 

Sighing, I …uicken my pace, only to pause midGstep where a s…uare brass sign 
tells me IMve reached the fourthGHoor landing. Eust below the sign, the door ajar 
and damaged, its glass window smashed in and doorknob dangling, useless.   

? wave of nerves wash over me, but I make myself go to the door and peer 
through the shredded window. Behind it, I can see a reception area that, like the 
stairwell, is brightly lit and pleasantly decorated. Two potted plants sit on either 
side of an unmanned reception desk in front of a sturdy wooden door which 
looks like the entrance to a posh oWce.

I step into the corridor. ?s the broken door closes behind me, my breath leaves 
me, and bile rises in my throat. Ns. Rreenich is on the Hoor, her mask removed. 
7er eyes are open and DCed on the ceilingF unseeing. Blood ooJes from her 
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forehead, mouth, and chest, seeping into the carpet. I take an unsteady step 
back, my knees shaking uncontrollably. This canMt be happening.

But the longer I stare at Ns. Rreenich, the more real it becomes. The blood 
dripping from her forehead is real, the death in her eyes, her opened palm, the 
Blackbird still in it, itMs real.

Ns. Rreenich is gone.

Ny every move a stumble, I crouch beside her. 7er hair is spattered with blood, 
and all I can do is stare at it, my jumbled thoughts reverting to Nom.

 hen I found Nom, lying there with Tessa staring down at her in shock, it 
wasnMt like this. 8or some reason, IMd been too numb to feel anything other than 
confusion. But now, as I touch one of Ns. RreenichMs curls, my thoughts and 
memories are very much alive. Tears blind my vision. 

This isnMt right Fthis shouldnMt have happened. zone of this should have hapG
pened. 

I smooth my palm over Ns. RreenichMs eyes, gently closing them.  

She was right, I.T.I.S. needs to be stopped. ?s soon as I Dnd my sister, IMm going 
to release the bagradae and destroy the main ingredient to their stupid serums. 
?nd I will fucking kill Eayne Nire.  

?cross from the broken stairwell entrance, an elevator chimes and the numbers 
above the elevator light up, indicating that someone is headed to this Hoor. 
Taking a shaky deep breath, I grab the Blackbird from Ns. RreenichMs palm and 
get to my feet.

The elevator starts to open as I stumble backwards and press the small round 
button in the middle of the device, just like Ns. Rreenich showed me earlier. 
The Blackbird grows surprisingly warm and then hot in my hand as ripples Dll 
the air around me. ?ll at once, it eCpands with a mechanical whir. "arbonGDber 
bands snap around my wrists and ankles, locking into place. The ripples intenG
sify. ItMs like looking at the world through a Dsh tank. 2r like I'm swimming in 
reality.
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The elevator doors slide open. Two armed guards step out, boots heavy on the 
carpet. They walk right past me. 2ne stops by Ns. RreenichMs body, nudging 
her boot with his toe.

!"lear,: he grunts into a shoulder mic. !Eust the one intruder. SheMs neutralG
iJed.:

! hat about the “estricted LabP: the other asks, nodding toward the heavy 
wooden doors behind me.

!Special clearance only. "anMt go in there. Let's move.:

They head for the stairs. I don't breathe until the door clicks shut. ?s soon as 
they're gone, I turn to the 9“estricted9 doors. Ns. Rreenich said the Blackbird 
allows travel through solid matter. I eCtend my arms, close my eyes, and lunge.

The sensation is horriDc4like being pulled through a straw. I emerge on the 
other side, gasping, and drift toward the Hoor. Lowering my arms to my sides, I 
descend, my mouth falling open while I take in my surroundings. 

The labMs high ceilings are supported by two walls that are stocked with tons of 
glass compartments containing what look like ... fetusesP0 Though the creatures 
are featureless balls of Hesh with umbilical cords on their bellies, theyMre huge, 
about the siJe of toddlers. 3ach glass container is Dlled with an amberGcolored 
li…uid. Ueriodically, an electrical current stirs within the fetus and then shoots 
into the amber li…uid.

There are so many of them ...fetuses from ceiling to Hoor, there must be at three 
hundred. Noving forward, I glance at the label on one of the containers and 
read–

Project Novus- Test Subject 12273

I touch the label, my thoughts returning to what my dad and Ns. Rreenich said 
about I.T.I.S.'s zovus Initiative. I look at the fetuses, my heart sinking.  hat's 
I.T.I.S. going to do with these poor creaturesP  ill they even be humanP
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Suddenly, the whispered thoughts that are slipping in and out of mine pale to 
one thatMs growing louder. 

...Hangar Two... the helicopter... if I can just get Tessa to safety...

Tessa0 ThatMs my sisterMs name0

The thought is loud and close. Ny heart pounding in desperation, I follow the 
mental trail, Hying past the rows of unborn subjects, rounding a corner into a 
glassGwalled observation room.

There she is.

Tessa wears a grimy hospital gown, and her hair is a mess of tangles. Somehow, 
though, she doesn't look fragile. 8ull of unHinching intensity, my little sister 
stands ramrod straight, her arms folded across her chest as she carefully studies 
a woman with light blonde hair whoMs Ftalking to herP

I frown in confusion. The woman must not realiJe Tessa can't hear her.

…This hearing woman is wildly overconfident considering her stupidi-
ty…

Tessa shakes her head and says, !zo, "laire,: with perfect clarity. 

Shocked, I stare at my little sister. She spoke. ?nd it looks like sheMs actually 
listening to this woman. Is sheP0

I press the BlackbirdMs power button. The deviceMs eCtensions recede and IMm 
lowered to the labMs linoleum Hoor. The blonde turns around and darts in front 
of Tessa, aiming a gun in my direction. 

