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			PROLOGUE

			THEN

			Do you want to do something bad?

			That was how it began. Seven words that started a friendship forged in anger and hurt and the dark joy of vengeance. It would become more, so much more, but it started there, fittingly.

			I’d been at a company picnic with my parents and their colleagues. Running around with “the crew”—my friends whose parents also worked at the lab.

			The company always hired a couple of high-schoolers to watch over us. Today, they sat on a picnic table while we amused ourselves. When we realized they were deep in a private conversation, we snuck closer to eavesdrop. Under Tucker’s direction, we crept from tree to tree like guerrilla soldiers until we overheard them talking—about us.

			“Tucker’s cool,” the girl was saying.

			“He’s a brat,” the guy said.

			“But he’sinteresting. Not like Blythe.” The girl rolled her eyes. “Can you imagine being ten years old and already that boring? Always does as she’s told. Never causes any trouble. It’s like she had surgery to remove her personality.”

			The guy laughed, and I froze. My gaze darted from tree to tree as I prayed no one else had heard. But they had. They all had.

			I bolted. Ran as fast as I could, deep into the park, and huddled at the foot of a giant elm, shaking with an emotion I’d never felt. An emotion I couldn’t name. Humiliation.

			I didn’t cry. I just shook, in rage and fury. When I heard footsteps, I jumped up.

			“It’s just me,” Tucker said, appearing from around some bushes.

			He lowered himself to the ground and sat there, watching me and saying nothing. Tucker was one of our crew, but I mostly hung out with his sister, Tanya. As the babysitters said, Tucker was trouble. My head told me to stay away from him. In my gut, though, I envied him. Nobody ever called Tucker Martel boring.

			“Do you want to do something bad?” he asked.

			My head jerked up, my eyes meeting his.

			Yes.

			The answer leaped to my lips, and I clamped my jaw shut as my brain shouted warnings.

			Nothing bad. Never do anything bad, Blythe. Ever.

			People presume I have strict parents. Those people have never met my mom and dad. Whatever small voice whimpers and panics at the thought of misbehaving, it’s mine and mine alone. Yet underneath it quivers a part of my soul that hungers for a taste of darkness.

			A taste of darkness. That was Tucker Martel personified.

			When I didn’t answer, he rose, lips curving into a shadow of his usual exuberant grin. That smile was shy and uncertain—words I would never have applied to Tucker.

			“Let me show you,” he said.

			We made our way to the parking lot, where he waved at a little blue car.

			“That’s the babysitter’s car,” he said. “The one with the hole in the window.”

			I squinted at it. “I don’t see a hole.”

			“Not yet.” He grinned and picked up a rock. When he held it out, I stared.

			“You want me to…,” I began.

			“Only if you want to.” He glanced at the car. “I can do it if you’d like.”

			I shook my head.

			He glanced over. “If you get caught, I’ll say it was me.”

			“That isn’t right,” I said.

			“No one would believe it was you anyway. Blythe Warren would never throw a rock through a window.”

			“Because she’s boring.”

			“Nah, because she doesn’t want to get in trouble. That’s normal. I’m just weird.”

			“Weird is interesting. Weird is cool.”

			“I don’t do it to be cool.” He squinted at the car, his freckles bunching. “She was mean to you. She shouldn’t get away with that.”

			Did saying something cruel deserve a broken window? All I knew was that I really wanted to do it.

			I took the rock, hefted it, and pitched it as hard as I could. The window shattered spectacularly, and I stood there, bouncing on my toes, grinning.

			Then the car alarm screeched. I froze, horror flooding me, but Tucker grabbed my arm, and we ran. We ran, and we kept running until we collapsed in the grass, snorting with laughter.

			It was the start of a beautiful friendship.

			Do you want to do something bad?

			Yes. Yes, I do.

		

	
		ONE

		NOW

		Eight-thirty in the morning, and I can already declare it a shitty day. I overslept, skipped breakfast, and forgot my travel mug and granola bar on the counter. I also forgot to take my migraine meds. Hence the headache that threatens to split my skull.

		I have regular painkillers in my locker, so I beeline there. I know I have a bottle of ibuprofen, and it should be easy to find in a locker like mine. I swear, every time I open it a passing student snorts in derision. Typical Blythe Warren. So uptight that even her locker looks as if it belongs in an advertisement for storage organizers.

		It wasn’t like this last year. Oh, it was never the trash heap that my little sister calls a locker, but I’d had no problem shoving in books and tidying later. The incident last spring taught me I need to do better. Hold tighter. Stay in control.

		Do you want to do something bad?

		Absolutely not.

		No, that’s a lie. I still want to. But I’ve learned my lesson.

		That’s when I realize I gave the ibuprofen to Gabrielle, who’s been having headaches of her own recently.

		I sigh and rub my temples as I look up and down the hall for Gabrielle. We go to a private STEM school, which sounds fancy, but it’s just a perk offered by Coeus Medical Technologies (CMT), the research lab where my parents work. Coeus Prep is a tiny school, with only a hundred and forty students, most of them the children of CMT employees.

		“B-Blythe?” a voice says behind me.

		I turn to see a red-haired freshman holding out an extra-large coffee.

		“I-it’s Blythe, right?”

		The poor kid looks like he’s delivering a top-secret package, his life on the line if it falls into the wrong hands.

		“This is for you.” He thrusts out the coffee. “It’s from—uh, from . . .”

		“Tucker,” I say.

		The freshman nods, his chin wobbling. “I don’t know him. I mean, I do—everyone does, but he just kind of . . .”

		“Stopped you in the hall and told you to bring me this?”

		“Right.”

		I roll my eyes. “Well, he owes you one, then. He’ll remember that. But you don’t need to do what he says.”

		The kid looks unconvinced. Then he roots around in his pocket and withdraws something hidden tight in his fist.

		He looks around furtively. “Also this.”

		I put out my hand, and he passes me a plastic baggie of pills. I glance at it as the kid frantically waves for me to hide it.

		“It’s painkillers,” I say. “A grab bag of painkillers, because I get migraines.”

		“Whatever. None of my business.”

		“It really is—”

		Another wave. “I don’t need to know.”

		The kid hurries off, and I lift the cup. On it, where the name should be, it says Bliss. That’s Tucker’s nickname for me, bliss being a synonym for blithe. Blythe. Blithe. Bliss. The guy devours books the way I devour data. Not that it helps him much in a STEM school.

		I glance at the baggie. Tucker started stashing this mixed bag of painkillers when I began getting migraines. He must have seen me coming into school and could tell that I hadn’t had my coffee and I’d forgotten my meds.

		I scan the hallway, knowing I won’t see him. He didn’t do this to win brownie points. He did it because I needed it. I cherish all my friends, but Tucker is something special. For better or worse.

		I take out my phone and text him a simple “TY,” and he responds with a thumbs-up. It’s our first text in two weeks. There’d been a time when we texted hourly. That was before the incident. Before our parents made us swear we’d keep our distance from each other. The alternative was that one of us would be transferred to another school, and I knew by “one of us” they meant Tucker. I’d never do that to him.

		The last time I’d texted had been the anniversary of his mother leaving. A quick “thinking of you today,” and his “Dad’s moping, but T & I are fine.”

		As I root around in the baggie, a couple of passing kids do a double take. I don’t bother to explain. They could tell Meeks—our VP—and he wouldn’t even order a locker search. Tucker’s gets searched weekly, which is ironic because he’s as straight-edge as they come. The power of illusion and reputation. I down two pills with a slug of coffee, and I’m tucking the baggie into my locker when Gabrielle walks up to hers beside mine.

		“Hey,” I say.

		She starts spinning her lock. She’s moving as if in a trance, purple-­black smudges under glassy brown eyes.

		“Gabrielle?” I say.

		She gives a start, blinking and looking around as her eyes focus. Seeing me, she gives a smile, tired but genuine. She practically falls into my hug, and I squeeze her.

		“Everything okay?” I ask.

		She steps back, and her gaze surveys the hallway. “Have you noticed the cameras?” she whispers.

		“What?”

		She jerks her chin toward one of the security cameras. Her braids swing with the movement, her gaze barely skimming the camera, as if she doesn’t want to be seen looking directly at it.

		I frown at the camera. It’s nothing new. The school was built fully wired for tech.

		“What about them?” I ask.

		“They’re always—”

		The bell clangs. I wait for it to stop, and then say, “They’re always what?”

		She fixes me with that tired smile and shakes her head. “Nothing. I’m just . . . off.”

		“Headache?”

		“Yeah. They’re getting worse.”

		“You need to talk to your parents. In the meantime . . .” I swing the baggie in front of her. “I have drugs.”

		She laughs softly. “Tuck?” Before I can answer, she notices the name on my coffee cup. “Silly question.” She puts out her hand. “Hit me up.”

		I do, and then I shove the baggie into my locker, and we head to class.

		

		—

		It’s lunchtime, and I’m heading to the cafeteria when Gabrielle texts.

		
			Gabrielle: Skipping lunch. Sorry! Forgot I had a group assignment.

		

		I slow outside the doors. We usually eat together as a group. That’s easier when Gabrielle’s there. Otherwise, if Andre and Callum have track practice, it could just be Tanya and Tucker, and that’s awkward these days.

		I’m ready to slip off to the library when someone waves from a table. He’s a dark-haired guy, so good-looking that his glasses seem like a Clark Kent disguise. I smile and hurry into the cafeteria. Callum Kilpatrick’s parents joined CMT last year. I like Callum. Well, I suppose that’s a given, considering we went on our first date Friday.

		For months, Callum had made it clear that he’d like to get to know me better, but I don’t date, for all kinds of complicated reasons. Recently, I’d begun to wonder whether “reasons” really meant “excuses,” and “complicated” really meant “Tucker.” So, when Callum started talking about a new movie we both hoped to see, I suggested we go together.

		Callum’s sitting across from Andre Washington, his fellow track-team star. Callum is the team captain, mostly because Andre didn’t want it. Andre is our class president, mostly because Callum didn’t want that. If our school had a homecoming king, they’d be the main contenders.

		On the opposite side of the table sit Tucker and Tanya. People always mistake them for twins because—being less than a year apart—they’re in the same grade. They share the same sandy blond hair and dark blue eyes, but otherwise there’s little resemblance.

		Tucker has the kind of build that sets football coaches drooling. I get people suggesting I should lose a few pounds— you’re so pretty, you could be a model. With Tucker, they suggest he gain weight, specifically muscle— you’ve got the build for it; you could be a quarterback. I don’t need to lose weight; I’m a size ten. Tucker doesn’t need to put on muscle; he’s tall and rangy, in that loose-limbed surfer-boy way.

		I suspect my “you could be a model” compliments are mostly just encouragement for me to lose weight. In Tanya’s case, they come complete with model-agency scout cards. She’s freaking gorgeous, tall and slender with a face no actual sixteen-year-old should have. Gabrielle and I joke that Tanya must sacrifice small animals for that perfect skin.

		The only thing that would keep Tanya from a modeling career—well, beyond the fact that she’d rather sacrifice small animals—is her expression. People call it resting bitch face. With Tanya, it’s full-on active bitch face. Yet even as she turns her glare my way, I can’t suppress a jolt of grief. Apparently, in stepping away from Tucker, I also lost his sister’s friendship. Still not quite sure how that works, but with Tanya, one doesn’t question.

		“Hello, all,” I say as I walk over. “Happy Friday.”

		I slide into a chair as they return the greeting. Well, the guys do. Tanya attacks her burger like it’s still alive.

		“Has anyone seen Gabi this morning?” I ask, as nonchalantly as I can.

		“I did,” Andre says. “Passed her in the hall between first and second period. She seemed lost in thought. Everything okay?”

		I make a face. “I think so. I’m just fussing.”

		“Is she coming to lunch?” Callum asks.

		“No, she has a group assignment.” I take my sandwich box from my backpack. “I hear Adrian’s parents finally agreed to let him have his annual Halloween—”

		“I need to talk to my sister,” says a voice behind me.

		“Hey, Syd,” Callum says.

		“Hey, Colin.”

		Callum rolls his eyes. He thinks she’s teasing, and a month ago, he’d have been right, but there’s an edge to my sister’s voice, as if she’s saying, “Remind me who you are again?”

		I excuse myself and follow Sydney into the hall. Once the cafeteria doors close behind us, she says, “He had his hand on your chair, Blythe.”

		I widen my eyes. “Oh my God. No. Completely unacceptable. If Callum wants to put his hand somewhere, it clearly belongs on my thigh. Or draped over my shoulders, fingertips brushing my boob.”

		“Just wait. That part is coming. Closely followed by waking up to a Mrs. Kilpatrick tattoo.”

		I shake my head. “Resting his fingers on my cafeteria chair. It’s the first step headfirst down a slippery slope to marital servitude. One might think you have something against the guy. Which is weird, because I’m sure you’ve told me how nice he is.”

		“He’s nice as a friend. As a boyfriend?” She shudders. “He’s the female you. High-school Barbie and Ken. So damned perfect, he’s boring.”

		Tension slams through me. I roll my shoulders to shake it off.

		Sydney continues, “You need someone who complements you. Someone like . . .”

		I follow her gaze through the cafeteria window. It rests squarely on Tucker.

		“Don’t start that again,” I say, as I wave her away from the window.

		“Why not? You’re being stupid. Tucker is—”

		“I don’t think Callum is boring,” I say breezily as we walk. “Did you know he plays D&D online with his old friends? Tabletop version. Every Tuesday night.”

		“Yeah. Hey, look at us playing this retro nerd game. Aren’t we ironic?” She makes a gagging noise.

		I shake my head. She’s wrong. There is a secret geek in Callum, one that shares my love of comics and anime, but Sydney’s at that age where once she judges someone, they stay judged, despite any evidence to the contrary.

		“He’s also a great kisser,” I say. “Like, amazingly great.”

		That makes her cheeks pink, which is adorable.

		“Such a good kisser,” I say.

		“Stop. Please.”

		“Let me give you a little sisterly advice. When it comes to kissing, you want someone who knows what they’re doing, but isn’t too polished. The right amount of pressure, the right amount of enthusiasm, the right amount of tongue—”

		“Stop.”

		“The tongue is the most important part. You want—”

		“Callum’s a great kisser. Got it. I wonder what Tucker would be like.” She glances at me. “Well, that shut you up.”

		“I presume you wanted to speak to me about something other than my taste in boys?”

		“It’s Gabi. I bumped into her between classes. She was talking to herself. Or that’s what she said, but she seemed to be talking to the wall. Something about being watched?” She shrugs. “It was weird. I promised not to tell you, but then I thought about it and realized I should.”

		“Thank you.” I throw my arm around her shoulders. She allows it for 1.5 seconds before shrugging out of my embrace.

		“I won’t tell her,” I say. “But thank you. I mean that.”

		A whatever shrug as her gaze slides away.

		We turn another corner, heading back to the cafeteria.

		“Oh, look,” she mutters. “Here comes Callum, making sure you didn’t get lost.”

		I make kissing noises at her.

		She rolls her eyes but smiles, too. “He’s a nice guy, Blythe, but you don’t need nice. You have enough for two people.”

		“I will take that as a compliment, even if it’s not meant to be. Go have lunch, Syd. I’ll see you at home.”

		

		—

		Callum hadn’t been coming to find me. He was popping out to use the restroom. I don’t tell him about Gabrielle. I don’t tell anyone. One, I’d hate for Gabrielle to find out Sydney didn’t keep her secret. Two, I’m afraid I’m overreacting, as always.

		I only tell the others that I’m a bit worried about her, and to please let me know if they bump into her and anything seems wrong. They will. We have one another’s backs. Always.

		That doesn’t stop me from fretting. Gabrielle and I have last class together, and I hang around the door, wanting to speak to her beforehand. I’m still there when Ms. Lee says, “Blythe? Are you joining us?”

		Biology lab starts without Gabrielle. I tell myself that’s fine. She’s gone home early because of her headache.

		It’s twenty minutes into class when Gabrielle walks in. No, she storms in, and that is so unlike her that every head pops up.

		She marches through the door and stops short. Her gaze fixes on the security camera.

		“Why is that there?” she demands, cutting off Ms. Lee mid-­sentence.

		Ms. Lee turns from the smart board, her eyes widening when she sees who’s speaking like that. “Gabrielle?”

		“Why is that there?” Gabrielle says. “Why is it watching us?”

		Had it been anyone else, Ms. Lee would have told her to sit. But the teacher only gapes.

		“The security system?” Ms. Lee’s gaze lifts to the camera. “That isn’t new, Gabrielle. It’s there for everyone’s safety.”

		“It’s watching us. It’s always watching.”

		People shift, as if they’re witnessing an awkward private moment.

		I glance around for friends. There’s only Devon, who doesn’t count. He used to, but after moving away for a year, he returned a very different guy, one who wanted nothing to do with his old “crew.” Not even Gabrielle, who’d been his best friend. He’s watching her, though. Watching and frowning.

		“Are you all right, Gabrielle?” Ms. Lee asks carefully.

		“No,” Gabrielle says at the front. “I am not all right. I am fucking sick of being watched.”

		I blink at the profanity. Gabrielle grabs Ms. Lee’s chair and strides toward the camera. The teacher swings in front of her and takes hold of the chair.

		“I’m not sure what you think you’re doing, Miss Harris—”

		“I don’t want to be watched. Is that not fucking clear?”