I lift my hands, !xonMt shoot0:  

Tessa grins and sets a hand on the womanMs weapon, lowering it. 7er smile 
widening, Tessa runs my way. I slip the Blackbird into my pocket as my little 
sister crashes into me with a hug that nearly sends both of us tumbling to the 
Hoor. She s…ueeJes me tighter than I thought possible and I close my eyes as they 
Dll with tears.
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I donMt know what I wouldMve done if xr. Nire had hurt her. 

… How did Karen appear out of thin air? Did Dr. Mire inject her with 
a form of Triphylamonal as well? ...

… This girl must be Tessa’s older sister. Shit. That must mean Dr. Lyles 
is here too. Dammit. I won't be able to protect him…

The two streams of consciousness pour into my brain, and I realiJe that one of 
them, the more coherent of the two, belongs to my little sister. ? wave of fear 
washes over me and as Tessa pulls away from me. I assess her carefully. She looks 
the same, maybe a little less hunched and a little more alert Q otherwise, she 
looks the same. 

!"an you F hearP: I ask.

!zot yet. 8or now, I only read lips,: Tessa replies, voicing more coherently than 
IMve ever heard. 

I stare at my little sister, shocked speechless. 

Before I can formulate a response, she turns to the woman beside her, who is 
nervously eyeing me as she tucks her gun under her lab coat. Tessa lifts her chin 
and speaks authoritatively, !Bring us to your helicopter, "laire.: 

But the woman is still watching me, her blue eyes widening. !F5arenP: ?s her 
voice shakes, I realiJe that she can't be much older than me. 

!Leah, IMm 5aren,9 I cautiously reply, 9 ho are youP: 

7er cheeks Hush. !IMm "laire 7awke. Oh, technically I work for I.T.I.S. but IMve 
been secretly working with your dad. Lou see, thereMs this scientist, xr. xorteJ 
and heG: "laire shuts up as the heavy lab door slams shut and hurried footsteps 
sound in the distance.

I reach into my pocket for the Blackbird and spin around, but the approaching 
I.T.I.S. agent is faster. 7is gun already drawn, he rounds the corner. "laire 
fumbles with her weapon, and accidently drops it. 
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Ny heart pounding, I lift my hands in surrender and dart in front of Tessa, as I 
shout, !Ulease donMt shoot.:

9Nove,9 Tessa says, shoving me aside with surprising force. 

9Tessa, no,9 I hiss and start for her. But I'm too slow.

She steps in front of me, her arm eCtended like a conductor. ? stream of 
whiteGhot sparks erupts from her Dngertips. They hit the guardMs chest and 
bloom into a localiJed inferno. The man screams, falling back as the Dre eats 
through his tactical vest.

Tessa doesn't Hinch. She walks toward him, her face a mask of cold curiosity, and 
sends another burst into his skull. The screaming stops. The smell of oJone and 
burnt hair Dlls the room.

!Tessa, stop0: I scream.

She doesn't look back. She signs with one hand while the other stays curled into 
a Dst. !8ollow "laire to safety.:

!zo,: I sign back, my hands shaking. !8ollow me. I have a ship on the roof.:

Tessa tilts her head, her eyes narrowing. ...always the dictator... ! hy,: she 
voices, each word a cold stone, !do you always insist on your wayP:

!Tessa, IMm trying to save the people I.T.I.S. is hurting0:

!xid you even ask the test subjects if they wanted to be savedP: she arches an 
eyebrow at me before glancing at the dead guard. Nuietly assessing him, she 
returns her attention to me. !2r did you just decide for usP:

"laire pulls at my arm. ! e have to go0:

Tessa sighs, a sound of pure boredom. “"laire's an idiot.  e shouldn't follow 
her,” she signs. “ e'll go to your ship.”

 e sprint back through the lab, past the rows of 9Uroject zovus9 fetuses. ?s we 
reach the reception area, Tessa slows in stride and comes to a full stop at Ns. 
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RreenichMs body. I reach out to comfort her, and then freeJe as I realiJe my little 
sister isn't crying. She tilts her head, eCamining Ns. Rreenich with an arched 
eyebrow. Leaning down, Tessa peels the catMs eye ring from Ns. RreenichMs 
Dnger, and slips it onto her own.

I try to mimic TessaMs composure and walk past the body, but my throat conG
stricts and I turn back to Ns. Rreenich.

!"ome on, 5aren. They probably have cameras in the hallways. It wonMt be long 
before weMre seen,: Tessa voices.  ith this, she grabs my hand and pulls me away.

?s we make our way to the stairs, I canMt stop looking at my sister. SheMs di’erent. 
But not really. In fact, I think she's more herself than I've ever seen her.

Tessa opens the door and bright sunlight greets us, making me s…uint. ! hereMs 
the shipP: she asks. 

I point to it. !ItMs right in front of us. ItMs invisible.:

She turns to the seemingly empty area and smirks. !zot bad.: 

The noise of Iris’s side door opening sounds above the swampMs bird s…uawks, 
and I jog to it as zathaniel appears in the doorway. 

Tessa gasps … Nathaniel’s here? ... ? huge grin forming on her lips, she runs 
ahead of me and hurls herself into his arms. 7is eyebrows shoot up as he accepts 
her smothering hug. 

! hoa there,: he says with a weak laugh. Tessa still clinging to him, he glances 
at me while I make my way to the large container of bagradae, Iris’s entrance 
closing behind me.
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!5arenP: 7is face falls and, gently peeling Tessa o’ of him, he takes my hand. 
! hat happenedP:

I shake my head, unable to Dnd the words. But I don't need to. zathaniel's eyes 
widen as my thoughts penetrate his. 

Ms. Greenich.

!2h, no.: 7e pulls me into a hug, kissing my forehead.

...she always finds a way to steal his attention, and now he's KISSING 
her?!...

TessaMs thought is a venomous hiss in my brain. I pull away from zathaniel, 
pointing to the insect canisters. ! e have to release them. zow.:

But Tessa isn't helping. SheMs backing away, towards the stairwell.

...this is the last time Karen steals Nathaniel from me...

!x“. NI“30: Tessa screams, her voice carrying across the rooftop. !73LU0 NL 
SIST3“ T“I3x T2 5Ixz?U N30 73LU0:

!Tessa, no0: I lunge for her, but sheMs already through the door.

 e follow her back into the stairwell, zathaniel cursing as he limps after us. 

!I thought she was just jealous because she had a little crush on you, but thisP: 
I say, the stairwell door slamming behind us.  !This is insane.:

 e hurry after my sister, while she yells for xr. Nire. Eust below us, the third 
HoorMs entrance door swings open and two guards, their guns drawn, run our 
way. The one closest to zathaniel shouts, !Stand down0 Uut your hands above 
your heads and get on your knees0 zow0:

I comply, lifting my hands above my head. 

zathaniel moves like lightning, disarming the Drst guard and decking him, but 
the second one Dres. ? bullet graJes zathanielMs arm. 7e hits the Hoor, grunting 
in pain.
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!zathaniel0:

I don't think. I lunge at the guard, jamming my ring into his neck. Click. Twist. 
The manMs eyes roll back as the chiatum hits his system. 7eMs dead before he hits 
the Hoor.

But there are more. ? doJen more.

? taser lead hits my shoulder. 8ifty thousand volts scream through my nervous 
system. Ny muscles lock. I hit the Hoor, smelling my own singed hair. ? needle 
pricks my neck.

xarkness.

I wake up in a highGbacked chair, my head throbbing.

...Karen? Are you okay?... Somehow, I recogniJe zathaniel as the voice in my 
head. 

I blink, clearing the haJe. IMm in a posh oWce. xr. Eayne Nire is perched on the 
edge of a mahogany desk, her blonde hair perfectly coi’ed. She smooths down 
the noneCistent wrinkles in her black pantsuit.

Tessa stands beside her. SheMs changedG silky blouse, clean jeans. She looks like a 
di’erent person.

...who’s in control now?... TessaMs thought is smug.

I try to move and Dnd IMm strapped down. 7ard.

Behind me, I hear the shuOe of boots. I turn my head to see xad, zathaniel, 
and 3sther lined up against the wall, shackled and guarded by guards who are 
eCtremely muscular andF oddGlooking. They remind me of “oy. 
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!7ello, 5aren,: Eayne clasps her hands in her lap as she leans forward. !I'd like 
for us to resolve our issues peacefully.9 

!UeacefullyP: I spit. !Lou had my mother killed.:

!Uerhaps removing Tessa Lyles was an overreaction,: Eayne shrugs dismissively. 
!But once you grasp the depth of my intentions, you'll understand my deciG
sions.9

9I understand that you're insane,9 I mutter.

 'Esther,' I silently plead, 'can you tunnel out of here and come back with 
a gun?’ 

… Nope. Jayne said the second I leave, she’ll have one of her goons shoot 
Nathaniel …

Ny heart in my throat, I take a deep breath. 

!I'm going to ignore that remark,: Eayne says, !and deDne the terms of my 
peaceful resolution, which I encourage you to seriously consider, 5aren.:

!If itMs peaceful,9 I snap, 9then why are we handcu’ed and in here against our 
own willP:

… Karen, you can’t be confrontational. Just tell Jayne whatever she 
wants to hear …   

!IMm not here against my own will,: Tessa pipes up. 

Ignoring my sister, I try to keep my voice even as I ask Eayne, ! hat are your 
termsP: 

? smug look in her eyes, the older woman smiles at me like we're having afG
ternoon tea and says, !Lou want to get out of here in one piece and I want 
to enhance the …uality of human life. To accomplish this, I need your fatherMs 
knowledge of genetics and 3stherMs uni…ue ability. So, if you all agree to work 
here with me for the neCt Dve years. ?fter that, IMll let you go.: 
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!3ven zathanielP: I ask, pretending to consider her o’er.

!3ven zathaniel.: Eayne nods.

? funny feeling tugs at my gut while everyoneMs thoughts run through my mind. 
Instead of listening to the blur of whispers, I focus on the Hicker of intuition.  

This doesnMt make sense. I’m strapped to a chair while zathaniel, 3sther, and 
my dad are standing. ItMs like Eayne has intentionally made me the most valuable 
of her prisoners. But she doesnMt even know about my ability, so why would she 
care about meP 

! hy are you negotiating with me instead of my father or 3stherP: I slowly ask. 
!Lou donMt need me here. Lou need them.:

!5aren,: xad says, his voice going up an octave, !donMt listen to anything she 
says.: The guard beside xad backhands him, and I wince. 

!xo not touch him0: Eayne snaps at the guard, her gaJe brieHy darting to my 
dad.  ith this, she returns her attention to me, her dark eyes chillingly soft. 
!LouMre right. I donMt need you here. I want you here because I want to know 
my daughter.:

The room eCplodes.

3sther tunnels, disappearing and reappearing behind Eayne. She grabs EayneMs 
gun, smirking. !Thanks for the piece, Eayne. I think I might test it out.:

Tessa's eyes narrow as she slowly turns to face 3sther. !7ey, 3sther,9 she says in 
a mockingly perky tone, 9Thanks for tripping me the other day. I think I might 
return the favor.:

 ith this, Tessa points to 3sther and Dve streams of whiteGhot sparks erupt from 
her Dngers. They hit 3stherMs chest with so much force she stumbles backwards. 
3sther screams, the gun falling from her hands as Hames form on her neck and 
begin to crawl across her chest. 