		Ms. Lee stiffens. “You have a privacy concern. That’s understandable, but interrupting class is not the correct expression of it. Nor is cursing. Take a seat, Gabrielle.”

		“Not with that thing watching me.”

		“All right, then. Maybe you’d prefer the chairs in the VP’s office. Blythe? Would you please lead the experiment?”

		I hesitate. I want to say I’ll take Gabrielle, but she’s already marching toward the door. I nod and take my notes to the front.

	
		TWO

		When Ms. Lee returns, I ask about Gabrielle. She assures me everything is fine. She suspects Gabrielle has read an inflammatory article on CCTV concerns. Which isn’t like Gabrielle at all.

		I don’t know what to do, and an inner voice whispers that I’m being presumptuous to think I should do anything. This is bizarre behavior for Gabrielle, but our teachers are always on the watch for that. We joke that they treat us like hormone-bombs, always one breakup or bad grade from detonation.

		After class, Devon catches up to me.

		“What’s going on?” he says, which may be his first words to me all term.

		“I have no idea, but I’m going to find out.”

		He hesitates, and then says, “Let me know, okay?”

		His concern would make a lot more sense if he hadn’t spent the last two months telling his old friends to fuck off when they expressed the least bit of concern about him.

		“I don’t have your new number,” I say carefully.

		He takes out his phone and texts me. “Now you do,” he says, and walks away.

		I message Sydney to say I won’t be on the bus. Then I take up residence in a restroom stall. I wait ten minutes after the bus leaves before peeking out. A nearby window shows an exit jam in the teachers’ parking lot. It’s Friday; no one lingers if they don’t have to.

		I do pass a couple of teachers in the hall, but they only wish me a good weekend. If Blythe Warren is at school late, she obviously has a good reason. Which I do.

		I need to hear what’s going on with Gabrielle. Fortunately, I know how to do that. Most C-Prep students do. Staff always seem completely unaware of things every freshman knows by Halloween. Like the “dark hall”—a spot where the cameras can’t see you. Or the place inside the study room where, if you stand just right, you can hear office conversation through the vent.

		I sneak into the study room. It’s never locked. No one’s going to stop students from studying.

		I once mentioned our study room to an online friend, and she thought I meant study hall—a euphemism for detention. Apparently, this room is proof that we do indeed go to a private school. It’s like the perfect coffee-shop study spot, full of comfy armchairs and laptop outlets.

		I ease the door shut just as the janitor’s broom swishes around the corner. Then, leaving the lights off, I creep to the listening spot and curl up in the nearest chair.

		At first, I hear nothing interesting. Then, as the principal leaves, she asks when Gabrielle’s parents will arrive, and Meeks says they should be here by four-thirty. The secretary offers to stay, but Meeks insists he’s fine and wishes her a good weekend.

		By 4:10 p.m., the building has been silent for twenty minutes when Gabrielle says, “I’m leaving now.”

		“Soon, Gabrielle,” Meeks says. “Your parents are on their way.”

		“I am leaving now.”

		The VP’s voice takes on his I’m serious tone, which no one actually takes seriously. Meeks used to be our principal. He switched to VP last year. On the retirement track, Dad says. Mom jokes that he should have been on it a decade ago. Meeks looks close to seventy, and when he stands, he gives that little grunt old people do, as if it takes effort. As the guy in charge of school discipline, he’s a joke. Tucker says getting away with shit is almost discouragingly easy these days.

		Still, Meeks makes the effort, and I can picture him straightening as he says, “Gabrielle Harris, I am going to give you the benefit of the doubt and presume something very upsetting has happened in your personal life.”

		“I am leaving now!” The last word booms so loud, I leap to my feet.

		I have never heard Gabrielle shout. Cry, yes, over a breakup or a singing audition that didn’t go her way. I’ve heard her shriek at a haunted house or horror movie. I’ve heard her yelp when she banged her knee or stubbed her toe. But never shout.

		Gabrielle is the most even-tempered person I know. Part of that is her medical condition. Getting worked up could be dangerous for her heart. So, she doesn’t.

		“Your parents—” Meeks begins.

		“Those people are not my parents.”

		I blink.

		What did she say?

		I must have misheard. Gabrielle isn’t adopted. At least, I don’t think she is.

		What if she is, and she just found out? I can’t imagine her parents keeping that from her, but it could explain why she isn’t herself today.

		I’m so wrapped in my thoughts that I don’t catch the next few exchanges. Then a door slams, and I jump.

		“Gabrielle, I need you to sit down.”

		“Let me out of this room.”

		“This is not like you. Let me call your parents—”

		“They are not my parents! My parents are dead! Dead! Did you think I’d forgotten that? Did you think I’d forgotten the cameras? You’re watching. You’re always watching. Just waiting for me to do something wrong, so you can punish me.”

		Meeks sputters. “I-I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about, Gabrielle. Before today, you’ve never given us cause for concern, much less punishment. I need you to sit down and—”

		A bloodcurdling screech has me stumbling over my feet. There’s a thump and a cry, but I’m already out of the study room. I skid around the corner, calling, “Mrs. Forrester!” for the janitor, but she’s nowhere to be seen.

		The hall seems to stretch forever, and I can barely make out muffled sounds from the direction of the office. I run, sliding around corners, my heart thudding even as I wonder whether I’m overreacting.

		Meeks hasn’t hurt Gabrielle. He wouldn’t. Gabrielle must have freaked out, and he’s trying to calm her down. That’s it.

		I stop calling for Mrs. Forrester. If Gabrielle is having some kind of breakdown, she’ll be mortified later. The fewer people who witness it, the better.

		I reach the office door. It’s closed, and I fumble with the knob, my sweat-slick hands refusing to grip, my brain screaming that it’s locked and something is wrong, horribly wrong. Then it swings open.

		The main office is empty, the lights dimmed. I stand there, hearing only the pant of my own breathing. Then I realize that the panting isn’t mine. It’s coming from Meeks’s office.

		The door is closed. I remember the sound of it shutting and Gabrielle freaking out—and in that horrible moment, I wonder whether I’ve made an unforgivable mistake. I look at Meeks and see a kindly if ineffectual man. I presume he’d never pull anything. Never get a teen girl alone in his office and . . .

		Swallowing hard, I throw open the door, my fists already balled. And there is Gabrielle, sitting in the corner, her eyes wild and blood . . .

		She’s covered in blood. Her face, her hands, her shirt.

		My heart stops.

		I have made the most inexcusable mistake imaginable. I told myself Gabrielle was safe. I didn’t keep shouting for Mrs. Forrester. I didn’t call 911. I ran as fast as I could, but I was not fast enough, and now Meeks has hurt her. Really hurt her.

		I take one lunging step. Then I realize I don’t see Meeks, and I wheel toward the open door, expecting to see him there, weapon in hand. But the doorway is empty, and the office is silent, except for Gabrielle’s panting breaths.

		I turn back to her. She isn’t looking at me. Her gaze is down as she cradles something in her lap. It’s the old trophy that always sits on Meeks’s desk. A bronze shot-putter on a marble base.

		Voices waft through the open door. I can’t make them out. Someone’s asking questions, and as distant footfalls sound, I exhale.

		Gabrielle’s parents are here.

		I take another step toward Gabrielle, and my foot slides. I look down to see blood. It’s everywhere. Blood pooled on the floor. Blood spattered over the desk. Blood flecked with little bits of something that looks like . . .

		I jerk back, my mind refusing to say what those bits look like. I stumble over something and twist to see Meeks lying on the floor. He’s facedown, the back of his head covered in blood. I blink, staggering away, the image seeming to snap in and out of focus until I realize he’s not facedown. He’s on his back, and I can’t…I can’t even see his face. It’s a crater of blood and bone and brain.

		A shriek. A banshee shriek from the corner of the room, and I spin to see Gabrielle flying at me, the bloodied trophy raised over her head. A shout sounds in the hall, just as she swings the trophy.

		Darkness.

	
		THREE

		I’m shivering in the cold drizzle and wishing I were in school. It’s Monday, and I should be in history right now, which is my least favorite class, but suddenly Mr. Culp’s droning voice seems very appealing, especially if it comes with a warm and dry classroom. Also, ibuprofen. I’ve taken my migraine meds, but my pounding head insists I need more.

		A sense of déjà vu flashes: me rifling through my locker to find ibuprofen. The smell of coffee. A little baggie of pills that made me smile.

		Had that been Friday morning? The entire day is a blur. That’s what happens when you slip on a wet bathroom floor and knock your head against the sink.

		The memory brings fresh pain, and I try not to wince. I’m standing at my vice-principal’s grave, listening to his funeral service. I can’t make faces and moan about my sore head.

		While I was unconscious on the bathroom floor, Mr. Meeks was putting a gun under his chin. Or that’s the story. No one’s saying exactly what he did, but it was a closed-casket visitation, so I presume the rumor is true. There are lots of rumors about why, too. Some people whisper he was being pushed into retirement. Others say he couldn’t stand being alone after his wife’s death. Still others speculate that a recent doctor’s appointment may have come with a death sentence.

		All I know is that he’s dead, and grumbling about my throbbing head and the bitter rain is the height of selfishness. So I straighten fast, and the sudden movement makes my head pound and my stomach lurch.

		“You okay?” Gabrielle whispers beside me. “I have Advil.”

		I motion that I’ll take it later, and then I lean in to whisper, “How are you doing? Still feeling sick?”

		“Yep, and praying your mom’s right, and it’s not contagious. Dad keeps asking if I went drinking Friday, got myself a hangover.” She rolls her dark eyes.

		Gabrielle’s mother glances over, and while there’s no reproach in her eyes, we still mouth apologies and lapse into silence.

		Callum’s dad, Dr. Kilpatrick, thinks Gabrielle had a bad reaction to her heart medicine, which is causing her flu-like symptoms. Her headaches have gone away, but she’s run-down and woozy, and it doesn’t help that our classmates keep shooting her curious looks. Apparently, she had a meltdown in biology class Friday, one that I barely recall after hitting my head. Something about the security cameras?

		The reaction to her meds had caused mental confusion. Mom says no one can fault her for that, but this is high school. One outburst about cameras, and everyone will start whispering you’re some kind of conspiracy nut. I’ve made sure our friends all know the truth. That will help.

		Sydney is on Dad’s other side. Andre’s across the crowd with his mother. Tucker and Tanya aren’t here. From what I’ve heard, their dad was worried Tucker might make an inappropriate remark. I can be offended on Tucker’s behalf, but yes, the guy lacks whatever wiring tells a person that a man’s funeral is not the place to joke about having driven him to blow his brains out.

		Gabrielle and I aren’t supposed to be here, either. Our parents didn’t want us coming. We insisted, though, which is why we’re flanked by my dad on one side and her mom on the other.

		When I turn to look for other friends, Gabrielle leans in and whispers, “My parents are dead. Dead and gone.”

		I startle and spin on her. “What?”

		“I said my parents want me staying home tomorrow.” Her brow furrows. “What did you think I said?”

		“I-I don’t know.”

		One corner of her mouth quirks. “You looked like I was suggesting we grab some cute guys and go make out after the service.”

		I’m about to reply when I notice a man beside the open grave. He looks so much like Meeks that I give a start. It must be his son.

		I’m turning away when I notice blood dripping from the man’s nose.

		I glance at Dad. He offers a reassuring half-smile and mouths, “Everything okay?”

		My gaze cuts to Meeks’s son. Blood now drips onto his white shirt. Dad only arches his brows in question, and then the minister says something that pulls his attention away.

		People move forward to lay white flowers on the casket. The son goes first, and when he steps up to the graveside, I wait for the inevitable gasp. There’s blood running freely from his nose, over his mouth, soaking his shirtfront. I don’t know how he doesn’t realize it—I can only guess he’s on Valium or something for the shock of his father’s death.

		Meeks’s son steps up to the casket and lays one white rose on it. Then he bends over to whisper something.

		Blood drips onto the rose.

		And no one says anything.

		Meeks’s son straightens, and as he turns, I see his face.

		His nose is caved in, his face a bloody mass of mangled flesh. I let out a cry, staggering back, hands to my mouth. And then, in a blink, he’s fine. He glances my way, brows knitting, as my father catches me, Gabrielle giving a soft squeak of alarm.

		“Blythe?” Dad says, cradling me.

		“I-I . . .” The words jam in my throat.

		I’m hallucinating. My concussion must be worse than Mom thought.

		Dad’s already bustling me out. Sydney comes after us.

		“Dad? What’s wrong with Blythe?” she whispers when we’re away from the graveside.

		“I shouldn’t have come,” I say.

		Dad touches the back of my head as he peers into my eyes. “Sydney, can you get a ride with Mrs. Harris?”

		Sydney nods and hovers until Gabrielle and her mom catch up. A murmured exchange, and then Mrs. Harris leads Sydney away, and Dad steers me toward the car.

		When we reach it, he opens my door. Then he touches my shoulder.

		“What happened, Blythe? And don’t say ‘nothing.’ You looked terrified.”

		“I’m having hallucinations. From the concussion.”

		Fear passes through his gray eyes. They mirror my own—worry and all, I’m sure. I blink my fear back, but his stays, etching lines around his mouth.

		“What did you see?” he asks.

		I open my mouth to tell him. Then I stop. Am I going to admit that I saw a man’s face crushed? That I thought my friend said her parents were dead? Those aren’t simple hallucinations. They’re morbid and grotesque, and they’ll have my parents wondering what dark part of my psyche they bubbled up from.

		Keep it together. Stay in control. Be good. Always be good, Blythe.

		“Spiders,” I blurt. “I thought I saw spiders on the casket.”

		Dad exhales and hugs me tight. “Well, that would scare me, too. Let’s go talk to your mom. She’ll get you fixed up.”

		

		—

		My parents are arguing in their home office. Not arguing with each other. I always joke that if Sydney and I end up old and alone after a string of divorces, it will be totally their fault for setting a ridiculously high standard. Oh, sure, they argue, but they don’t fight. They disagree and withdraw to their corners of the house until they’re ready to work it out.

		Tonight, they’re fighting with someone on the phone. Mom’s voice sears and scorches, her temper red-hot. Dad’s tone says he’s trying very hard to be patient and losing the battle. He’s talking to the other person as Mom snaps questions, and I swear I can hear her pacing.

		Sydney is at a friend’s, and I’m supposed to be enjoying a deep and dreamless slumber, courtesy of a mild sedative. For the last two nights, I’ve been plagued by nightmares that evaporated when I woke gasping and screaming. After the incident at the graveside, Mom prescribed something to help me sleep. And I did sleep, wonderfully, for about four hours before I snapped wide awake, hearing the distant sound of the argument.

		I creep into the hall and pause outside my sister’s room. Having Sydney gone makes me even more anxious. It’s probably a good thing she’s not here then. My fifteen-year-old sister is going through what our parents call “a rebellious phase.” One of the things she’s rebelling against? Her overprotective big sister.

		I continue to the top of the stairs, where I crouch to hear my parents better.

		“You aren’t listening to me,” Dad says to whoever is on the phone. “We want to know what happened. Not whatever version you’ve been feeding us since Friday. We want the damned truth.”

		A longer pause, and Mom snaps, “They’re bullshitting us, Rob. You know they are. Something happened . . .” I don’t catch the rest.

		“That’s your story, and you’re sticking to it?” Dad says. His voice is calm and measured, but in a tone that always left me squirming, knowing I’d been caught in a lie.

		I don’t catch the rest. He’s speaking lower now, and Mom has gone silent. Only the occasional word breaks through. I ease down two more steps.

		The stair creaks.

		I wince, and I remember Sydney saying it’s easy to sneak down if you know which step creaks. The fact that she knows—and I have no idea—says a lot about both my sister and me.

		Conversation stops. A whispered exchange, and then Mom appears from around the corner.

		“Hey, baby. You’re up.”

		“I feel like I mainlined an espresso shot,” I say.

		She makes a face. “That can happen with sedatives. How about a cup of cocoa?” She waggles her brows. “I’ll throw in a shot of peppermint schnapps.”

		“Peppermint schnapps? It’s not the nineties anymore, Mom.”

		She sighs, deeply and dramatically, reminding me so much of Sydney that I have to smile.

		“I’ll take the cocoa,” I say. “But only if it has marshmallows.”

		“Seven, right?”

		I roll my eyes.

		She grins. “Remember that? Your cocoa always had to have exactly seven mini marshmallows. Not six. Not eight. Not three regular-sized ones, and definitely not the little fruity kind.”

		“Yes, please remind me I was a weird kid. That always helps.”

		I come down the last few stairs, and she puts her arm around my shoulder, steering me toward the kitchen.

		TANYA

		Tanya pauses at the bottom of the stairs to listen as Tucker walks into the kitchen.

		“Hello, son,” Dad booms.

		“Hello, paternal unit,” Tucker says.

		Dad’s guffaw sounds like the laugh track on an old sitcom. Tanya resists the urge to run interference. It helps sometimes to just stand back and listen. To remind herself that as sweet as their father is to her, the guy Tucker sees is an asshole.

		Dad has always had that counterfeit laugh and booming voice. He’s the lab’s HR manager, but he also manages PR, and the stink of insincerity wafts off him like cheap cologne. But when he speaks to Tucker, there’s a strained tone that smells like fear. Like saying “Nice doggie” to a snarling rottweiler. Which makes no damned sense. Tucker might have his wild side, his dark side, but he’s not the one their dad should be afraid of.

		Three years ago, when their mom left without a word, Dad kept giving Tucker these looks that pissed Tanya off, though she didn’t understand them. Then Mom called, and seeing their dad’s relief, Tanya realized he’d been afraid that Tucker had done something to her. Which proved how little he knew his son.

		Now their father greets him with that false hearty “Hello, son!” as if reminding himself of their relationship. As Tanya peers around the corner, Dad thrusts a plate of breakfast at Tucker, smiling as if to say “Here, take this food, doggie, and don’t eat me, please.”

		Tucker accepts the plate with an equally fake grin. “Gee whiz, thanks, Dad! Mmm, pancakes. My favorite!”

		Dad hesitates, and Tucker says, in his normal voice, “This is great, Dad. Really,” and Tanya has to fight a growl. Their dad treats Tucker like shit, and Tucker takes it, as if that’s what he deserves, and it makes Tanya want to…

		She clamps down on the thought. Then she strides into the kitchen.

		“Hey, sweetheart,” Dad says, his voice warm and laced with something like relief. Oh, thank God, I’m not alone with Tucker anymore.

		Tanya walks right past him without even a nod of acknowledgment.

		“I made pancakes,” Dad says.

		She snatches one from Tucker’s plate and starts eating it. Her brother pantomimes jabbing her with his fork, and their dad inhales sharply.

		Tanya takes a fresh pancake from the stovetop and eats it like a cookie. “So, what did you think of that English quiz last week?”

		“It’s obvious Baker’s just making sure we read the books. And when I get perfect, she’ll accuse me of cheating. Because I couldn’t actually be, you know, reading.”

		Tanya snorts. “She’s new. She’ll figure it out.”

		Their dad wanders from the kitchen, reassured his children are having a safe and boring conversation. As soon as he’s gone, she leans toward Tucker. “We should pick up Blythe today.”

		Tucker shakes his head.

		Tanya shifts in her chair. “How much longer are you putting up with this shit, Tuck?”

		“However long it takes.”

		“She has a concussion. It’s a good excuse to give her a ride in.”

		Tucker tilts his head. His “thoughtful” gesture. Considering. Excellent.

		“It’s only being considerate,” she presses. “No one said you can’t pick her up for school if she needs a lift. I’ll be with you. So will Syd. It’s cool.”

		“We’d need to get there before the bus does,” he says.

		“Then we have twenty minutes. Eat up.”

	
		FOUR

		BLYTHE

		Sydney and I are waiting for the bus when a vintage BMW crosses lanes and rumbles to the curb. The driver’s window whirs down.

		“Hey, little girls, you want a ride? I’ve got candy.”

		Tucker shakes a bag of M&Ms.

		“I told him to pick you up,” Tanya cuts in before I can speak. “You shouldn’t be taking the bus with a concussion, and I’m on a month’s no-driving suspension.”

		“Speed limits, right?” Sydney says as she walks over to the car. “They shouldn’t apply to you.”

		“Damn straight.” Tanya leans over her brother. “Now, get in before someone gives us shit for being on the wrong side of the road.”

		I want to say yes. The autumn sun burns straight through my sunglasses, drilling into my skull. Mom suggested acetaminophen with codeine this morning, but I felt groggy enough. The regular-strength painkillers aren’t doing the job, though, and I’m not sure I can handle thirty minutes inhaling school-bus exhaust.

		Sydney grabs the M&M bag from Tucker and climbs in the back seat. “Come on, Blythe. Tanya’s right. You shouldn’t take the bus. I’ll tell Mom and Dad that I insisted.”

		Tanya gets out of the passenger seat and into the back with Sydney. I slide into her spot.

		“We have time to hit Jitterbug,” Sydney says, leaning over the seat. “Caffeine’s good for headaches.”

		“Bliss?” Tucker says.

		“If you guys don’t mind the stop…”

		“One java run coming up,” he says. “Now, put your seat belt on, Syd, or this vehicle is not moving.”

		She groans and thumps back. “You are as bad as Blythe, you know that?”

		“Nah, I’m just saying it so she doesn’t have to. Also, you know your shirt is ripped, right? Pretty sure your folks can afford to buy you a new one.”

		Sydney groans louder. At the click of her seat belt, Tucker pulls from the curb.

		“So, Meeks ate a bullet, huh?” he says.

		“No, Tuck,” Tanya says.

		“Too soon?” he says.

		“Vastly inappropriate no matter what the timing. No jokes about his death or him. Even if others make them first.”

		“How about a straw poll?” he says.

		“I’m with Tanya,” Sydney says. “Gallows humor is cool, but in this case, no.”

		“Bliss?”

		Their conversation seems to drift from a mile away, my name barely penetrating.

		So, Meeks ate a bullet, huh?

		Blood. So much blood. Spattered over his desk. Blood and brain—

		Tucker taps my knee. “Blythe?”

		I give a start, and when I turn, my expression makes him blink. Our gazes lock. A horn blares, and Tucker jerks the wheel, car swerving back into its lane.

		“Sorry,” I say, rubbing my head. “Just…morbid thoughts. Can we talk about something else?”

		Concern flickers across his face. His voice lowers, audible only to me. “You okay?”

		“What are you getting at Jitterbug, Blythe?” Sydney asks. “If it’s low-fat, sugar-free, or anything even remotely healthy, I’m going to smack it from your hand. You’ve barely eaten this weekend.”

		Tucker glances my way, ready to pursue his question, but I shake my head. He hesitates. Then he surges back, throwing a grin over his shoulder.

		“Since when does Bliss eat healthy?” he says. “Ah, when you’re there, right, Syd? Setting a good example. When it’s just me, she gets the most obnoxious drink on the menu. With extra whipped cream. One time, I slipped the guy a fiver for a full extra cup of whipped cream and…”

		I settle into my seat, smiling as Tucker’s comforting nonsense washes away everything else.

		

		—

		We meet Gabrielle in the parking lot and walk her inside. I knew her mom was giving her a ride, so we waited until her FriendTag dot appeared. Andre spotted us, and Callum sees us walking in, so they join, and we present a united front for Gabrielle’s first day back post-breakdown.

		We get a few sidelong glances, but only mild curiosity. No one comments. No one snickers. No one cracks a joke about security cameras.

		Being at such a small school means rumors spread like STIs at an orgy, as Tucker so eloquently puts it. But countertactics can spread just as fast, and Gabrielle’s first day back goes smoothly. Or it does until that afternoon, when I’m waylaid by Devon Sharpe. Devon used to be one of our “crew,” until his parents moved to SoCal for a year, to look after a sick relative. He’s been back for two months and has barely said a word—

		Wait. Wasn’t I just thinking that a few days ago?

		“What happened to texting me?” Devon says.

		I hesitate.

		“Friday?” he prompts.

		“Did we talk on Friday?”

		Devon’s face gathers in a scowl. “If this is you being sarcastic, Blythe, I’m not in the mood.”

		“I’m not being sarcastic.” I brush back my hair to point at the bandage. “Blow to the head. Minor concussion. Short-term memory loss.”

		He shakes his head and mutters. “Convenient.”

		“Uh, no, it’s not, and if you’re saying I’m making it up—”

		“Whatever. Follow me. We need to talk.”

		“I have class.”

		“And you can be five minutes late.” He shakes his head. “You haven’t changed at all, have you?”

		I might not have, but Devon’s changed so much that when he came back, Andre joked about alien possession. The guy who left had been so quiet that you forgot he was in the room. A budding engineer who was always tinkering with something. Gabrielle’s best friend, the two of them forever locked in whispered conversation and shared smiles.

		That Devon wore glasses, kept his hair short, and showed up for school every day in his own personal uniform of pressed jeans and button-down shirts. He was also our school’s star debater, finding his voice and his passion on topics that engaged him. A champion tennis player, too, with trophies he stuck in his closet alongside the debating ones, preferring to keep every bedroom shelf clear for the dozen engineering projects he was working on.

		That was our Devon. This Devon wears his hair long, paired with contact lenses and a permanent scowl. He dresses in work boots, old jeans, and plain T-shirts, and if there isn’t a leather jacket coming when the weather chills, I’ll be dreadfully disappointed.

		If it were just a new look, that’d be fine. I could even live with the bad-boy scowl. It’s the rest that bothers me. He’s not on the debating team or the tennis team, and he’s not in the engineering club. Also, he has apparently become the go-to guy if you’re looking for fake IDs and low-caliber drugs. It’s like he’s checking off every stereotypical high-school bad-boy box, and I want to grab him by the shoulders and shake him out of it.

		He’s made it very clear, though, that our opinions are not welcome, and our friendship not wanted. So I follow him to the dark hall, which is the one spot in the school where the cameras can’t reach, and—

		Wait. Didn’t I just think aboutthat, too, not long ago?

		We reach the spot, and he turns.

		“What happened with Gabi?” he asks.

		“I don’t know. After the concussion, I can barely remember what I had for breakfast that morning. I’m told she panicked over the security camera in bio lab, which I vaguely remember, but you were there, too.”

		“I’m asking what happened after Ms. Lee escorted her from class. You went to check on her, and you were going to text me after you found out what was going on.”

		“Which I forgot because I slipped and hit my head on the sink. Mrs. Forrester found me when she was cleaning.” I peer at him. “What’s up, Devon? You’re thinking something.”

		“What does Gabi say happened after that?”

		“She waited in the office with Meeks until her parents came to get her. End of story.” I shove my hands into my pockets. “Well, no, the end of the story is that—at some point after that—Meeks apparently killed himself in his office.” I look up sharply. “You don’t think Gabrielle had anything to do with that.”

		When he doesn’t answer, I sputter, “You’re serious?”

		That chill in my gut blasts Arctic cold.

		A flash. Blood. Brain. Gabrielle covered in—

		I blink hard. What the hell? No. Damn it. Why do I keep doing that?

		Devon rocks back on his heels. “Of course not. I just mean, it seems weird. Gabi has a meltdown, and after she leaves, Meeks shoots himself.”

		“What are you saying? That there’s something creepy happening with the security cameras, and she confronted Meeks, so he took his own life? Gabi doesn’t need more rumors, Devon.”

		“And I would be the last person to spread one. I just thought…” He throws up one hand. “Never mind,” he says and stalks off, leaving me standing there with my stomach roiling.

		

		—

		It’s Wednesday, and Gabrielle and I are at the mall. We came to do fall clothing shopping, but ended up where we always do: the bookstore.

		We’re walking through the technology section when Gabrielle slows.

		“Why cameras?” she says.

		I turn to see her stopped at a shelf of photography books. She’s staring at one with a big lens on the front.

		“Hmm?” I say.

		“Why did I freak out about the security cameras? That’s what I keep asking myself, and I still don’t know, but even seeing that…?” She gestures to the book and shivers.

		We haven’t talked about her breakdown. When I first texted her afterward, I said I was here if she wanted to talk, and she just replied “Thanks,” which meant “Thanks, but no thanks.”

		“Did something happen to me once that I’ve forgotten?” she says. “Something to do with a camera?”

		I shift my book stack from one arm to the other.

		“Besides the pool thing,” she says.

		When I blink in surprise, she smiles. “Yes, I know about that.” She shakes her head. “We were so stupid, huh? Hmmm, wonder why no one’s using this corner of the changeroom.”

		Four years ago, a bunch of us had taken a lifeguard course. We thought it sounded like a cool summer job. Most of us have backyard pools, and we’re excellent swimmers. What we lacked was experience at the public pool, and so Gabrielle and I thought it was only mildly odd that no girls used the rear corner of the crowded changeroom. It turned out there was a hole in the wall, and the neighborhood boys took pictures through it.

		Those boys made the mistake of deciding to impress Tucker by showing him photos of us. He dropped both phones into the deep end of the pool and—well, I don’t know what else he did, but those boys decided swimming was no longer their thing.

		“Who told you?” I say.

		“Tanya.” Gabrielle does a dead-on Tanya impression: “ Blythe doesn’t want you to find out, but that’s bullshit. She thought I should know in case I ever had contact with those idiots again.”

		“I didn’t think of that,” I say, as we resume walking. “She should have just said so and let me tell you.”

		“You know Tanya. Why debate when you can solve the problem directly? You were both right. It did freak me out. But it was also good to know.”

		“Could that be why you don’t like cameras?”

		“I thought of it, but that was just…” She shrugs. “Normal girl crap.”

		I agree, and we continue through the store.

		“I’ve been talking to Dr. Washington,” Gabrielle says.

		That’s Andre’s mother. She’s a psychiatrist who works for CMT. Our mothers—mine, Gabrielle’s and Andre’s—were college roommates. Dr. Washington had started working for CMT first and brought my parents and Gabrielle’s in. Gabrielle’s mom is a psychologist, and her dad’s a medical doctor. Of course, Dr. Harris isn’t going to treat her own daughter—that’d be weird—so Gabrielle is being treated by Andre’s mom…which is only slightly less weird, considering Gabrielle’s massive crush on Andre.

		“How’s it going with Dr. W?” I ask.

		“Fine. She says there doesn’t need to be an inciting event for the camera stuff. It could be a”—she adopts Dr. Washington’s crisp voice—“ manifestation of my social anxiety. That I feel as if I’m being watched, which makes me uncomfortable.”

		“Could be.”

		She smiles. “You sound about as convinced as I am. It’s like Syd being afraid of fire. There must be a reason, right?”

		I shrug. “I don’t remember a cause, and I’m her big sister. Also, cameras never bothered you before, so…”

		“Maybe Dr. W is right?”

		“Maybe…”

		We head toward the cashiers.

		Gabrielle slows. “Aren’t you going to get that book for Tucker?”

		“Book?”

		She rolls her eyes. “You spent ten minutes in the sci-fi section, and you don’t read sci-fi. It’s for Tuck, because that’s the bookstore drill. First you get a”—she deepens her voice—“ serious book for yourself.” She points to the neurology text in my hand. “Then I help you pick a book for Syd.”

		She gestures to the YA romance I’m holding with the textbook. “You’ll give it to her after you read it, telling yourself you’re vetting it, which is nonsense. You’re like one of those parents who reads their teen’s books in a desperate attempt to reconnect.”

		“Ouch.”

		“Truth,” she says, and then slings her unencumbered arm over my shoulder. “Don’t worry. If you start listening to her music, too, I’ll hold an intervention. For my own sake as much as yours.”

		“Thanks.”

		I realize she’s somehow steered me back to the SFF section.

		“Tucker has enough books,” I protest.

		“And he’s always happy for more, especially from you.”

		I tug a book out of Gabrielle’s own stack. “Hey, is it just me, or does this guy look like Andre?”

		She flushes and mouths “Screw off.”

		I widen my eyes. “Did you just tell me to fuck off?”

		She flushes more and sputters before flouncing away. Then she calls back over her shoulder. “I’m getting that book and giving it to Tucker, and he’ll know it’s from you.”

		I shake my head and catch up, and we continue, walking and talking our way through the store.

		

		—

		It’s evening, and I’m doing homework in my room with Callum. Well, virtually with Callum via video chat as we do our algebra assignments. Neither of us needs any help—we do well enough in math that we can whip through the work while chatting. We’re talking about our hopes and fears for a TV adaptation of a manga when an email notification pops up from my school account. No one in my friend group is naive enough to use that account for personal emails, no matter how much the school insists it’s private. Communicate in a safe and guaranteed spam-free environment! Your privacy guaranteed! Yeah…

		When I see a notification, I presume it’s school-related, so I pop it open, only to realize it’s not from a school account at all. It’s coming to my personal account with an email that looks as if it’s been sent from the school one, and so my mail app misidentified it. The sender shows as “veritas@cprep.edu.” I don’t know any girls named Veritas, and that’s not the standard first-and-last-name format, meaning it must be spoofed. Weird.

		“You stuck on 4c?” Callum says. “I think there’s a typo.”

		I yank my gaze from the email. “Mmm, yeah. Ms. Denis mentioned that. The three should be a four.”

		“Well, that makes a lot more sense. Guess I need to pay more attention in class, huh?”

		I smile, but it’s forced, as my gaze skims the email.

		
			To Blythe Warren, the girl who always does the right thing. Not entirely true, is it? You don’t always do the right thing. But I think you try, so I’m reaching out to you as the person most likely to give a shit and, yes, do the right thing. A bit of background tied to a warning. Will you listen? That’s the question. I can tell you the truth. But you need to take it from there. You need to believe, and you need to care.

		

		There’s a link at the bottom. No closing line. Just that link.

		It’s obviously phishing. Someone got my first and last name and my email, and they’ve spoofed my school address and sent nonsense about “doing the right thing,” which just happens to hit home. I once did a project on horoscopes, figuring out how they worked: they throw in enough vague information that one arrow is bound to strike home.

		My horoscope says I’m going on a trip? Why, yes, I’m heading to my grandmother’s next week.

		“Blythe?” Callum says on my screen. “You okay?”

		I make a face. “Just annoyed. I got a phishing email spoofing the school accounts.”

		He frowns. “Forward it, and I’ll give it to my mom.”

		“A spoofed email hardly requires attention from the head of CMT security.”

		Not entirely true. Ms. Kilpatrick would want it forwarded to her. That’s CMT and its borderline-paranoid security protocols. I tell Callum that it’s obviously just been spoofed based on emails in my mail app, and he lets it drop, and I’m grateful for that. I can say I’m uncomfortable sending this to my kinda-boyfriend’s mom, but the truth is…

		What if it’s real?

		Seriously?

		It’s standard-op phishing, complete with clickbait link.