!Tessa, stop0: I scream, straining against the straps.
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!That,: Tessa says, her eyes glaJing over with fury while she lowers her hands to 
her side, !wasn't an accident.:

3sther vanishes just as the guards move in. xad lunges at the man who hit him, 
kneeing him in the groin, and then punching him s…uarely in the nose. ?nother 
guard, his skin gleaming gold and clearly in possession of some kind of ability, 
holds zathaniel at bay. 

!ST?zx x2 z0: Eayne screams.

The guard xad hit recovers, his nose a bloody mess and his face twisted in rage. 
7e reaches for his sidearm.

!I S?Ix ST?zx x2 z0: Eayne shouts.

!zo0: I cry, struggling to get out of this stupid chair IMm bound to. !xad0: 

The guard lifts his gun and shoots my father twice in the chest. Ny blood runs 
cold. ? burst of red blossoms on xadMs shirt. 7is eyes widen and he slides down 
the wall, a trail of red painting it as he collapses to the Hoor.

3verything around and inside of me stops. Ny gaJe not leaving xad, I reel, the 
entire world …uaking on its aCis. I canMt breathe, think, or move.

Eayne walks over to the guard who Dred. She looks at him for a beat, then lifts 
her own gun to his temple and pulls the trigger without blinking.

IMm shaking so hard the chair is rattling. Ny brain is trying to process the 
violence, the blood, and the words Eayne said right before the world went to hell.

...I want to know my daughter...

!zo,: I whisper, staring at the woman who now walks to my father's body, her 
eyes full of regret and anger. I shake my head in disbelief and confusion. !She's 
notF she can't beF9

Eayne Nire cannot be my mother. 



Chapter 29- 

Nathaniel

The air in Jayne's octe is khitw ,ikh s,eakf khe stenk oL uoAisiana lmyssAdf anp 
khe shar’f atrip sdemm oL Tessa.s Ireg b.d ’innep ko khe ,ammf dy mAnHs RArninHf 
,hime a HAarp ,hose swin Leems miwe tompf ’omishep Rrass wee’s de in a thowehompg 
-e.s skronHer khan joyS skronHer khan anykhinH hAdang

ltross khe roodf Tessa.s stread is a DaHHep Rmapeg vhe khro,s hersemL on khe 
Koor Resipe “rg uymesg -e.sggg he.s Honeg The dan ,ho ,as tonskankmy in dokion 
is no, AnnakArammy skimmg Tessa tomma’ses o”er hidf her sdamm shoAmpers shawinH 
,hime she soRs so ”iomenkmy ik soAnps miwe she.s thowinHg

b tan.k moow ak hid anydoreg b shiLk dy akkenkion ko Mareng

vkimm skra’’ep ko khe thair Resipe Jaynef Maren.s thesk hea”es anp her wnAtwmes 
are ,hike ,here khey.re RoAnpg -er khoAHhks are a Lrankitf moo’inH ’Amse in dy 
heapg

...She’s not my mother. She’s lying. She has to be lying...

Jayne skanps a Le, Leek a,ayf her dasw oL ironStmap tod’osAre smi’’inH as she 
,akthes Maren skare ak her ,ikh AnapAmkerakep hakrepg OMarenfF she s’eaws in an 
Antharatkeriskitammy soLk koneg Ob.d sorrygF
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OzoA.re sorryW F Maren hissesf her eyes narro,inHg

O“rg 2ireWF khe RrassSswinnep dAkank HAarpinH de Hro,msg OvhoAmp b tamm Lor 
RatwA’WF

OzesfF Jayne saysf nok kawinH her eyes oP Mareng The HAarp Rarws a toddanp 
inko his toddsf tamminH Lor a poUen aHenksg

ONhy khe hemm pip yoA say b.d yoAr paAHhkerWF Maren.s ”oite tratwsf khen erA’ks 
inko a stread khak ”iRrakes in dy o,n khroakg ONhy are yoA myinHW F

Jayne ,intes as iL Maren.s ’hysitammy skrAtw herg vhe Rminws ra’ipmyf sdookhinH 
khe Lronk oL her Rmatw RmaUerg Ob.d nok myinHf Mareng zoA are dy paAHhkergF

Ouiar F Maren.s Late is a dasw oL aHonyf kears tar”inH tmean skreaws khroAHh khe 
Hride anp sook on her theewsg OThak.s nok krAe F

b hea”e aHainsk khe HAarpf pes’erakemy ,ankinH ko Hek ko Marenf RAk he smads de 
Ratw aHainsk khe ,ammg OMee’ skimmfF he rAdRmesg

O“ee’ po,nf yoA wno, b.d riHhkfF Jayne saysf her ”oite reHaininH iks tminitam 
epHeg vhe means aHainsk her dahoHany peswf moowinH po,n ak Maren ,ikh a 
kerriLyinH winp oL ’ikyg O-a”en.k yoA am,ays ,onperep ,hy yoA pon.k moow miwe 
khedW Nhy yoA ,ere khe onmy one ,ho Lemk miwe an oAksiper in yoAr o,n hodeWF

Maren.s Da, Hoes riHipg b tan Leem her denkam ,amms trAdRminHg vhe.s IHhkinH khe 
moHit oL ikS khe ,ay she shares Jayne.s shar’ LeakAresf khe parwf ’iertinH inkensiky 
oL her eyesgE

4n khe okher sipe oL khe roodf Tessa sko’s soRRinHg -er eyesf narro,ep anp ,ekf 
park Rek,een her sisker anp khe ,odan tmaidinH ko Re her dokherg

OzoAr Lakher anp b dek ak a sAdder tad’ ,hen ,e ,ere wipsfF Jayne tonkinAesf 
her kone priLkinH inko a hommo, noskamHiag ONe Ronpep inskankmyg b.p ne”er dek 
anyone ,ho mo”ep RiomoHy khe ,ay b pipg 4Ar Ronp kArnep inko a ”ery s’etiam 
Lrienpshi’F