		The link seems to lead to an article in the Des Moines Register from a decade ago. I hover over it and confirm that’s really where it would take me. Then I search on the newspaper name. It’s legit, as is the URL.

		“Okay, 6b,” Callum says. “I feel like I did something wrong. Is your final answer thirty-two?”

		“It is.”

		He exhales in mock relief. “Excellent. Okay, so let’s talk about that adaptation. It’s going to suck. You know that, right? They’ll make all the characters white, and suddenly the gay couples will just be really good friends.”

		I delete the email, shut my mail app, and turn back to the conversation.

	
		FIVE

		It’s Thursday, and I’m going out to lunch with Callum. It’s been a good day. A good week, in fact, as my migraines ease and my concussion symptoms disappear, including those creepy flashes of blood and gore.

		I haven’t seen Gabrielle since our shopping trip yesterday, but she had choir this morning, so that’s to be expected. Also, I may be avoiding her because she planned to give that book to Tucker, and I don’t want to be all, “Did he say anything? Did he like it?” Nope, not going to ask. At least not until I see her after lunch.

		As I leave class, I hear a commotion down by the cafeteria. I ignore it. Callum has just texted to say he’s pulling up in front, so I don’t need to walk all the way to the parking lot. Terribly gallant of him. I smile and quicken my step. When my phone buzzes, I glance down to see:

		
			Where the hell are you?

		

		I stop mid-stride. That definitely doesn’t sound like Callum. If it is, he’s going to be wondering where “the hell” I am all the way through lunch break.

		That’s when I see the name. Tanya. Sure, it’s been months since she texted, but if she’s going to, it’ll be to give me shit about something.

		I’m debating whether I want to reply when Tanya’s voice booms down the hall. “There you are!”

		I look to see her bearing down on me.

		“It’s Gabi,” she says. “She’s in the cafeteria.”

		“Okay…,” I say carefully. “But I’m going to lunch with Callum today.”

		“I’m not chasing you down because you’re skipping lunch, Warren. Something’s wrong with Gabi.”

		It’s Gabi. She’s in the cafeteria.

		The commotion I ignored. Shit!

		As I start running, I expect Tanya to snap at me, tell me I’m overreacting—as usual. When she only falls in step beside me, I run faster.

		“What happened?” I say.

		She’s starting to answer when Tucker strides around a corner with, “Good, you found her.”

		Andre’s voice rings down the hallway, sharp with alarm. “Gabi, no!”

		I break into a full-out sprint. Tanya snaps at Tucker, asking what the hell happened after she left. Tucker answers in his usual calm way, unrattled by his sister’s snap, saying it was just more of the same, Gabrielle ranting about the cameras while Andre tried to calm her down.

		I barely hear them over the blood pounding in my ears.

		Blood.

		Meeks’s desk, spattered in blood.

		I gulp air. Not now, damn it. Not now.

		I swing into the cafeteria. At first, I don’t see her. There’s a crowd, and people are looking down. Then Andre’s being helped to his feet, blood streaming from his nose.

		“Fuck,” Tanya mutters.

		Tucker touches my arm, and I’m about to brush him off when I see where he’s looking. Gabrielle stands atop a service ladder for a group of electronic devices: an emergency floodlight, a smoke and CO detector…and a security camera.

		Gabrielle clutches the cut wires of the camera in one hand. In the other, she holds a box cutter to her throat.

		The world goes black. I’m frozen there, Tucker’s grip tightening, holding me up as my brain screams that I’m hallucinating.

		I must be hallucinating.

		Tucker leans down to my ear. “You want me to get that away from her?”

		“No,” Tanya says, quickly and firmly. “If you try, she’ll attack you, like she did Andre.”

		My throat closes against the urge to protest that Gabrielle would never hurt anyone. But Gabrielle isn’t herself. I can no longer say what she will and will not do.

		An image flashes. Blood and brain spattered over a desk.

		Stop that.

		What happened to Meeks has nothing to do with this.

		Except it does, in a way. He killed himself, and that’s what my friend is threatening. That’s why my brain is flashing those grisly images.

		I don’t need the reminder. I’m very aware of what is happening here.

		“Gabi?” I say, but my strangled call is lost in the rumble of voices.

		Andre spots me and heads over. There’s a smear of blood under his nose and on his chin, and his shirt collar is stained red.

		I open my mouth to apologize, to ask how he is, but I barely glance at him—my gaze stays fixed on Gabrielle.

		“I messed up,” Andre says. “We were in class together. There was new equipment at the back, with a box cutter, and she just…she grabbed it and ran. I followed her and tried to get her off the ladder, and she freaked out.” He leans in. “We need to get someone in here. I’m going to go do that.”

		“I’ll go with you,” Tanya says. “Tuck, follow Blythe’s lead.”

		Trust Blythe. She has this.

		Blythe can barely control her breathing right now.

		“Bliss?” Tucker murmurs once they’re gone. “Would you like me to clear the room?” A ghost of a grin. “I’m really good at that.”

		“Y-yes.” I firm my voice. “Yes, please. Clear everyone away from the ladder and get them to stop talking.”

		I follow in his wake as the crowd parts before him.

		“You want to watch something good?” Gabrielle is saying to the security camera. “I know you’re watching. You’re always watching.”

		“Gabi?” I say. “Whoever you think is on the other end of that camera, they aren’t watching you now.”

		“Because you cut the fucking cord,” someone says before Tucker grabs his collar, yanking him off his feet.

		“He’s right,” I say, my voice wavering. “The cord is cut. You fixed it so they can’t see you.”

		“They still see.” She doesn’t even look down. “They always see me.”

		“I see you,” I say. “Ialways see you, Gabi.”

		She doesn’t move. It’s like I’m not here. Like she’s in another dimension.

		“Yeah, I see you, too, Gabrielle,” another kid says. “I see a kid whose lost her—”

		There’s the thwack of fist hitting flesh, and laughter rings out, kids saying, “You deserved that, Hunter” and “Didn’t need a crystal ball to see that coming.” I don’t look over. I don’t need to. I know who did the hitting. Tucker, not because he was lashing out in anger but because it was the most effective way to shut up an asshole.

		And how do I feel about that? Right now, I don’t give a shit.

		When I reach the bottom of the ladder, Tucker comes over and lays one hand on my arm. Not a restraint, just a touch to let me know he’s there. I look up at him, and our eyes meet. He mouths, “You’ve got this,” and my eyes prickle with tears.

		Miss you, Tuck.

		Miss you so damned much.

		As soon as I think that, I see Hunter, the kid he hit, rubbing his jaw and glaring at Tucker. Now my stomach does clench.

		Remember why you miss him? Why you aren’t hanging out together anymore?

		I look away quickly from Tucker and up at Gabrielle, at that box cutter in her hand. I’m not in danger. I can’t be. This is Gabrielle, who went vegetarian after seeing a documentary on slaughterhouses. Who had to stop volunteering at the animal shelter because she couldn’t stand seeing cases of abuse.

		I’m in no danger.

		A blood-splattered desk. A howl of rage. Turning to see—

		Stop that. Stop it now.

		“Gabi?” I say.

		“Don’t watch me!” she screams toward the hall. “I know you’re watching. Watching and waiting for me to do anything wrong you can punish me for.”

		Those words ping that déjà vu, but I shake it off.

		“Gabrielle. Please listen to me.”

		Running footsteps. Voices behind me. I’m at the bottom of the ladder, all my attention on Gabrielle, trying to figure out how to get that blade from her hand.

		I dimly hear an adult voice telling her it’s okay, everything will be okay. But all I see is that blade, an inch from her neck, and I do not know how to get it away from her.

		“No!” Gabrielle shouts. It’s an animal scream, high and frothing with rage.

		I’ve heard that scream before.

		Someone jostles me from behind. It’s Mr. Culp. His hand clamps on my shoulder as he tells me to get out of the way.

		“Hey!” Tucker snaps. “Get your hand off her.”

		The grip on my shoulder vanishes, and I turn to look at Gabrielle again just as blood hits my upturned face. I yelp, and I’m climbing the ladder before I even realize what I’m doing.

		I see her above me. I see her look down. I see the nick on her throat, a tiny one interrupted by my yelp. Her hand rises to cut again. I grab her leg. Grab and yank, and we both tumble into the air.

	
		SIX

		I screwed up. Failed my friend.

		Every time the thought surfaces, I feel worse, as if I’m denying Gabrielle’s pain by focusing on my own.

		I need to get past the guilt and focus on Gabrielle. I could at first. Staying with her in the ambulance. Sitting in the waiting room. Determined to help heal her.

		Heal her.

		It’d seemed so simple. She had a breakdown, and she’d recover from it. How could she not?

		But they’re saying it isn’t that easy, and I don’t understand. I just don’t.

		It’s late Monday morning when I emerge to find Dad working in his home office. I rap on the door, and he ALT-Tabs away from his laptop screen lightning-fast.

		“Watching porn again, Dad?”

		“Ha-ha.”

		It’s an old joke—one I use with Mom, too. They work in private medical research. In order to even bring their laptops home, we need to have a windowless office and two security systems—one for the house and a separate one for the office itself.

		“I’m glad to see someone’s feeling better,” Dad says as he sets aside his laptop.

		“I want to see Gabrielle.”

		He exhales, that slow exhale I know well. “Only her parents are allowed to see her, hon.” He rises. “Let’s go get you some lunch. We have Vietnamese from a place Sydney says you like. She thought you might enjoy it when you felt better.”

		“I don’t want—” Deep breath. “I appreciate Sydney thinking of me. Right now, I want to understand why I can’t see Gabrielle. Has she said she doesn’t want to see me?”

		Pause. Pause. More pausing.

		“If she has, I’ll understand,” I say. “But if she hasn’t, then I’m not buying that she ‘wouldn’t want me to see her like this.’ Not unless she says so.”

		Dad drums his fingers on the table. Then he motions to Mom’s chair, asking me to sit, but I shake my head.

		“I know you mean well, Blythe. You want to be there for her, but that isn’t a priority right now.”

		I unravel what he’s saying.

		This isn’t about you.

		My cheeks heat, and he reaches for me, pulling me until I’m sitting on Mom’s chair, his hands enfolding mine.

		“That sounded harsh,” he says.

		I manage a strained laugh. “No, Dad, you did backflips trying to make sure it didn’t. You’re right. This isn’t about me, and I’m being selfish insisting on seeing her.”

		“You’re never selfish, Blythe. You’re worried, and this all must seem vaguely ominous. Your friend is whisked off to a private psychiatric hospital, and you aren’t allowed to see her.”

		“It’s tough,” I say quietly.

		He squeezes my hands. “I know it is.”

		“I’d like…” I try to look up at him, but I can’t do it. Not when I’m about to do something incredibly manipulative. “I’d like to speak to Dr. Washington when I can. About how I’m dealing with it.”

		“That’s an excellent idea.” He reaches for his phone. “Let me send her a message.”

		“No,” I say quickly. “I mean, yes, I’d like that, but Dr. W has enough on her plate.”

		“I’ll ask if she’ll speak to you when she has time. All right?”

		I nod, and he pops off the text.

		“Now, how about lunch?” he says and herds me into the kitchen.

		

		—

		Dr. Washington stops by after work. The fact that “after work” is past nine p.m. is a reminder of just how busy she is. Is that intentional? Hard to say. Nadine Washington is one of those people you can know all your life and still never be sure what she thinks of you.

		She’s different around Mom. I’ve seen the two of them on the deck, Dr. Washington with her long legs folded under her, wine glass in hand, head thrown back in laughter. As soon as she sees me, she’ll straighten, brisk professionalism returning. Andre—with his quick smiles and easygoing chill—takes after his dad, who died when we were twelve.

		As we take seats in the living room, Mom appears with a cup of tea. She passes it wordlessly to Dr. Washington, whose lips curve in a tired smile of thanks. Mom retreats, and that smile evaporates as Dr. Washington composes herself.

		“Is Andre okay?” I ask. “He tried to help with Gabi. I know it upset him.”

		Her expression softens, as it always does at the mention of her only child. “He’s struggling, but doing fine. I’m sure he would appreciate a call when you feel up to it.”

		“I will.”

		“Now, let’s talk about you for a bit.”

		We do that, and I feel shitty, because she’s overworked and came because my parents are worried about me. Only that was a ruse. I don’t need to talk to Dr. Washington. Not about myself, at least.

		When that part winds down, I ask the real question. “So, um, how is Gabrielle?”

		“Mostly sleeping. When she’s awake, she’s highly agitated.”

		“Is she still suicidal?”

		Dr. Washington sets down her teacup, the china clinking. “Some­times, when people threaten that, it’s a cry for help. That doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be taken seriously. But when mental or emotional stress reaches peak levels, the frustration also peaks, and it feels as if the only way to get attention is to threaten the one thing guaranteed to get it.”

		“You don’t think she actually wants to kill herself. She just doesn’t know how else to express how upset she is.”

		Her nod feels like a gold star. Buoyed, I press on. “Gabi is the least attention-seeking person I know. But she’s not herself, is she?”

		“She’s not.” Dr. Washington sips her tea. “Has she ever expressed suicidal thoughts?”

		“Never. It happened to an online friend last year, and it really upset her. Gabi kept thinking about how much pain the girl’s family must be in.”

		“She’s an empathetic person.”

		“Very.”

		“Did Mr. Meeks’s death affect her?” Dr. Washington asks. “Did she discuss it with you?”

		I shake my head. “I think, for both of us, it got twisted up with her breakdown. She was ashamed of what happened to her. Even though Mr. Meeks’s death had nothing to do with her breakdown, it felt like bringing up one brought up the other, if that makes sense.”

		“The timing placed the two events in tandem. Did you get the sense anything was troubling Gabrielle last week?”

		“No, she was back to herself. In a good mood, really.”

		“Do you remember anything else about Friday? Have any memories returned?”

		Gabrielle covered in blood.

		I must flinch, because Dr. Washington leans forward, her dark eyes locking with mine. “Blythe?”

		“The cameras,” I blurt, deflecting. “I still don’t remember what happened in class, but people said it was about the cameras. Gabrielle and I talked about it Wednesday. She was trying to figure out why she was obsessing over cameras.”

		Dr. Washington leans back. “When the mind is troubled, it can fixate on random objects. Cameras can also be frightening, bringing with them the discomfort of surveillance.”

		“It feels like they’re watching us. People talk about that when they have breakdowns, right? That people are watching them? Listening to their conversations? Hearing their thoughts?”

		“It’s a common paranoid fantasy, and that could be what we’re seeing, but if you do remember anything else, I’d appreciate hearing it.”

		I nod. Then I say, “I shouldn’t ask if she’s going to be all right, should I?”

		Her face softens. “Gabrielle is getting the best possible care. When she’s able to have visitors, you’re at the top of the list. In the meantime, if you think of anything that might help, please let me know.”

		It’s only after Dr. Washington is gone that I realize I gave more answers than I got.

		

		—

		I’m in my room when the email comes. It’s the same one as before. Exactly the same, as if I’d snoozed the email, and it reappeared in my inbox.

		I’d forgotten about the first email. Not surprising, with everything that’s happened since. Now it’s there, with that link taunting me. I hover over it again. Then I copy the link and paste it into a document file and analyze it, looking for subtle signs that suggest it only seems to lead to a legit newspaper. Maybe the o is actually a zero, or what looks like an m is an rn.

		Finally, I type the address into my browser, which should avoid any of those problems. An article pops up. It is, as the link suggested, from nine years ago. A thirteen-year-old boy murdered, apparently by a pedophile, his body found in a wooded area. Police were investigating all known sex offenders in the area and asking anyone with any information to call.

		That’s it. A very brief preliminary report of an obviously horrible crime. What am I supposed to see here? I have no idea. It doesn’t even include the boy’s name.

		I search on the very scanty information provided, and the only thing I get is an equally brief follow-up article that says the boy died “accidentally” with no sexual interference and no arrests are forthcoming.

		Okay…

		So, a kid dies in an accident, and someone panics and blames a pedophile. How does this have anything to do with me? I’ve never lived in Iowa. I don’t know anyone who has.

		Weird.

		I delete the email and turn back to my homework.

		

		—

		Sydney is having the nightmare, the one of flames and panic and grief. I sit on the edge of her bed, stroking her sweat-sodden hair. I tell her she’s fine. I tell her she’s safe. As she moans and thrashes, she mutters, too, but I only catch one word in five, and none of it makes sense.

		I’ve tried recording her, my inner scientist tackling this problem the best way I know how. Analyze the data. Determine the root cause. Treat that cause. Yet all I get is muttering with the occasional intelligible word. I’m not sure it matters. What I hear is enough.

		Fire. It’s always fire. Her voice starting as an awed whisper, and then rising with panic and an endless chorus of “No, no, no!”

		Dr. Washington would say the cause of the nightmares is obvious. Sydney is pyrophobic, so she has nightmares of fire. Even my sister tells me I’m reading too much into it—looking for deeper meaning, digging through her memories for hidden treasure.

		Sydney bolts upright, clawing at her throat, struggling to breathe. It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve seen this—in my gut, it is always the first time, and it takes all my willpower not to grab her. I know it’s a dream, but all I see and hear is my little sister choking.

		“Sydney? It’s okay. You’re—”

		She gasps like a drowning victim breaking the surface. I pull her against me, and she collapses on my shoulder, shaking so hard her teeth chatter. I rub her back and tell her she’s fine, everything’s fine, breathe, just breathe. I hold her tight, and the pounding of her heart calms my own.

		“You need to let me tell Mom and Dad,” I whisper.

		She stiffens.

		“You can’t keep hiding this,” I say.

		She pulls away, rolling her shoulders, throwing off my comfort.

		“I’m fine,” she says, and thumps onto the mattress, her back to me.

		That could be a dismissal, but she scrunches to the opposite side of the bed. I take the hint and crawl into the still-warm spot she’s abandoned.

		She’s asleep within seconds. I lie there, staring at the darkness and thinking. I wish I knew the cause of my sister’s nightmares. I’m convinced there must be one. Maybe a scare at summer camp or a friend’s house.

		Thinking about that reminds me of Gabrielle and the cameras. Is there something in her past that explains it? A trauma lodged in her subconscious.

		Wouldn’t her parents know, though? I’m sure Dr. Washington thoroughly interviewed them.

		My parents are dead. Dead and gone.

		I rub my temples. That was the concussion, making me mishear her words.

		It’s always possible that something happened, and Gabrielle’s parents know nothing about it. Children can keep secrets, especially if an adult tells them to. Did someone do something to her? Something they video-recorded? My stomach clenches.

		I spend the night working through this. When morning comes, I reach for my phone to find a number I don’t recognize.

		
			We need to talk.

		

		It’s the only message I’ve ever had from this number, yet it’s in my contact list. As soon as it’s late enough, I send back:Who is this?

		No one answers.

	
		SEVEN

		By mid-morning the next day, I’m poolside with a coffee and a bagel. Anyone seeing me would think I was chilling, taking advantage of a day off school. Yet my brain’s racing a mile a minute, working through those notes about the boy who died, trying to figure out what it means.

		When my phone chirps with a text, I’m too lost in thought to even hear it until the reminder chirp has me lifting my sunglasses to squint at the screen.

		
			Sydney: Did I leave my charger on the counter?

		

		I sigh, text back “Hold on,” and head into the house.

		
			Me: Yep. Still plugged in. You really need to get your phone fixed.

			Sydney: No, I need a new one. Mine’s THREE years old.

			Me: So’s mine. Just get the battery replaced.

			Sydney: And leave it in the shop overnight? You need to ask Mom and Dad for a new phone. They’ll give you one, after everything you’ve been through. Then I can get one, too.

			Me: You’re using Gabi’s breakdown to get a new phone?

		

		It takes her a moment to reply.

		
			Sydney: I didn’t mean it like that.

			Me: I know. Take your phone in for service. You can borrow mine if you absolutely need one.

			Sydney: What about my charger? I’m at 5%.

			Me: Well, since I don’t have a car, I can’t help with that. Either borrow a friend’s charger or see if you can get a ride home at lunch.

			Sydney: Fine.

		

		I’m barely outside again when I get another text. I sigh, ready to tell Sydney that, no, I’m not asking any of my friends to come get her charger. Then I look at the screen.

		
			Devon.

		

		That’s the message. The entirety of the message.

		Then I see the number. It’s the unknown one from earlier. I’d asked who’d messaged, and this is the answer. I wonder briefly why I’d have Devon’s new number in my contacts. Then I remember what he said last week, that I was supposed to update him on Gabrielle that Friday. He must have given me his number.

		
			Me: Hey, what’s up?

			Devon: We need to talk.

			Me: Okay. After school?

			Devon: Lunch. Is anyone at your place?

			Me: No, but Syd’s trying to get a ride to grab her charger.

			Devon: I’ll bring it back for her. Okay?

		

		I’m about to text back when I get an email notification. Before I can reply to Devon, I see the incoming email address: veritas@cprep.edu.

		I freeze until another text from Devon prods me, and I tell him yes, coming by at lunch is fine. Then I flip to the email.

		
			Dear Blythe,

			You clicked the link, right? After making absolutely sure it seemed legit, of course. Did you check the URL? Type it in? Be certain I wasn’t scamming you?

			I’m not scamming you. I wish I was, but I’m not.

			So, you read the article, and then you went looking for more, didn’t you? And the only thing you found was that second article. Whoops, it’s all a mistake! Poor kid just accidentally died in a field, naked, with his throat slit!

			Yes, none of that was in the article. But that’s what happened. I can send crime-scene photos, but I’ll spare you that. For now, you need to take my word for it.

			It wasn’t an accident. Wasn’t a perv, either. The police dropped it because they couldn’t very well say that the murderer was an eight-year-old boy. Clearly, the kid didn’t know what he was doing.

			How do you slit a boy’s throat, strip him to make it look like a perv, and not know what you’re doing?

			You don’t.

			He knew exactly what he was doing. Killing a kid who had the nerve to be nice to the guy’s little sister. That was the dead boy’s crime. His only crime. He was an eighth-grader who was mentoring a second-grade girl, and her brother killed him.

			She saw it. The sister, that is. Got there after the kid was dead, and she saw what her brother had done.

			Can you imagine what that was like for her? How much it changed her? Damaged her?

			Do you know any damaged girls, Blythe?

			I think you do.

		

		The letter ends there. I sit, staring at it.

		She’s talking about Gabrielle. She’s telling me that the little sister in the story is Gabrielle, who witnessed something horrible and repressed it, and now it’s coming back.

		I give myself a shake. I’m falling into that horoscope problem again. The letter writer asks me if I know any damaged girls, and my best friend is in the hospital after a breakdown. Even without that, do I know damaged girls? Hell, yes. Plenty of them. Damaged boys, too. What teenager—what person—doesn’t?

		“Veritas” is telling me about one kid who supposedly died at the hands of another. An eight-year-old slitting another boy’s throat? Staging it to look like a pedophile attack? I can’t imagine that.

		Because it’s not true. There is nothing in those articles about a slit throat or a naked victim or an eight-year-old killer. Veritas has taken a very vague news story and embellished it because she can. Without the dead child’s name, I have no way of verifying her information.

		I read the email again. Then I type a one-line response.

		
			I need more.

		

		I hit Send. Less than two minutes later, it bounces back.

		
			No such user here.

		

		Of course. Because the email address shows as C-Prep, but I already know it’s spoofed.

		Someone is playing with me. I’ll want more, and they’ll demand money for it. Just a random cyber scam.

		Or someone actually from C-Prep playing a very cruel joke.

		No, not a cruel joke. This would be outright bullying. I can’t imagine anyone having a vendetta against me, which would mean it’s just some sick asshole getting off on torturing a girl they vaguely know.

		Whatever it is, I’m not falling for it. I take my coffee cup and plate inside and get ready for Devon’s visit.

		

		—

		Devon says one word to me when he enters the house.

		“Outside.”

		He walks straight to the back-patio doors. I follow, and he’s already crossing the lawn with a chair under his arm. The old Devon loved our pool. He’d always sit on the edge, feet dangling in the water, listening while the rest of us talked. There’s a moment where I hope he’s going to sit by the water, and I’ll see a glimpse of the boy I knew. Instead, he plunks the chair in the shade cast by the tall wooden fence.

		“Would you like a soda?” I say. “Or water? I made coffee earlier—”

		“This isn’t a social visit, Blythe.”

		I tense at his snap. Then I pause, letting it roll off me. When I speak, my tone is measured. “Why not?”

		“What?”

		I sit on the chair. “Why isn’t it a social visit? Gabi and I stayed in touch when you left. You’re the one who stopped replying. We reached out when you came back. You made it clear you weren’t interested. We didn’t do anything wrong.”

		“You haven’t changed, have you, Blythe? Always worrying that you messed up.”

		“I did worry. So did Gabi. Until Tanya convinced us that it wasn’t us, it was you. That’s what I was saying. We did nothing wrong, so you can lose the attitude.”

		His gaze meets mine. There’s anger there, but something else. Shame?

		His jaw sets. “I went away, and I changed. I grew. Then I came back and found the same preppy, privileged brats. Do you think Tucker would get away with his shit somewhere else? The guy is living proof of white-boy privilege.”

		“You came here for a reason. Get to it.”

		He hesitates. He doesn’t want to drop that. He’s spoiling for a fight, and Tucker makes a good target.

		Finally, he eases back and says, “Tell me what happened with Gabi.”

		I stare at him. Stare some more.

		He pulls his hands into his hoodie sleeves. “What?”

		“I’m pretty sure you don’t need to get that information from me.”

		“You’re her friend, and you were there.”

		“Right. Which means I’m still dealing with what happened. You can sneer at me for always doing as I’m told, but that also means I’m not faking trauma to skip school.”

		“I’m acting ‘inappropriately.’ My bad. Considering the source, I’m not too worried about that.”

		I’m pissed off by his attitude, but it stings, too. When I inwardly bristle, I feel like exactly the prissy bitch he accuses me of being. So, instead, I tell him what he wants to know, just like the anxious, perfectionist people-pleaser he also accuses me of being.

		When I finish telling the story, it’s my turn to get answers.

		“So, you’re worried about Gabi,” I say.

		“Of course. We were friends.”

		“Right. You were friends. Best friends. Yet you treat her like shit.”

		He flinches and his shoulders roll, as if he’s trying to pull on his sneer but can’t quite find it.

		“I understand your interest,” I say. “It’s the urgency I don’t get. What’s up, Devon?”

		I expect him to protest, to block, to evade. Instead, after a moment, he grunts. “Fine, let’s talk. I just need to use the bathroom first.”

		I rise, but he waves me down. “I know where it is. You’re right that I shouldn’t have barged in on you when you’re still dealing with all this. Just let me use the bathroom, and I’ll explain everything.”

		You’re right, Blythe. Let me tell you everything. Just as soon as I use the bathroom. No, don’t follow me. You sit and rest.

		He’s planning a run for the exit, and he’s being so obvious about it, I have to smile. Once he’s inside, I scamper across the yard, my bare feet silent. I plan to go out the side gate and cut him off as he escapes. But through the window, I see him turn toward the bathroom.

		I ease open the patio door and slip inside. Everything’s silent, the cool darkness washing over me as I pad through the kitchen. A board creaks from the side hall near the main-floor bathroom.

		At a rattle from the hall, I tiptoe over as fast as I can and peek around the corner. He’s at the door to my parents’ office. He jiggles the handle. Then he bends to examine the lock.

		“That’s not the bathroom,” I say, as I come around the corner.

		He jumps back. Then he looks at the door and snorts. “Well, it has been a while since I’ve been in your house.” He peers down the hall. “Is that it?”

		“The open door, through which you can see a sink? Yes, that is the bathroom. Why were you trying to break into my parents’ office?”

		“Break in? I’m not a thief.”

		“No, a thief would have swiped my laptop, which was lying on the kitchen table you passed. You wanted into my parents’ office.”

		He says nothing.

		“What did you want in there?” I press.

		“Nothing, all right?” He strides down the hall.

		When I try to catch up, he walks faster, heading for the front door. I dart through the living room to block him, but he wheels and heads for the back. I hesitate, and then hurry out the front. When he opens the side gate, I’m waiting.

		“I’m trying to leave, Blythe,” he says.

		“As fast as you can.”

		“You going to stop me? Nah. You don’t do that yourself. You set Tucker on people. Unleash your hound. Send innocent guys to the hospital.”

		Innocent?

		The memory flashes, me huddled under a tree, torn dress pulled tight around me, Tucker’s outrage igniting my own.

		What can I do, Bliss? Just tell me. What do you want me to do?

		Something bad.

		Devon passes me and strides toward the street.

		I jog after him. “If you can help Gabi—”

		He keeps walking. “Can’t.”

		“If you know something—”

		“Don’t.”

		“Then what the hell is all this about?” I step on a pinecone and stumble, pain shooting through my foot. I limp after Devon. “Something’s up. Stop fighting me. I only want to—”

		“Help. As always. And by help, you mean stand anxiously on the sidelines and not actually do anything.”

		I swing in front of him. “You’re baiting me, and I’m going to stop backing down from it. There’s a reason you’re so interested, and if it can help Gabi—”

		“Oh my God, you actually did call him,” he cuts in, gaze shooting to the road.

		I glance over as a familiar BMW pulls to the curb. The driver’s door opens, and Tanya steps out and shades her eyes.

		“The gang’s reuniting, and I wasn’t invited?” Tanya says. “Wow, guys. That hurts.” She stops in front of us. “So, what’s up? Blythe needs some chill-pills, and she called the local dope dealer?”

		Devon flushes. Then he finds his scowl. “Don’t be a bitch.”

		“That’s my line. You’ve been nothing but a little bitch since you got back, Devon. So, what’s up?”

		“He thinks I called in the cavalry,” I say.

		“I’m flattered, but no. Syd was hunting for a phone charger. I volunteered to come and get it. Seemed like a fine excuse for using the car to pick up lunch.”

		“Sweet ride,” Devon says. “Must be nice having a daddy who’ll buy you a Beamer.”

		One perfect brow arches. “Puppy is trying to growl,” Tanya says. “How adorable. Snark really doesn’t suit you, Dev. It also falls flat when you’re driving that.” She points to the car in front of hers. “Tuck and I share a hand-me-down that’s worth a quarter of your brand-new Corolla. Drug trade must be good, huh?”

		“It was a gift from my parents.”

		“Which means you don’t need to sell the dope. You just think it’s cool.”

		“You don’t know anything about me, Martel.”

		“Happy to learn. How about over coffee? Jitterbug after school?”

		Devon stalks off without another word.

		Tanya turns to see me looking at her car. “No, Tuck isn’t hiding in the back seat. I can call him if you’d like.”

		Seeing my expression, she tones it down a notch. “Picking up Syd’s charger was an excuse to talk to you. Can we do that? Without my brother standing between us?”

		“I’m not the one—” I clip that off. “Come on around back.”

		

		—

		“I want to talk about Gabrielle,” Tanya says as she folds her long legs under her, curling up on a lounge chair poolside. “First, though, what’s up with Devon?”

		“He wanted to talk about Gabi.”

		Tanya relaxes. “I’m glad to hear he’s taking an interest.” She peers at me. “You’re not happy about that?”

		“I caught him trying to break into my parents’ office.”

		“What?”

		I tell Tanya the story, from Devon apparently giving me his number after Gabrielle’s first meltdown to the moment Tanya arrived today.

		When I finish, she grunts, “Weird,” and lounges back in her chair. “Everything about Devon has been weird since he got back.”

		“Something happened in California,” I say. “He says he fell in with a different crowd, came back, and decided we’re a bunch of privileged brats. But maybe, after a while, he started realizing how much he hurt Gabi, and now this happens, and he’s concerned. He’s just being clumsy about it. And as long as he’s here, he might as well check my parents’ office in hopes of making some quick cash.”

		We fall into a silence that’s broken only by the rustling of fall leaves. Then Tanya looks at me.

		“Does that theory work for you?” she says.

		I sigh. “No, but I don’t know what else to make of it. While my gut says something’s up, I can’t force him to talk.”

		“Not entirely true,” she murmurs.

		I glance over sharply.

		“The Halloween bash is this weekend,” she says. “Devon will be there, plying his trade. We could slip something into his drink.”

		“No,” I say.

		When she doesn’t reply, I say, “ No, Tanya. Devon’s our friend.”

		“He was our friend. Past tense.” She straightens. “It’s still a couple of days until the bash. Let’s table this and see what happens before then.”

		I shake my head, but there’s no point arguing until I’m sure she intends to pursue this.

		“I want to talk about Gabrielle,” she says.

		“Good. Then let’s talk.”

		

		—

		Everyone wants to talk about Gabrielle. I keep hoping one of these conversations will explain why my friend went from fine to “might never be fine again” in less than a week. No one has that answer. They all think I do. I’ve been her closest friend since Devon left. Surely, I have some insight. The fact that I don’t only makes me feel worse.

		Tanya doesn’t like what’s happening with Gabrielle. Doesn’t like the lack of information. Finds it as suspicious as Devon’s sudden interest. I leap on that—I have cause to agree with her, and I’m not just doing it because I’m desperate for an excuse to mend our rift. All true, but I still may jump a little too fast, eager for that excuse.

		We’re in the kitchen now. Tanya is unplugging Sydney’s charger.

		“I actually lent her mine,” she says. “But I’ll still take this, so Devon doesn’t get all paranoid, thinking you called me in.”

		She turns to me. “We need to see Gabrielle. Talk to her.”

		“That’s what I’ve been trying to do. I don’t even know where she is. A private hospital, that’s all I have.”

		“If I can find out where she is, will you come with me?”

		“Of course.”

		“Be ready tonight. I’ll call you.”

		TANYA

		Tanya is barely in the car when Tucker texts.

		
			Tucker: How’s she doing?

			Tanya: Lost her #, did you?

		

		When he doesn’t reply, guilt prickles just enough for Tanya to sigh as she starts the car. She doesn’t understand Tucker and Blythe’s bullshit. It’s like some weird-ass Romeo and Juliet crap, with her stuck in the middle playing…well, she can’t remember the name of the dude who ran messages between them, but whoever he is, that’s her.

		Even when Tucker and Blythe were BFFs, they pulled the same crap.

		We’re just friends.

		Both of them. Just friends. Yep, yep, yep.

		Is that all you want to be?

		Silence. Change the subject. Divert. Deflect. Like they were fifth-graders with a crush. For Blythe, that made sense—she could be that way. Tucker, though? Her brother mowed through life, grabbing what he wanted and slinging it over his shoulder.

		Except Blythe.

		We’re just friends.