O9rienpshi’WF Tessa re’eaksf her ”oite a mo,f panHeroAs Hro,mg vhe Hmares ak Jayne 
miwe she.s onmy setonps a,ay Lrod sekkinH her on Ireg
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CAk Jayne iHnores herf her LAmm akkenkion on Mareng ONe skayep in koAth o”er khe 
yearsg lnp shorkmy aLker he darriep yoAr sisker.s dokherf b in”ikep hid ko Doin 
de ak bgTgbgvgfF Jayne e;’mainsg OThak.s ,hen ,e rewinpmep oAr Ronpg zoA ,ere 
tontei”ep ,hime his ,iLe ,as tarryinH kheir Irsk thimpg vhe anp b ,ere ’reHnank 
ak khe sade kidegF

Maren.s eyes ,ipen in shotwg

OCy khe kide he petipep ko rAnf yoA ,ere an inLankfF Jayne saysg O-e koow yoA 
anp khe jeads Hirm ,ikh hidgF

ONhak aRoAk khe RaRy dy doSgggF Maren.s ”oite Lamkersf her mi’ kredRminHf O,hak 
aRoAk khe okher RaRyWF

Jayne.s e;’ression shiLks ko a tomp dasw oL pisdissi”e Rorepodg O“a”ip.s ,iLe 
distarriep in khe thaos oL khe esta’eg vkrenHkh ,as ne”er her sAikf ’hysitammy or 
edokionammygF Jayne romms her eyesf a HeskAre so tasAam ik.s sitweninHg OzoAr Lakher 
wne, she ,oAmpn'k hanpme khe mossg vof he Asep oAr uAodned kethnomoHy ko 
erase her dedory oL khe distarriaHeg -e dape her Remie”e yoA ,ere her thimpg 
-e skome yoA Lrod def ko wee’ her sanegF

The tomor prains Lrod Maren.s Late Ankim she.s khe tomor oL ashg

...Dad lied to me? And to Mom?... The hearkRreaw in her khoAHhks is so hea”y 
b tan Raremy Rreakheg

OzoA pipn.k tode Lrod herg Thak.s ,hy yoA.re nokhinH miwe herfF Jayne saysf 
inthinH tmoser ko Mareng OzoA.re dineg zoA ha”e dy skrenHkhg lnp b.d HoinH ko 
keath yoA ko hone ikgF

Maren miLks her thinf her eyes RArninH ,ikh hakrepg OzoA ha”e nokhinH ko po 
,ikh ,ho b adg Tessa uymes raisep de ko Re skronHg lnp iL anyone.s ,eawf ik.s 
khe to,arp ,ho wimmep khe onmy dokher b.”e e”er wno,ngF

Jayne.s Da, kitws anp she Hmantes po,nf tod’osinH hersemL as she kAtws a skray 
motw oL her parw hair Rehinp her earg The HeskAre redinps de so dAth oL Maren 
khak ik senps a thimm po,n dy s’ineg Bo dakker ,hak Maren saysf khere.s no 
penyinH kheir sidimarikiesgEE
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zoA.re anHry RetaAse yoA pon.k Anperskanp khe sto’e oL dy ’man yekfF Jayne 
saysg

OBof ,e.re anHry RetaAse yoA wimmep oAr ’arenks F Tessa shoAksg vhe mea’s ko her 
Leekf sho”inH her Lakher.s Ropy asipe ,ikh a Lrankit skrenHkhg vhe raises her hanpsf 
anp khe air aroAnp her InHers ReHins ko siUUme ,ikh Homp anp tridson s’arwsg O2y 
sisker.s riHhkg zoA.re khe ,eaw one F

The Rrass HAarp remeases def mAnHinH ko,arps Tessa ,ikh his ,ea’on raisepg 
O-ey  5Ak yoAr hanps po,n F

OBo F Jayne toddanpsf ,a”inH hid oPg O“on'k shook her F

The octe poors RArsk o’eng l Koop oL ardep aHenks ’oAr inf Lommo,ep Ry a 
yoAnH Rmonpe ,odan in a ,hike maR toak ,ho b hear Maren denkammy reLer ko as 
CDmaire.gE

The siHhk oL khe HAarps poes nokhinH ko peker TessaE she remeases a DaHHep skread 
oL Ire ko,arp Jayneg CAk a HAarp katwmes her dipSairf anp she hiks khe tar’ek harpf 
her s’arws pissi’akinH inko khe Koorg

O“on.k hArk her F Dmaire anp Jayne shoAk in Anisong

Dmaire pro’s ko her wnees Resipe khe skrAHHminH Tessag b kry ko rAn ko Marenf RAk 
khe sade HAarp takthes def yanwinH dy ards Rehinp dy Ratw Ankim dy shoAmpers 
’o’g -is eyes Hmead ,ikh a dekammitf Hompen miHhk as he sneers ak deg

Dmaire reathes inko her maR toak anp ’Amms oAk a syrinHeg vhe kArns ko khe HAarpsf 
her Late ’ame anp kense as she shoAksf Ovepake khe Roy anp kawe hid ko hompinHg 
CAk pon.k hArk hidgF

2y heark is ratinHf RAk as b motw eyes ,ikh Marenf khe ’anit sAppenmy Rokkods 
oAkg l skranHef tamd sekkmes o”er deg The ,orsk has amreapy ha’’enepg Ne.re ak 
khe Rokkod oL khe ’ikg The onmy khinH meLk ko po is sAr”i”eg

b homp her HaUef ’oArinH e”ery oAnte oL skrenHkh b ha”e meLk inko oAr tonnetkiong

Whatever happens, Karen. We’re going to be okay. I’m not leaving you.
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l HAarp smads a neepme inko dy netwg b Kinth ak khe ’ainLAm DaRg Nikhin setonpsf 
khe ,ormp ReHins ko kimk anp RmArg Maren.s Late is a sdear oL shapo, anp miHhkg 
ThoAHhksS skranHef skakitSImmep LraHdenksS rAsh khroAHh dy dinpf RAk one tAks 
khroAHh khe LoH miwe a miHhkhoAseg