		Now they weren’t even that. Because of that bullshit “incident,” which Tucker won’t discuss, as if Tanya doesn’t know full well what happened.

		She hits the gas, ignoring some old guy out gardening who shakes his fist at her.

		The incident. Let’s not beat around the fucking bush. Let’s call it what it is. Blythe almost got raped by some asshole at a party.

		Blythe had helped the guy mop up a spill, because that’s Blythe, who’d never suspect that the asshole spilled his drink to catch her attention. Then he gets her into the upstairs bathroom to help him “clean up.”

		Dude strips off his shirt, and Blythe fails to swoon. So, he decides she needs a little persuasion. A firm but polite “No, thank you” from Blythe leads to a ripped dress, a whole lotta groping, and a bloody nose when she tries to escape. She does escape, though.

		Uh, dude, you did know she’s working on her black belt, right?

		Blythe flees, understandably freaked out, but it doesn’t take long for the shock to harden to anger. Tucker offers revenge, and Blythe accepts. Justice served.

		Everyone has a dark side. What Tanya and Tucker lack is an ingrained moral code—conscience, if you must—that says letting loose the beast within is a bad thing. Tanya keeps hers muzzled. Tucker allows his a certain amount of leash.

		They aren’t sociopaths. If they were, they wouldn’t be able to care about others. For Tucker, the ability to care is his conscience. That’s why he accepted this bullshit separation. Blythe needed to step back and come to grips with what they’d done. She would—Tucker had no doubt of that—and then all would be well. In the meantime, patience.

		At a light, Tanya texts Tucker back. A woman in the next car frowns and gestures at the device.

		I’m stopped, lady. Would you rather I texted while driving?

		
			Tanya: Blythe is fine.

		

		Tucker sends back a row of thumbs-up emojis, and she can’t help smiling at that.

		
			Tanya: We’re going to try to see Gabrielle.

			Tucker: Stealth-visit?

			Tanya: Yep. We just need to find out where she is. It’s a private hospital owned by CMT.

			Tucker: On it!

		

		The light changes, and Tanya tosses the phone aside to drive. At times like this, she wants to shove their texts into Dad’s face. Such an ordinary conversation. That’s the point.

		Your son is not a monster. He’s just wired differently. We both are. You know that. So why am I the good daughter, and he’s the ticking time bomb?

		Mom was different. To some, their mother had been a stone-cold bitch, treating even her children with indifference. Tanya knew better. She looked at her mother and saw a mirror, and through it she noticed all the little ways her mother said she loved them. Loved both of them. Yet she still walked away. Tucker might have forgiven her for that, but Tanya never will.

		Tanya takes a deep breath. Nothing like thoughts of her mother to set a ball of rage roiling in her gut. It’s fine. She and Tucker are fine.

		Right now, her family isn’t the issue. Gabrielle is. Tanya needs to find out what the hell happened there. And if she can use it to nudge Blythe back in Tucker’s direction, that’ll be a bonus.

	
		EIGHT

		BLYTHE

		Callum comes over after school, as planned. He’s brought homework—at my insistence—and we work on that. Not exactly a date, but this is what I need to regain my equilibrium.

		He has to be home for dinner. His mom works tonight, and he’s on younger-sibling duty. He invites me over, but before I can answer, I get a text from Tanya. Tucker found the hospital using property records. They’ve already done a drive-by, and it’s just a house in the countryside, but Dr. Washington’s car was in the drive, confirming it’s the right place.

		
			Tanya: Tonight works?

			Me: It does.

			Tanya: Tuck says he’ll only come along if you’re okay with that.

		

		I wait for her to say I’d better be okay with it. She’ll remind me he found the hospital. She’ll tell me not to pull my bullshit. Or she’ll tell me to think of Gabrielle. Set the rest aside. With Tanya, it’s bulldog attack or violin concerto, plucking all the right strings.

		If she did either, I’d have disengaged. Instead, she silently waits.

		
			Me: I don’t want him getting in trouble.

			Tanya: Straight up? Or is that an excuse?

			Me: Straight up.

			Tanya: He wants to be there.

		

		I hesitate, fingers over the keyboard. Then:

		
			Me: Sure, bring him.

			Tanya: Eight o’clock. Pick you up at the playground.

		

		I’m pocketing my phone when Dad calls me for dinner. Spaghetti carbonara, which was my favorite as a kid, proving everyone is still in coddle-Blythe mode. Well, everyone except Sydney.

		“My phone’s dead,” she announces. “Battery won’t hold a charge for more than a half hour.”

		“Then we’ll take it to the shop,” Mom says.

		Cue much moaning and groaning. I tune out the discussion until Sydney says, “Earth to Blythe.”

		“Hmm?”

		“I asked if you need your phone tonight.”

		Damn it. I’d planned to slip out my window. Sudden plans with Tanya would seem suspicious.

		“Do you?” Sydney presses. “I’m going to a movie, and I need to call for a ride after.”

		“I’m sure your friends would let you borrow a phone,” Mom says. “I’d lend you mine but—”

		“Propriety CMT device,” she says. “I know the drill, which is why I want Blythe’s. We might go for ice cream after, too.”

		Mom’s brows shoot up. “How late do you plan to be out on a school night?”

		“Not past eleven. Cassidy works on weekends. This is her only night off.”

		“Cassidy? That’s the girl from coding camp, right?”

		Sydney pauses, fork halfway to her mouth. She catches Mom’s smile, and her eyes narrow. “Is that a problem?”

		“Not at all. I’m glad to see you’re still hanging out. You seemed to get along well.”

		More eye narrowing despite Mom’s neutral tone. I’ve never met Cassidy, but I certainly heard about her from Sydney. We all did. The coding whiz who ran a summer camp for kids her own age, Cassidy had made quite the impression on my little sister. The kind of impression that signals a crush.

		“So?” Sydney says, her mouth suddenly very full of food. “Can I go?”

		“Of course. Cassidy sounds like a very responsible young woman.”

		I flash a tone-it-down look at Mom, who catches it and clears her throat. “I really do want you home by eleven. And, yes, I can see how with a…new friend, asking to use her phone might be awkward. If Blythe doesn’t mind you borrowing hers, and you promise to respect her privacy…”

		“So, yes?” Sydney says to me.

		Seeing no way out of this, I agree. After dinner, I pop into my room and call Tanya, warning her I won’t have my phone.

		I’m erasing our recent text messages before I give my phone to Sydney when I remember the email messages from “Veritas.” I’d deleted them, but now I go into delete from trash, too. Then I pause. Do I really want to do that? I haven’t suddenly decided the messages mean something. The problem is that if they are someone from C-Prep—or anyone I know—and the situation gets worse, I will need to report it to Callum’s mom. I’ll need the actual emails for that.

		I flip to my browser, sign in online, and move the email to a hidden folder I use for ones I don’t want saved on my phone. I’m doing that when a new one appears. I curse under my breath. I can hear Sydney shutting her bedroom door. I quickly set up a filter to send all emails from that address to the hidden folder. That’ll keep any notifications from dinging while she’s using my phone.

		As I’m doing that, I notice the subject line on the new email.

		You need to know who did this.

		“Phone?” Sydney says, barging into my room and reaching for it.

		I tear my gaze from the subject line. Talk about clickbait. I want to snort a laugh, maybe even tell Sydney, but I don’t. I just log out of my account, and then, for good measure, I shut down my email.

		“Seriously?” Sydney says. “Do you think I’m going to read your boring messages to Callum?”

		I hand her the phone. “Is that my shirt?”

		“Good eye.”

		She’s wearing one of my white button-downs. It’s two sizes too big for her small frame, and she’s going with that, wearing it with a tank top and leaving the shirt partly unbuttoned. One of Dad’s ties hangs loosely around the collar. A new skirt stops a few inches above her knees. She’s paired it with barber-shop-pole leggings and a pair of my Mary Janes.

		“Looking good,” I say.

		“Uh-huh.”

		“Dressier than your usual—”

		“Stop.”

		I lean against the wall. “I’m just saying you look very cute. So, a movie with Cassidy.”

		“Stop.”

		“If you want any advice…”

		She adjusts the tie. “I do not.”

		When I hesitate, she sighs and lifts her watch. “You may give me unwanted advice for exactly twenty seconds. Starting now.”

		When I say nothing, she looks over. “I was kidding, Blythe.”

		Kidding, and not kidding. I know that. I think of Gabrielle, ribbing me about trying desperately to reconnect with my little sister, like some cringe-y mom who wants to be BFFs with her teenage daughter.

		When we were little, Sydney followed me everywhere, and I loved it. I’d never understood kids who complained about younger siblings tagging along. I took my big-sister responsibilities very seriously. Still do.

		I want to be there for Sydney, guiding her and protecting her and sharing the infinite wisdom of my extra two years. Yes, I’m well aware just how ridiculous that sounds—I only want a bit of what we used to have.

		“Spill anything on that shirt, and I’ll force you to listen to twenty minutes of unwanted advice.”

		She tries to stifle a laugh. I smile and after she leaves, I get ready for my own night out.

		I hang around doing homework. Then I tell my parents I’m turning in early. They won’t bother me. That’s the beauty of having parents who are oh-so-respectful of their teens’ privacy. Also, the advantage to having a good-girl reputation.

		By 7:55, I’m slipping out my window into the gathering dark.

		

		—

		Tucker is in a quiet mood, as if someone has turned him down to half-power. When I get into the car, he murmurs “Hey,” adding a ghost of a smile, and then we’re on the road. He’s playing jazz on the stereo, so low it’s a murmured undercurrent. Tanya’s busy on her phone and only gives me a distracted nod before returning to whatever she’s doing.

		When we reach the edge of Darlington Hills, he rolls the windows down with, “Okay?”

		“Definitely.”

		“Putting the top down wouldn’t exactly be stealth mode, huh?” he says.

		I smile. “Maybe after?”

		He nods and turns up the music just enough to be heard. I settle into my seat, eyes closed as the country air glides over me, fragrant with the smell of fresh-cut fall grass.

		I relax as I haven’t in weeks, and it takes a moment to realize that’s the point. The country road. The lowered windows. Even the jazz, which is his style, but he knows I find it relaxing.

		“I’m sorry,” I say. “I should have called—or texted—after what happened Thursday.”

		“Didn’t expect you to.”

		“I still should have.”

		“From what I hear, you weren’t in any shape for chatting.” He glances over. “How are you doing?”

		“Holding up. Feeling…”

		Feeling weak. Feeling selfish. Like I should have snuck out to see Gabrielle days ago.

		I can’t say that in front of Tanya. She’d tell me not to be so stupid, that I had every right to be upset. Tanya’s idea of support feels a lot like an attack, as if I’m a third party insulting her friend. I don’t need that. I need this.This Tucker, the one at half-volume. The thoughtful one.

		I shrug and say, “Feeling okay, I guess. How about you?”

		Now the other Tucker glimmers through in an arched brow, one that says I know very well that he isn’t traumatized over what he witnessed. That’s not his wiring.

		“Do you think this is wrong?” I say. “Trying to see her?”

		“She needs her friends. If she doesn’t want us there, we’ll scram.”

		He passes me his phone. “GPS should show we’re getting close. Probably time to camo the car and move in on foot. Did you bring your sidearm?”

		I give him a look. “You are enjoying this far too much.”

		“Hey, most times I just waltz in and stir up shit. Stirring up shit while actively trying not to get caught is a unique opportunity. So, find us a camo spot, Agent Bliss. I’m counting on you.”

		I manage a faint but genuine smile. Then I get to work.

	
		NINE

		I find a hidden place to park. It’s on the road behind the hospital, down a lane that I presume is for farmers, because it doesn’t lead anywhere. Cornfields lie between us and the hospital. It’s harvest season, meaning the corn towers over our heads, and as we enter the field, I hold Tucker’s phone up to let the GPS guide us.

		“You guys do realize we’re creeping through a cornfield a week before Halloween,” Tucker says. “Classic horror setup.”

		After a few paces, he adds, “And we’re going to visit a friend in a mental hospital. Cornfield. Nighttime. Full moon. October. Psych ward. Do you know how many trope points we get for this? If it isn’t a horror movie, then it’s a perfectly good waste of a setup.”

		“Well, if it is, you know who’s dying first?” Tanya says. “The guy who won’t stop yammering about horror movies.”

		“Ooh, meta. I like it.”

		He stops suddenly, arms flinging out. Then he whispers. “Did you hear that?”

		We both go still, looking around.

		“Ten feet to the left, Bliss,” he whispers, as he steps close enough to brush my arm. “Tell me I’m not seeing a guy standing there.”

		I’m ready to slug him. Then I spot the figure of a man and inhale sharply.

		“It’s a scarecrow, asshole,” Tanya hisses.

		“Uh, yeah,” Tucker says. “But it moved. Didn’t you see that?”

		I do slug him then, and he shoots back a grin that sets off little firecrackers inside me.

		Tanya marches over to the scarecrow. “Oh, look, it’s a plaid shirt stuffed with straw. How terrifying. I—”

		“Tanya!” Tucker says, and she stumbles back.

		Tucker bursts out laughing, even as she smacks him twice as hard as I did.

		“You are having way too much fun,” I say.

		“Am I? Straw poll. No, wait, scale of one to ten.”

		“Four,” I say as Tanya says, “Six.” She looks at me. “Fine, five. But if you spook me again, Tuck, it’s an eight, and I will not be held responsible for how hard I hit you.”

		We continue on until Tucker’s arms shoot out again. When both Tanya and I wheel on him, he throws up his hands and gestures to a house light.

		I shake my head, and Tanya mutters about the dangers of crying wolf. As I turn, I spot a figure in the field to the side of the house. I startle as I spin toward it.

		“Bliss?” Tucker says.

		I squint into the field. Corn sways in the wind, but nothing else moves. I’m about to relax when a dark figure moves between rows of green stalks.

		I scurry beside Tucker and lift my hand to point, but the figure is gone.

		“Someone’s there,” I whisper.

		Tanya cocks an eyebrow at me. She’s asking if I’m trying to turn the tables on Tucker, because, if so, she’ll gladly join in. I shake my head.

		“I saw someone there,” I whisper. “Between the rows. I mean it.”

		Tanya’s expression says I’m jumping at shadows, spooked by Tucker’s goofing around. Tucker’s face stays serious, though, as he scans the stalks. Then he motions for us to wait while he slips off. He disappears into the corn. A moment later, he steps out and waves me over. As soon as I get close, I know there’s nothing there. Except there is. Behind the stalks stands another scarecrow.

		Tanya groans.

		“Is that what you saw, Bliss?” Tucker asks. From him, it’s an honest question, and if I say no, he’ll investigate further, no matter what Tanya says.

		Is this what I saw? I don’t think so. The scarecrow stands between the rows, and the figure seemed to be moving. Yet the wind’s making the leaves wave and rustle, and it’s entirely possible that’s the motion I actually saw.

		When I don’t answer, Tucker looks up and down the rows on either side of the scarecrow. Before he reaches the next row, I jog over to him.

		“It was the scarecrow,” I say. “No one’s out here.”

		He still checks that next row before agreeing and heading back to where Tanya waits.

		We approach with caution until we reach the back of the house, and it isn’t what I expected. At first, I’d figured Gabrielle was being held in a private wing of an institutional building. Then Tanya said it was a house in the country, and I relaxed. Gabrielle would get all the comforts of home plus peace and quiet. She’d have a bedroom, maybe a sitting room, and a private bath. There’d be a yard with gardens and lounge chairs and a swing under an old oak.

		The house itself is what I expected—a well-maintained farmhouse. The yard, though, is just grass and trees and fallen leaves. No gardens, no chairs, definitely no swing.

		There are also bars on the windows. I shiver. I should expect this. In her present state, Gabrielle can’t have the run of the house. Still, the sight of those bars and that barren yard chills me.

		“Doesn’t seem bad,” Tucker says, and there’s question in his voice. Does it seem bad to you, Bliss?

		“Not great, either,” Tanya says. “But I guess we can’t expect her to be at the Royal Grande. At least it doesn’t scream loony bin.”

		“Loony bin?” Tucker says. “Really?”

		She grants him an apologetic grimace. “Fine. My language was both imprecise and offensive. You get my meaning, though.”

		I nod. “At least it doesn’t look like something out of Tuck’s horror scenario.”

		The unused lawn is well-trimmed, with leaf piles. The bars are decorative wrought iron and only on the upper level. There are curtains on the downstairs windows.

		The window sheers are open, and through them, I see a pleasant sitting room. I’m stepping forward for a better look when Tucker catches my arm. He directs my attention and, with a start, I see a man walking through the yard.

		He’s thick-set, maybe forty, and dressed in an orderly or nurse’s uniform. He lifts something to his lips. It’s a vape pen. A nurse on a break, vaping in the yard. He pauses and takes out a phone with his free hand, and then begins thumbing through screens, as if checking messages.

		“I could grab him,” Tucker muses. “Knock him out. Sneak into the house.”

		“No, Tuck,” I say.

		“Yeah, knocking someone out is tricky. Could do permanent damage, and that wouldn’t be right.” He peers at the house. “Keep an eye on him when he goes back inside. Listen for the click of a dead bolt. I didn’t hear one before he came out.”

		The guy is heading for the house when a car rumbles into the drive. He pockets the vape pen and veers toward the drive.

		I motion that I want to see who drove in. The corn extends around that side of the house, and it should be safe.