...I love you, Nathaniel. You’re the bravest person I know...

b tminH ko khak khoAHhk as parwness ’Amms de Anperg



Chapter 30- Tessa

The orri sc lrd,a ng, n u’ni,kc pgee sc fnsgy’ddb t’ise, sg mhe cwndd ry wb tnlpa 
fsggsgu we ,rCga Chsde vdnsie dengc r.ei we Csmh n chswweisgu gee,de"

SImnb cmsdda TeccnaS che cnbc" A mhsgp chekc Chscfeisgu"  g, mhr’uh chekc c’ffrce, 
mr te Fuhmsgu wea mheiekc .scstde fsmb sg hei ebec"!

Ihe cmslpc mhe gee,de sgmr wb niw ng, A lib r’m sg fnsg"

j’lpH

A cgnida wb Fgueic ldnCsgu nm mhe u’ni,kc ldrmhsgu nc A iedence n -nuue,a ,ecfeinme 
t’icm ry cfnipc sgmr hsc deu" De hrCdca mhe cwedd ry csgue, yntisl Fddsgu mhe nsi nc 
he ielrsdc" A clinwtde mr wb yeema t’m mhe irrw teminbc we" The Cnddc msdma ng, mhe 
lesdsgu cfsgc dspe n weiibMurMir’g,"

vdnsie lnmlhec we teyrie A hsm mhe ,ecp" Dei hng,c nie crym" Ihe dengc ldrce mr wea 
wnpsgu c’ie A lng ien, hei dsfc nc che cnbc" SNrgkm Criiba Teccn" Akdd wnpe c’ie 
br’kie ndisuhm" A firwsce"S

Alright? Kb fniegmc nie ,en," Pnmhngsed ng, wb cscmei nie fiscrgeic" Prmhsgu 
Csdd e.ei te ndisuhmH

Kb .scsrg teusgc mr yinb nm mhe e,ueca m’igsgu mhe Crid, sgmr n m’gged ry uinb 
wscm"  m mhe eg, ry mhnm m’gged sc Unieg"
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zr’g, mr mhe lhnsi sg mhe legmei ry mhe irrwa che drrpc cwndd ng, tirpeg" Ni" 
Ksie nffirnlhec heia n ceiege drrp rg hei ynle" Ihekc hrd,sgu crwemhsgu cwndd 
ng, wemnddsl" A lngkm cee Chnm sm sca t’m A ,rgkm mhsgp smkc n u’g" 

Ni" Ksie lir’lhec ’gmsd che ng, Unieg nie ebe de.ed"

Kb henim fr’g,sgua A c“’sgm mhir’uh hn…b .scsrga mibsgu mr wnpe r’m Chnm mhe 
rt-elm sc"

The ,e.sle lr’d, te crwe crim ry Cenfrga t’m A ,r’tm Ni" Ksie Cr’d, psdd hei 
rCg lhsd," 

”Nrgkm 'h’im heia? A cnba mibsgu ng, ynsdsgu mr cmiemlh wb hng, r’m mrCni,c Ni" 
Ksie"  

 c w’lh nc A ,scdspe Uniega chekc my sister" A ge.ei Cngme, ngbrge mr h’im hei" A 
-’cm Cngme, hei mr iecfelm we" 

Ni" Ksie cemc mhe chsgb rt-elm sg yirgm ry Unieg ng, cnbca ”Thsc sc yri br’i rCg 
urr,"? 

”Pr '? A Chswfeia e.eibmhsgu nir’g, we uirCsgu ,sw nc wb ebec uirC hen.b 
Csmh cdeef" jsuhmsgu sma A yrile wb ebec tnlp rfeg"

Unieg csmc sg mhe lhnsia hei hen, trCe,a hei dswtc dswfa ng, ’gwr.sgu" E’cm dspe 
Nn,"

Pr" Ihe lngRm te ,en," Ihe lngRm" Prm Unieg mrr"

SUnieg=S A lndd r’m yingmslnddba Csddsgu hei mr dsym hei hen," SUnieg=H Unieg=HS 

Ihe ,recgRm wr.e" 2i ngcCei we" Dei csdegm cmsddgecc sc dr’,ei mhng mhe u’gchrm 
mhnm psdde, wb ynmhei"

Tenic yriw sg wb ebec nc ngrmhei Cn.e ry ynmsu’e Cnchec r.ei wea mhienmegsgu mr 
ch’m wb ebec" 

vdnsie wr.ec fncm wea wnpsgu hei Cnb mr Enbge" Ihe iecmc n hng, rg mhe rd,ei 
Crwngkc chr’d,eia drrpsgu ,rCg nm wb cscmeikc ’gwr.sgu yriw"
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SAmRc ,rgea Ni" KsieaS vdnsie cnbc" S g, br’k.e hn, n hni, ,nb" Oem we mnpe lnie 
ry mhsc yri br’"S

SPrHS A crta wb cmiegumh Fgnddb ynsdsgu"

Nnipgecc i’chec sga mhslp ng, hen.b" Kb ebec us.e Cnba t’m A lng cmsdd cee Unieg" 
Dei ’gwr.sgu csdhr’emme sc t’ige, sgmr wb iemsgnc" 

Ag n Cnba A urm Chnm A Cngme," UniegRc urgea Chslh wengca grC smRc -’cm we ng, 
Pnmhngsed" 

z’m A ,s,gRm Cngm sm mr hnffeg dspe mhsc" AR, us.e ngbmhsgu mr hn.e wb ynwsdb tnlp" 

Thsc scgRm ynsi" 

 c mhe cdeef mnpec wea mhe dncm mhsgu A yeed sc""" nguib" 



Epilogue

May, 1999

“Please welcome our Salutatorian to the stage, Karin Greenich.”