		Tanya frowns, as if considering my request. My look reminds her that I’m not one of our classmates who’ll do as she says and later wonder who’d put her in charge.

		Tanya stays where she is. Tucker follows me, but only halfway, staying poised where he can watch over me.

		When I catch voices, one is instantly recognizable.

		“Where’s Greta?” Dr. Washington calls to the nurse. “She was supposed to send me an update an hour ago, and she’s not answering her phone.”

		“She left early,” the man says. “Got a call from one of her kids. Mr. Martel said she could go.”

		I glance toward Tucker, ten feet away. I’m wondering whether it’s possible that he intercepted that call to his dad and impersonated him. He can pull that off so well that the school started demanding video chats to prove they were really speaking to Mr. Martel. It would have been a stroke of good luck if Greta asked to leave early, and Tucker gave her the go-ahead to leave early, but he shakes his head.

		Still, it’s a lucky break if only one person is on duty. Or it will be once Dr. Washington leaves. She shuts her car door and heads for the house.

		“In future,” she says, “I want to be informed of any staff changes. I presume Greta isn’t taking my call so I can’t send her back on her shift, but I thought something was wrong. I don’t appreciate having to come out here at this hour.”

		Gravel crunches under her feet as she heads to the house. “Who’s watching Gabrielle?”

		“She’s sleeping. Has been for hours.”

		“You left her alone?”

		The slap of the front door closing cuts off the man’s reply. Lights flick on, but I barely notice. I’m staring at the house. Staring and thinking.

		When Tucker moves up beside me, I whisper, “Gabi was alone. If we had caused a distraction and lured that guy away…”

		“Then we’d have been caught by Dr. Washington,” Tanya says as she slips over. “We had a five-minute window. Not enough.”

		“But we have additional intel now, right?” Tucker says. “Two nurses on duty. Both seem like they’d be happy if my dad called and said one could take off early.”

		I look toward the house.

		“Nothing we can do tonight,” Tanya says. “Honestly, I didn’t figure we’d get in to see her. This is mostly recon work. Getting a feel for the situation. Which we did, right?”

		I nod, and with reluctance, I let them lead me away.

		SYDNEY

		Stood up.

		Sydney’s heard the term. Now she has experienced it in all its shitty glory.

		She shouldn’t say “stood up.” This wasn’t a date. Sure, she likes Cassidy, but they’ve never had that conversation. Sydney has never had that conversation with anyone, isn’t even sure how it goes.

		Hey, do you like girls? Wow, me too. Cool.

		It sucks that there has to be a conversation. No guy is going to say, “Hey, Sydney, do you like boys?” The onus would be on her to explain, and then, if what she’s heard is true, she’ll have to deal with crap like, “Maybe I can change your mind.”

		Sydney slumps against the theater wall. She got the feeling Cassidy might like girls, too, but if not, that was cool—they could just be friends.

		So, what happened? Tonight had been Cassidy’s idea.

		Sydney has replayed every conversation since the invitation and sees nothing that could have scared Cassidy off. They’d played games while chatting on Discord. The usual thing—half in-game chatter and half real-life conversation. They’d talked just this afternoon. Before leaving, Sydney had mentioned she was using her sister’s phone, and that’d been fine. Thirty minutes later, she got the text.

		
			Cassidy: Hey, stuff came up. Rain check?

			Sydney: Everything okay?

			Cassidy: Sure, sure. Just stuff, you know? You aren’t at the theater yet, are you?

		

		It had been ten minutes to showtime. Of course, Sydney was at the theater. Still, she replied that she was just heading out the door.

		Stuff came up.

		Just stuff, you know?

		As Sydney walks toward the parking lot, she catches a glimpse of her outfit in the box-office window.Oh, shit. Wasthis  the problem?

		At school today, she’d worn a vintage Metallica tee and leggings. C-Prep prided itself on fostering individual expression, which meant no uniforms or even dress codes. Sydney took full advantage, much to her sister’s quiet dismay.

		In freshman year, Sydney had learned that dressing well can be interpreted as a mating display. Clearly, you wouldn’t wear makeup and a cute little miniskirt if you didn’t want a boyfriend, right?

		For Sydney, clothing is both a personal expression and a wall that renders her invisible. Tonight, though, she didn’t want to hide. Is this why Cassidy bailed? She’d shown up, seen Sydney from a distance, and thought, “Holy shit, the kid thinks this is a date.”

		The kid likes girls.

		The kid is a lesbian.

		Sydney shivers, arms wrapping tight around herself. That must be it. Cassidy had seen how she was dressed and ran.

		Except that isn’t fair. People do dress up just to go out with friends.

		Sydney rubs her face. She can’t spend the evening brooding in a parking lot. She can’t call for a ride yet, either. That would mean explaining why she’s home early.

		Her gaze lands on a tiny shop tucked between a Starbucks and a GameStop. A Slice of Heaven. Mom’s favorite post-movie stop. If Sydney is stuck here, she might as well drown her sorrows in pie. At least that’s a little less clichéd than ice cream.

		The pie shop is tiny, with a ring of counter seating along the wall. She tucks into the back corner with a slice of apple pie and a glass of water. Then she pulls out her phone.

		It’s not her phone.

		Damn it. How’s she supposed to kill two hours? She thumbs through the apps, hoping for a game. None. Typical. Blythe might play them, but she won’t have them on her phone where she can be distracted.

		Sydney’s thumb hovers over the messaging app, but she doesn’t tap it. Reading about her sister’s social life would be even more boring than staring into space for two hours. Or that’s the excuse, which sounds better than admitting she doesn’t feel right invading Blythe’s privacy.

		She considers posting on Blythe’s Instagram. Find a really embarrassing picture in her photos and stick it up with “Feeling cute, might delete later.”

		Sydney logs into her own Instagram instead, only to see a photo of Cassidy, grinning through a cat-face filter. Sydney shuts it fast and—

		A text pops up.

		
			Gabrielle: Blythe?

		

		Sydney stares at it. Then she quickly opens the message app to text Blythe and let her know…

		This is Blythe’s phone. Duh.

		Sydney twists on her swivel seat. Should she call Mom? Pass along the message that Gabrielle is trying to contact Blythe?

		What if Gabrielle’s not supposed to have her phone? Then Sydney would be tattling.

		Sydney needs to get home. Except by then, Gabrielle might not have her phone anymore. She might think Blythe doesn’t want to talk to her, that she’s freaked out by what happened and doesn’t want anything to do with her “crazy” friend.

		Sydney should tell Gabrielle it’s her. Explain the situation.

		What if telling Gabrielle that it’s Sydney scares her off? Especially if she’s not supposed to be calling.

		When the answer hits, it’s kind of brilliant. Sydney should respond to Gabrielle in a way that makes her think it’s Blythe without actually saying so. Keep her on the phone until she can turn it over to Blythe.

		
			Sydney: Hey! You got your phone back. That’s great! How are you doing?

			Gabrielle: I need help.

		

		Sydney’s gut twists in shame, as if she’s reading her sister’s private messages.

		
			Sydney: What’s wrong?

		

		She winces.

		Besides the fact you had a breakdown and tried to kill yourself and now you’re in a psych hospital?

		
			Sydney: I mean, are you safe right now?

		

		There, that sounds like Blythe.

		
			Gabrielle: I think so, but I need to see you.

			Sydney: At the hospital?

		

		Sydney exhales in relief. There. She can sign off and get a ride home, and then let Blythe take over.

		
			Gabrielle: I’m not at the hospital.

		

		Sydney’s stomach twists again.

		
			Sydney: They released you?

			Gabrielle: No, I escaped. I need to talk to you. Please. I’m outside Jitterbug.

		

		Oh shit. Shit, shit, shit.

		Sydney stares at the phone. Gabrielle has escaped the psych hospital. Sydney should tell her parents, but that feels wrong. Gabrielle said she was scared. What if the people at the hospital are hurting her?

		She should tell Blythe. Her sister will know what to do.

		But Gabrielle just escaped from a psych ward.

		Sydney has been trying to forget the scene in the cafeteria. Gabrielle with a box cutter in her hand. Gabrielle out of her mind, a ranting stranger, and all Sydney wanted to do was scream at her sister to get out of there.

		But Blythe didn’t get out of there. Gabrielle had been in trouble, and Blythe wouldn’t leave her.

		Is Sydney going to let Blythe walk into that again? Let her meet Gabrielle, when she has no idea whether this is the real Gabrielle or that girl on the ladder?

		Sydney can’t call her parents, in case Gabrielle had a reason to escape.

		She can’t call Blythe, in case Gabrielle isn’t in her right mind.

		What Gabrielle needs is someone in the middle. Someone who cares about her, but won’t risk her own safety.

		Go to Jitterbug. Assess the situation from a safe distance. Then make the call.

		

		—

		Sydney calls a ride-share to Jitterbug. She’s not supposed to do that. Her parents don’t trust those services. That’s fine for Blythe, who has friends with cars. How is Sydney supposed to get around? Call her parents like a little kid? There’s no bus service in Darlington Hills, and taxis are expensive.

		For all her grumbling, though, Sydney must admit she’s relieved when the driver barely glances in her direction. He chats a little, but it’s grown-up-to-teen awkward-friendly, nothing more.

		Jitterbug is downtown. Sydney has heard visitors say how lovely downtown Darlington Hills is with its pretty historic buildings. They’re fake. The city planners wanted an old-fashioned downtown, so they built one, full of independent shops and town services that bring people into the core. The rec center and pool are there. The city high school is down the road, and the library is right next to Jitterbug.

		Sydney has the driver let her out across the road from the library, so Gabrielle won’t see it’s her instead of Blythe. Sydney texts Gabrielle with “I’m here!” Then she stands on the curb and peers at Jitterbug. There’s no sign of Gabrielle outside. Through the windows, Sydney can see a few C-Prep students and a bunch of Darlington High kids. There’s no sign of Gabrielle.

		She checks Blythe’s phone. Her message sits there, delivered but unread. She sends another.

		
			Sydney: Hey, I’m here. You around?

		

		When it moves into the same Delivered status, Sydney frowns. Has someone already picked Gabrielle up? Maybe, in her confusion, she’d walked into Jitterbug, and someone had called the police.

		A shape moves across the road, in the unpaved lane between the library and the coffee shop. There’s parking for staff and visitors at the rear, but the library closed at eight, and it’s dark now. The lane’s dark, too, the streetlights illuminating only the first few feet.

		A figure moves into the glow of one of those streetlamps. A small, slight figure in sweats, with the hood pulled up. From the shape, it looks like a girl. She takes out a cell phone, and when she leans over the screen, braids slip from her hood. With an impatient hand, she pushes them back, giving Sydney a look at her face.

		Gabrielle.

		The two messages go into Read status, and dots show Gabrielle is typing as Sydney watches her do exactly that.

		
			Gabrielle: I’m in the lane beside the library.

		

		Sydney’s about to step out and wave when she remembers Gabrielle is expecting Blythe. She slips into the shadows to consider her next move. Should she text and admit it’s Sydney? What if that spooks Gabrielle into running? Same as walking across the road to greet her. It seems risky. She needs to talk to Gabrielle, face-to-face, and assure her it’s all good, she won’t turn her in. She also needs to be sure Gabrielle’s fine, that she’s not going to freak out and…well, Sydney can’t imagine Gabrielle would ever hurt her, but she also couldn’t have imagined her up on that ladder in the cafeteria, snarling and cursing and threatening anyone who came near.

		Sydney must be careful, for everyone’s sake. Blythe might consider her little sister impulsive and reckless, but Sydney is perfectly capable of thinking something through and making responsible choices, and she’s going to prove that.

		Sticking to the shadows, Sydney moves to the corner. Then she crosses over to creep around the library and come up on Gabrielle that way, to get a better look at her and cut off her escape route, if she gets spooked.

		As Sydney nears the lane, she sticks to the shadows cast by the building. That’s easy. There aren’t any security floodlights on the library. In Darlington Hills, they’d probably be thrilled if teenagers decided to break in and steal books. At least they’d be reading.

		That reminds Sydney of overhearing Blythe telling Gabrielle that Tucker breaks into the library sometimes. Not to steal books, but to borrow them after hours, when he really wants the next in a series. Gabrielle had been scandalized. Deliciously scandalized, which even Sydney thought was kind of adorable.

		What happened to that Gabrielle? The one who’d collapsed into giggles and “Oh my God, he didn’t!” tittering. How did you go from that to threatening people with a box cutter?

		Mental illness, her mom would say. Someone who needs help.

		Sydney squares her shoulders. Well, “help” is what she’s here for.

		She peeks around the building to see an empty lane. Gabrielle is gone.

		When something moves, Sydney turns to see a figure heading into the strip of forest behind the library, a border of trees separating it from the rec center soccer fields. Trails lead through, and the figure is moving along one. From here, all Sydney can make out is a hooded figure, but it must be Gabrielle.

		Sydney takes off after her. She reaches the trail and peers into the forest. It seems empty. Then she sees the figure at the end, leaving the trail and heading into the field beyond. Sydney follows. She jogs along the trail and emerges in a meadow.

		To her right are the soccer fields. Ahead is a picnic area. Off to the left, there’s an overgrown patch with an old drainage pipe, the end covered in a locked rusting-metal gate. She remembers that from her soccer days, when she’d occasionally wander off to explore the field, which was far more interesting than the game. She’d spent far too long trying to pick the lock on that drain, hoping to sneak into the tunnel.

		Sydney peers over the dark field. Brush crackles in the overgrown part near the drainpipe. She’s heading that way when something hits her from behind. Some one hits her, plowing into her, making her stagger as her ankle gives way. She catches a glimpse of a dark hoodie before her attacker knocks her face-first to the ground. Sydney twists, trying to flip over, but her attacker leaps onto her back. There’s a flash of pain, and everything goes dark.

	
		TEN

		BLYTHE

		I don’t want to go home yet. I want to be with Tucker and Tanya, the two people who best understand my fears for Gabrielle. It’s a chance to recapture a bit of what we all shared once upon a time. Before Devon moved to California. Before I stepped away from Tucker, and before Tanya stepped away from me. And then Gabrielle. Then I lost Gabrielle.

		I haven’t really processed all of this until tonight. Friends stepping aside. Friends drifting apart. Friends being taken away. The crew disbanding, piece by piece.

		When I think about that, the guilt ignites. This isn’t about me. What matters is that Gabrielle is in trouble. Yet, tonight I can acknowledge that the reality of Gabrielle’s situation doesn’t erase my own feelings. I can be worried sick about her and also miss her.

		When Tucker says, “You want to go to the hill?” I say yes so fast that Tanya snorts from the back seat.

		“Stop first?” he asks.

		“Please.”

		I don’t ask what we’re stopping for. It’s part of the ritual. The “hill” is between Darlington Hills and Weston, a village that’s the polar opposite of our exurb city. Weston is mostly working class, mostly rural. On the edge, there’s a gas station with a convenience store. As kids biking out to the hill, we’d detour there for snacks. These days, there’s an added appeal—the owners will sell us booze. Well, no. They’ll sell Tucker booze.

		Tucker might be tall, but no one can mistake him for a twenty-one-year-old. The shop owners don’t care because they like him. He’s polite and charming. Also, none of us has ever swiped so much as a candy bar, and the owners seem to credit Tucker with that. Which is hilarious, but it works in our favor. As long as no one else is in the store, they’ll let him buy beer or coolers “for his dad.” He won’t drink them, of course, but we appreciate it.

		Tonight, we get M&Ms, two bottles of soda, and a six-pack of coolers. Then we take our stash to the meadow hill.

		Tanya and I carry the snacks. Tucker brings blankets. One gets spread on the hill and the other over our legs as we sit. We drink and eat and talk, and it isn’t long before we’re lying on our backs, gazing up at the star-dappled night sky. It’s also not long before Tanya declares she needs to stretch her legs and wanders off. Not exactly subtle.

		I take a swig of my cooler and feel it warm my insides against the cool October air. The smell of burning brush wafts over.

		I think about Gabrielle. About how close we’d been to her tonight. Did we leave too soon? Should we have hung around until Dr. Washington left? Should we have snuck in while the nurse was outside?

		I don’t know. I’m torn between “absolutely” and acknowledging that seeing Gabrielle might be more about easing my fears than helping my friend. I want to see her. To make sure she’s okay. To tell her that I’m here for her.

		Is that enough reason to break her treatment protocols? I’m not sure. I just know that there’s nothing I can do tonight, and I need to push past that and enjoy this moment with my friends, and try—really try—not to feel guilty about enjoying myself when Gabrielle can’t be here.

		As Tucker sips his soda, I peek over and say, “Tonight may have been a bust, but you could get a story from it. A proper Halloween tale about a properly haunted cornfield and the unwary teens who cross it to see their friend in a psych hospital.”

		His nose wrinkles. “Nah, you wouldn’t want to read that. A story should be an escape. The cornfield, yes. Haunted, yes. But they need another reason to be there.”

		“Going to check out an abandoned house?” I pause. “No, too clichéd.”

		He flips onto his side. “Forget motive. In a story like this, any throwaway excuse works. The plot is the cornfield. What’s in it?”

		“Maybe the scarecrow is actually a person, who punishes the kids for throwing rocks at him.”

		“Didn’t we read something like that?”

		“Right. Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark.” I laugh. “Do you remember when…”

		My words trail off as something in me takes flight, a dart of joy that’s been grounded for months, guarded by a sign that warns “Here be monsters.” Except the monster isn’t Tucker. It’s us, together.