Everyone in the audience and on our makeshift graduation stage begins to clap.

Shit. That's my cue to stand.

I pop out of my seat, my nylon gown rustling like dry leaves. A brutal Con-
necticut wind whips across the grass, biting through my layers and ’inging my 
gold tassel into my eyes. The sky is a mocking, brilliant blue. Perfect for photos, 
miserable if you're not a fan of frostbite.

I scan my classmates. They:re a sea of forest-green polyester, whistling and 
whooping. I reach out with my mind, and their thoughts hit me like radio staticN 
I wonder if she’ll talk about her missing memories... I hope my dad 
brought the Camcorder... God, I’m going to get so wasted tonight.

qot a single silent complaint about the cold among their thoughts.

Great, I think, shivering so hard my teeth click. I’m the only one here turning into 
a human popsicle. After nearly a year in qew England, and I'm still not used to 
a place where wool sweaters are a ten-month reLuirement.
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Dianca, the girl beside me, holds up a palm. I grin and slap it. Dianca is the only 
"eaf student in our grade and a total badass. Fn my zrst day, when she asked 
where I was from -noticing my YSouthern twangY- I instinctively signed, “I have 
no idea.” That was the moment I realiHed I knew American Sign Manguage. 
I don't know my own mother's name or where I was born, but my zngers 
remember how to dance in the air.

“xou got this, Karin,” Dianca signs, her movements sharp and conzdent.

“xeah,” I whisper, “unless I trip and face-plant.”

I head down the aisle, the grass crunching under my dress shoes. Rist bumps and 
high-zves blur past. The sheer volume of thoughts in a crowd this siHe is like 
standing in the middle of a freeway, but I take a breath, inhaling the scents of 
pine needles and woodsmoke as I anchor myself.

Principal Darber stands by the podium, his smile wide and fatherly. ...the kid’s 
not even nervous. She’s something else... his thought drifts into my mind.

I smile back, a surge of gratitude warming my chest. Ue led the way in making 
Rairtowne feel like home when my own brain felt like a haunted house. I'm sure 
the last-minute addition of an awkward amnesia patient to his student body:s 
graduating class was probably less than thrilling. Dut instead of making me feel 
like a burden, Or. Darber set the precedent in making me feel like I belonged. 
Thankfully, everyone else followed his eJample, and the closeknit Connecticut 
community welcomed me as one of their own. 

I acknowledge the ASM interpreter with a nod. Ue steps back, honoring our 
deal. I grip the sides of the cold metal podium, lean into the mic, and begin to 
sign as I speak.

“A little over a year ago, I woke up on the steps of your local orphanage with no 
memory of my past.”

The crowd goes silent. Even the wind seems to die down. The butter’ies in my 
stomach turn into lead weights, but I lift my chin.
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“All I had was an I" card that said my name was Karin Greenich. I had no 
identity. qo story. Dut today, standing here, I know eJactly who I am. I:m a 
Rairtowne graduate. I:m a friend. And I:m a teacher-in-training.”

I scan the faces in the crowd and znd Os. Spencer, the director of the orphanage. 
Tall and statuesLue, with a halo of curly red hair that glows in the sunlight, she 
widens her smile and winks at me. The lead weights in my stomach znally lift.

“xou took a stranger in,” I tell them, my voice growing stronger. “xou zlled 
the empty spaces in my head with kindness. xou helped me discover that I love 
theater-”

Oy friends from "rama Club cheer. They make so much noise I:m forced to 
pause. 

I laugh, my breath hitching in the cold air. “And you helped me realiHe that, 
more than anything, I love helping people the way everyone here has helped me. 
That's why I've decided that one day, I'm going to become a teacher.Y

Oore applause.

I smile and look out at the crowd of familiar faces, Y I may not know remember 
where I come from, but thanks to you all, I know who I am and where I:m going. 
In fact, I know who we all are and where we:re headed. 9e are graduates of the 
Class of !    and we:re taking over the new millennium?”66

“CMASS FR :  ?” someone screams.

I step away from the mic, my heart racing and hope for the future widening my 
smile. In moments like this, I can't help but wonder if my amnesia is a gift. "eep 
down, I have a feeling that if I knew everything about my past, I wouldn't be 
this happy. In any case, why bother digging up the past when my present is so 
bright0
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“Karin, your speech was incredible.” Os. Spencer wraps me in a hug that smells 
like lavender and old books. Dut as she pulls away, her brow furrows and she 
lowers her voice, “Are you okay0 The crowd- is it too much0”

She:s the only one who knows about my ability. She was the one who found me 
that Oarch morning, shivering on the orphanage's doorstep. She was also the 
one who saw what was in my pocket with my I" cardN a sleek, silver device that 
looks like it belongs in a sci-z movie- a gadget that makes me invisible and gives 
me the ability to ’y. 

“It:s okay, I'm zne,” I say, glancing at the parking lot. “Dut I:m ready to get out 
of here.”

“Ff course. Dut are you sure you don:t want to go to the banLuet with your 
friends0”

“Karin? 2ide with me0” Adam, a guy who:s been following me like a lost puppy 
since I enrolled at Rairtowne, calls out.

“I:ve got a ride?” I shout back. “Save me a seat?”

I turn back to Os. Spencer and roll my eyes, which makes her chuckle. Suddenly, 
the YwaltHY of thoughts in my head suddenly turns into a discordance of screams.

...where did she come from? Look at her face... ...is she a burn victim? 
Did she just... appear out of thin air?...

Oy blood turns to slush.

...there she is. There's Karen...

That last thought is dijerent. It:s focused. Intentional.

“Karin0 xou:ve gone white. 9hat is it0” Os. Spencer:s hand is on my shoulder.

I look toward the center of the lawn. The crowd is parting like a wound. Stand-
ing in its center is a fragile looking girl I've never seen before.
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Stringy blonde hair hangs in clumps over a scalp covered in weeping, angry scars. 
Uer face is a roadmap of tomato-red burns that pull at her mouth and chin. 
She:s wearing a turtleneck that hangs oj her skeletal frame like a shroud. She 
limps toward me, her blue eyes burning with a terrifying, magnetic intensity.

“"o you know her0” Os. Spencer whispers, stepping in front of me.

I search the girl's face for a spark of something, a name, a memory of a zre. Dut 
there:s nothing.

“I don:t know,” I whisper.

“Karen,” the girl rasps. Uer voice sounds like dry leaves skittering over pavement.

“9ell, it's actually, Karin,” I gently correct her as I take a step forward. “9ith an 
'i'.”

“qo, it's not. xou're Karen,” she shakes her head, and then cringes as if the 
movement triggered intense pain. She reaches me, smelling of antiseptic and 
charred ’esh.

“Is there something I can do to help you0” I ask, my heart breaking for her.

“qot for me.” A croaking sound comes from her throat as her eyes zll with tears. 
She grabs my hand. Surprised, I look down at our hands and notice that the skin 
on her hand is smooth and unburned. Even so, it's hot to the touch-feverish.  

“It:s too late for me,Y she says, her voice shaky. 9eak. YDut the others- you have 
to help them.”

...Karin, I don’t like this... Os. Spencer:s thought is a frantic warning.

“9hat others0” I ask, my mouth dry with nerves.

“xou hear thoughts,” she says. It isn't a Luestion.

Oy Haw drops. Defore I can ask how she knows my secret, the girl:s grip tightens 
on my hand. “I travel.”
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The school lawn vanishes. The noise of the crowd is replaced by a roar like a 
hurricane. Colors- neon purples, deep cyans, and burning oranges- streak past 
us in a violent tornado. I:m paralyHed, my lungs failing as the air is sucked out 
of me.

Then, a sudden, Harring halt.

9e:re on a sidewalk half a mile away. A car whiHHes past, splashing slush onto my 
gown. The burned girl releases my hand and collapses against a mailboJ, gasping 
for air.

“9hat was that0” I demand, my vision swimming. “9hat did you do0”

“That:s my ability,” she wheeHes, the light in her blue eyes dimming. “Wust like 
you hear thoughts. I travel. xou have to help the others, Karen. The ones like 
us.”

“There are others0” I ask, chills running down my spine. “Uow did we get like 
this0 9here did we come from0”

Instead of answering me, the girl looks down, her hand trembling as she digs 
into the right pocket of her Heans.

Suddenly, a new voice enters my head- sharp, military, and cold.

...Target Six tunneled northeast. Half a mile. Eyes on target... ...She’s 
talking to a girl in a graduation gown. Intercept...

“Someone:s coming,” I whisper, spinning around. A black Duick with dark 
tinted windows careens around the corner, tires screaming against the asphalt.

...wish Dr. Mire would let us put this kid down. Watching her waste 
away is worse than...

The burned girl presses a crumpled piece of paper into my palm. “Rind Iris. Save 
the others.”

9ith a soft pop of displaced air, she:s gone.
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“9ait?” I yell at the empty sidewalk.

The Duick roars past me, not even slowing down. 9hoever's in that car isn't 
looking for me. They:re chasing the burned girl who Hust disappeared. 

Turning my attention to the paper she put in my hand, I straighten it out and 
znd myself staring down at a hand-drawn map.

At the top, in shaky, elegant script, are two wordsN S9AOP 2FSE.

It:s a map of Mouisiana. A red arrow points beyond the state:s southernmost 
network of bayous, to an island nestled in the depths of a hidden swamp.

“Karin?” Os. Spencer:s car screeches to a halt beside me. She leaps out, her face 
a mask of terror. “Are you alright0 9hat did that girl want0”

I stare at the map, my thoughts racing. “I:m okay. Dut I need to go.”

“Ff course? Met:s get you home-”

“qo,” I say, looking her in the eye. “I mean I need a plane ticket. I need to go to 
Mouisiana.”

Os. Spencer freeHes. Ever so slowly, she puts on her Ysocial workerY face, a mask 
of calm rationale. “Karin, you:ve had a shock. xou can:t Hust-”

YThat girl said there are people like me in Swamp 2ose, Mouisiana. And they 
need help,” I eJplain, slipping the map into the hidden pocket of my graduation 
gown. “I need to go to them.Y 

“Karin, what you need is to be careful,” Os. Spencer:s voice shakes. “xou have 
an ability, yes. And that girl who showed up obviously has one too. Dut think 
about the kinds of people who would want to take advantage of kids like you. 
So, if that girl told you to go to this ...this Swamp 2ose place, who:s to say she 
wasn:t coerced into sending you into a trap0” 

“Oaybe it is a trap, I don:t know,” I agree, fear washing over me. “Dut if it isn:t 
and there really are other people like me who need help, who would I be if I 
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didn:t at least try0 I meant what I said in my graduation speech. This is who I 
am, this is what I:m made to do- to help people. I have to go to Swamp 2ose.”

Os. Spencer looks at the empty space where the girl disappeared, then back at 
me. Uer eyes soften. She reaches out and pulls me into a tight hug.

“I:ll help you get there,” she whispers. “Wust promise me that the second you 
sense danger, you'll get out of there and come back to Rairtowne.”

“I promise,” I softly reply, hating that I have to lie to Os. Spencer.

Dased on the fear in that girl's eyes, I can tell she risked her life to get this message 
to me. That means there's danger waiting for me in south Mouisiana. Dut if I 
have to face danger to help people who need me, that's a challenge I'm ready to 
accept. 
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