		It’s easy to think that when I’m alone. Yet being here with him, I don’t see monsters. I don’t catch even a glimpse of them lurking in the shadows. This is light. This is freedom.

		“Do you remember the one about the red spot?” I say. “Devon was the first of us to get a zit, and you kept reminding him of the story.”

		We go on like that for a while, remembering the stories and how we’d tormented one another with them. Then we circle back.

		“The scarecrow should be a red herring,” he says.

		“It could seem as if it’s human. Make the reader think that’s the twist.”

		Tucker stretches out his arm, head on his bicep, hair hanging over one eye as his gaze goes distant.

		“What if it’s the corn?” he muses. “The actual corn. Something’s wrong with it.” Another pause. “Maybe it’s not a cornfield. It’s a corn maze.”

		“A killer corn maze?” I say. “Remember that one we went to with Andre?”

		“With the rat?”

		“Yes! All those people leaping out with axes and knives, scaring us shitless while Andre’s totally cool, until a rat runs across the path. He freaks, and the farmer scratches his head. All the jump scares, and this kid barely blinks, but a regular barn rat?” I snicker. “City boy loses his shit.”

		“Good times.”

		“And then someone spent the next year putting toy rats in his locker and fake rat turds in his bedroom, even bought him a former lab rat as a pet…” I glance over. “How is Nicodemus anyway?”

		“Still enjoying his retirement.”

		I smile at the memories. Tucker looks over, and our eyes meet, and part of me wants to cry. Why am I putting myself through this? Putting us both through it? Since when are teenagers supposed to do what their parents want?

		Let’s be honest, though. I’m the kid who colors within the lines. I use sidewalks. I cross at corners. I wait for the light to change. Even sneaking out like this awakens a whisper of anxiety.

		Tucker and I never caused trouble for the sake of causing trouble. There had to be a reason. That’s his code, and it silenced that whisper of dread and doom. “Wrong” is subjective when it comes to destroying the phone of a kid who took nude photos of your friends.

		Lying under the stars, deep in our silly conversation, my gut says this is right. My brain says the same. My heart says yes, oh yes, please, I need this back in my life, need him back in it.

		My parents aren’t the reason I’m staying away from Tucker. They’re the excuse. This is about me. I’m afraid of what I could push him to do. What he might do for me.

		Our parents fear his influence on me. I fear my own influence on him.

		“Bliss?”

		He’s watching me, blue eyes shadowed.

		“Something you want to talk about?” he asks.

		I almost laugh at that. A bitter, hollow laugh. He knows me so well.

		“Blythe!” Tanya calls.

		Footsteps thud on the hard earth, and we bolt upright to see Tanya racing up the hill, cell phone in hand.

		“Sydney called,” she says, panting. “She’s in trouble.”

		SYDNEY

		Sydney lifts her head. Her chin’s wet, and she tastes dirt, and there’s a moment where she thinks she’s on the ball diamond, sliding into home plate, every muscle on fire but that dirt tasting like victory.

		The world dips from black to gray, and then to black again. Her head throbs, and she can’t hold it up. When she lets go, there’s a splash, and muds seeps into her mouth. She forces her head up again, gritting her teeth against the pain. Pain in her head. Pain in her ankle.

		She struggles to focus, but thoughts slip and slide out of reach. All she knows is that she hurts so much, and it’s dark, and there’s mud, and she needs to get help.

		She tries to push up onto her knees, but her head smacks hard against concrete. As she doubles over, retching, something hits the mud with a plop and a blue glow.

		She forces herself to look down, however much it hurts. The light disappears, but she’s already feeling around where she’d seen it. Her fingers close over a familiar thin rectangle of metal and glass.

		Her phone.

		She tugs it up. A message flashes, saying it can’t recognize her face, and she needs to use the passcode. She taps it in and gets a failure message. Then she sees the screen-lock image. It’s a shot of six kids, maybe aged twelve or thirteen, on a jungle gym, contorted so they’ll all fit in the shot. Blythe and Tanya with their heads together. Tucker flat on the ground, acting like they shoved him there. Andre’s head thrown back in a laugh. Devon and Gabrielle giggling.

		Gabrielle.

		Sydney shivers, but she doesn’t know why. Then she remembers that Gabrielle is sick and in the hospital. It feels like more, though. Like there’s a reason—

		An image flashes. Gabrielle in the lane. Gabrielle walking into the forest. The rest comes tumbling back and leaves Sydney gasping, fingers shaking as she clutches her phone.

		Not her phone. Blythe’s.

		She punches in the proper code. Then her brain stalls, and she’s staring down at the unfamiliar screen again.

		Where is she? Why does her head hurt?

		She feels as if she should know the answers. They’d been there a moment ago. When she tries to focus, her head throbs and her stomach lurches.

		Help. Get help.

		There’s a phone in her hand.

		She blinks at it. Not her phone. Whose phone is she holding? Where’s hers?

		Sydney runs her thumb over the screen, blinking as she struggles to focus. She must have hit a button, because a box pops up. She can’t read it, though. The letters are blurry.

		A voice comes on. A girl’s voice. “Hello?”

		Sydney’s mouth opens, but she can’t think of what to say.

		“Sydney?” the girl says. “Is this you, Syd?”

		She manages to croak, “Hello?”

		“Hey, Syd. What’s up?”

		More blinking as she struggles to corral her thoughts. Struggles to find thoughts.

		What’s that smell?

		There’s a sharp, acrid odor where there hadn’t been one before.

		“Syd? Did you butt-dial me with Blythe’s phone?”

		“What’s that smell?”

		Sydney doesn’t realize she’s spoken aloud until the girl says, “Smell?”

		“Something smells,” Sydney croaks. “My head hurts.”

		The voice sharpens. “Syd? Where are you?”

		The smell comes stronger now, and Sydney’s eyes widen. “Fire,” she whispers.

		“Sydney? Focus. Where are you?”

		The smell washes over her, smoke rolling in, and she gasps. The girl says something hard and sharp, but the phone’s already fallen from Sydney’s hand.

		Smoke.

		Fire.

		Smoke billows over her, choking her. Inside her skull, something cracks, her jumbled mind spitting out flashes.

		Fire. So much fire. Everything’s aflame, and she’s screaming for help.

		A match pinched between her fingers. The flame hypnotizing her.

		Screams. Her screams. Sirens cutting through the night. Arms holding her. Arms yanking her back as she tries to run into the fire.

		“You’re safe now, Libby.”

		The smell of smoke and antiseptic. Harsh lights. Metal tables. Sitting on one with her legs dangling.

		“Libby,” a voice says. “Libby, what have you done?”

		Sydney’s head jerks up, and she gasps for air, but all she can smell is smoke, filling her lungs, drowning her. She tries to scream, but can only manage a rasping whisper. She pushes up. Pain blasts through her head, and her foot screams.

		Must get out. Get out of the fire.

		She lurches forward, and her hands slip in the mud, and she scrambles to get up again, but the throb in her head swallows everything.

	
		ELEVEN

		BLYTHE

		Sydney called. She’s in trouble.

		Those words have been pounding through my head since Tanya came running up the hill. They’re so loud they drown out thought, and I want to scream at them to be silent. I can’t help my sister if I’m paralyzed with fear. Which only fuels my panic. Sydney needs me, and I’m going to fail. She’s hurt and in trouble, and it’s all my fault.

		How is it my fault? I have no idea. That screaming siren isn’t logical. It never is.

		Sydney fell off her bike, and it’s my fault.

		Sydney was flashed by some pervert in the park, and it’s my fault.

		Sydney ended up in the hospital with the flu, and it’s my fault.

		It doesn’t matter if I wasn’t with her when she fell off her bike or encountered that pervert. Doesn’t matter if I didn’t bring that flu virus home. The siren in my brain screams that it’s always my fault.

		What if it is my fault? What if it’s connected to those emails, someone targeting me for…

		For what? That makes no sense. The emails are phishing, and even if they aren’t, the sender wasn’t threatening me.

		Tucker bustles me into the passenger seat, with my legs out the door. Then he kneels in front of me saying, “Breathe, just breathe,” until the panic fades enough for me to gather my thoughts.

		“W-we need to get to—”

		“Already on it,” Tanya says as she gets into the driver’s seat. “I’ve still got you on FriendTag. Sydney was near the library last time it picked up her location.”

		“You want to climb in the back with me?” Tucker asks.

		I nod, and he helps me in. Once the car’s in motion, I say what would have been most people’s first words.

		“What happened?”

		“Syd called me,” Tanya says. “I think she just redialed your last number. She said her head hurt, and she smelled fire.”

		I jerk upright.

		Tanya’s eyes meet mine in the mirror. “Yeah, I know. But her phobia may mean we’re overreacting. Lots of leaf burning this time of year. There’s a residential street right beside the library.”

		“What about her head?”

		“Could be a migraine, like you get. Her first one, and it’s making her confused.” She glances back again. “Do you know why she’d be at the library?”

		“She was probably at Jitterbug. She was supposed to go to a movie with a new friend from coding camp.”

		“Ooh,” Tucker says. “Is it Cassidy? She told me about Cassidy.” He waggles his brows. “Was it a date?”

		“Not the time, Tuck,” Tanya warns.

		I murmur that it’s fine. He’s trying to get my mind off the situation, and I appreciate that.

		“Wait,” I say. “So, where’s Cassidy when all this is happening?”

		“What’s this Cassidy’s last name?” Tucker says, lifting his phone. “Identifying info?”

		I feed him what I know, which isn’t much. Cassidy lives closer to Chicago. She’s a junior—a year younger than me and a year older than Sydney. The best lead is the coding. Running a teen camp while you’re still a teen yourself is an accomplishment.

		That’s how Tucker finds her. Cassidy Norgrove has been in three newspapers—including the Tribune— for winning awards. With her last name and a few other details, he tracks her down on social media. Some of it is on platforms I don’t use, but she has a HeyLo profile, and she’s online. I log into my account on Tucker’s phone and ping her with, “It’s Blythe Warren, Sydney’s sister.”

		Five minutes pass. Then the message pings back a simple “Hey!”

		
			Me: I’m looking for Sydney. You guys went to a show tonight, right?

			Cassidy: We were supposed to, but I had to bail.

			Me: When was this?

			Cassidy: Before the movie started. She said she hadn’t left home.

			Me: Our dad drove her in.

			Cassidy: Oh. I’m sorry. Stuff came up.

		

		Stuff? You bailed on my sister for “stuff”?

		
			Me: Have you heard from her since?

			Cassidy: No.

			Cassidy: Wait. You said you were looking for her? She didn’t go home?

		

		No, because some girl stood her up, and she was too embarrassed to admit it.

		
			Me: If you hear from her, let me know.

			Cassidy: Wait! She has your phone, right?

			Me: She’s not answering. She called a friend of mine and seemed to be in trouble.

		

		I’m being a bitch here. Giving Cassidy more than she needs to know, so I can make a point.

		You stood up my sister, and now something’s happened to her.

		
			Cassidy: What can I do?

			Me: I need to go.

			Cassidy: I’m serious. Let me help. What do you have on your phone? Any location services shared with friends?

			Me: FriendTag. We’re heading to her last-known location.

			Cassidy: Is it her current location? If not, I can help you find that. Please. I’m sending you my number. Call me. Tech is my thing, remember? Let me help.

		

		I reply that I’ll let her know, and then I sign off.

		

		—

		Dad jokes that downtown Darlington Hills rolls up the sidewalks at eight, and that’s pretty much true. At ten, it’s as dark and empty as it will be at three a.m., which I know, having been here at three a.m. in middle school, when Tucker wanted to see what it was like. “Boring” was the consensus.

		We follow FriendTag to the lane behind the library. The GPS must be glitching—there’s no reason for Sydney to be here. My guess is that she went to Jitterbug to get a snack while killing time before calling for a lift.

		“Does that make sense?” Tucker asks when I say it. He’s standing in the lane, his face in shadow. “The theater is five miles away.”

		“Maybe she called a friend to pick her up for coffee,” Tanya says.

		Tucker has already moved on, pacing the lane, phone light shining on the ground.

		“I don’t see why she’d be out here, Tuck,” I say.

		“But we don’t see why she’d be in Jitterbug either, right?” He bends and squints at something. Before I can move closer, he’s up and following something in the dirt.

		“Tuck?” Tanya says.

		“Footprints. Looks like someone was pacing out here after the librarian left. The footprints go through the tire tracks.”

		He points out the marks. Shoe prints with the same tread pattern, but none clear enough to make out a size.

		“I’m texting Cassidy,” I say.

		I fire off a message to the number Cassidy gave me. She responds in a heartbeat, and we text furiously for a few minutes as she gathers information about my phone. Information that will, apparently, allow her to track it without a request, which sounds a whole lot more like hacking than coding. Or, if Cassidy’s responsible for what happened to my sister, then she’s asking for random stuff to pretend she can track my phone.

		When Tanya’s phone rings, I answer to hear a girl’s voice with a faint British accent. “It’s Cassidy.”

		“Blythe.” I put the phone on speaker for Tucker and Tanya. “What have you got for me?”

		“Syd was texting with someone.”

		“Who?”

		“I can get a number if we decide it’s important, but right now, I can just tell that she sent texts. I’m seeing cellular activity, and I can use that to identify roughly where she was at the time. You’re right that she was over by the movie theater when I texted her. Then she moved—caught a cab or something—to the library. Before and after that, she was texting. Maybe planning a meet-up with a friend?”

		I glance at the others. “We considered that. After you blew her off, she might have called a friend.”

		“I didn’t—” Cassidy exhales. “It wasn’t like that, but fair enough. Point is that she went to where you are now and texted some more, followed by about twenty minutes of silence. Then she called someone.”

		“This phone,” I say. “We think she hit redial. She didn’t seem to know who she’d called.”

		“After that, the phone goes quiet. I’m having trouble geo-­locating that call. There seems to be interference.”

		“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Tanya says.

		“Excuse me?” Cassidy says.

		“That’s—” I begin.

		Tanya snatches the phone from my hand. “It’s the chick who owns this phone. The friend Sydney called. Tanya.”

		“Oh! Tanya? You have a brother, right? Sydney’s told me—”

		“Cut the shit.”

		“Excuse me?”

		I motion for the phone, but only half-heartedly. Sometimes, it’s better just to let Tanya run with it.

		“Don’t pull that ‘excuse me?’ shit, like you’re a little old lady I cut off in traffic. You were supposed to be with Sydney tonight. Now she’s missing, and you say you weren’t with her, but we have no way of proving that, so excuse me if I’m suspicious.”

		“Were you with my sister tonight?” I ask.

		“No. I swear I haven’t left the house,” Cassidy says. “I’m grounded. That’s what happened. My parents don’t like me going out on weekdays, and they grounded me for making plans, which is really embarrassing, so I didn’t explain it to Syd, and she probably took it the wrong way.”

		Why make plans if she’s not allowed out on weeknights? I don’t like her excuse.

		“Oh!” Cassidy says. “I’ve pinpointed the origin of the call. I can’t get the exact location, but I can get you close. It’s nearby.”

		“Direct us,” Tucker says, and she does.

		

		—

		Behind the library, there’s a stand of old-growth forest cushioning the building from the rec center soccer fields and baseball diamonds. Somewhere in here is my sister.

		The first thing I notice is the smell of smoke. That sets me at a run, until I discover it’s exactly what Tanya postulated—someone is having a bonfire in the neighborhood beyond.

		Why would Sydney have come out here? Did someone bring her here? Lure her here?

		I take deep breaths and remind myself that wild speculation won’t help. Tucker rubs the back of my arm—a simple, steadying, wordless gesture that clears my mind better than any stern self-talk.

		We canvas the small forest looking for my sister. Tanya has wandered off, as usual, going her own way as she searches. I’m with Tucker, using his phone for light.

		“I think Sydney might have been attacked,” I say. “She said her head hurt, and she seemed confused.”

		“Yeah.” His tone is neutral, as if he’s agreeing with me, but I know it means he’s already thought of this. He just hadn’t wanted to freak me out more.

		“She could also have fallen,” I say. “Fell and hit her head, maybe?”

		He nods, but we both know that doesn’t make sense.

		“She gets hit,” I say. “Some rando attacks her. She runs into the forest here and manages to call Tanya, then passes out.” I squint over at the second light. “Tanya?”

		“I can hear you,” she calls back. “You mean she might be on the ground, so keep an eye out underfoot. Not sure how much that helps, though.”

		I see her point. This isn’t like regular forest, with plenty of bushes and thick undergrowth that could hide Sydney’s fallen form. It’s just trees. Leaves blanket the ground, but I don’t see any piles deep enough for someone to collapse unseen.

		Tucker crouches and shines his light around. Tanya does the same from her spot fifty feet away. They continue like that, walking a bit, and then crouching to illuminate the surrounding ground. As they do, I peer toward the distant neighborhood and inhale the smoke of burning leaves.

		Something’s not right.

		I walk a little way from Tucker. The smell of a leaf fire surges and then fades.

		It’s breezy tonight. One minute I smell the fire, and the next I don’t.

		So?

		A few more steps, and the breeze changes, and the smell of smoke surges…but it’s different. And it’s coming from the wrong direction.

		I pick up my pace, squinting to see in the darkness. There’s light ahead—moonlight—as I come to the edge of the forest.

		“Bliss?”

		I wave a hand, telling Tucker I’m fine. I reach the forest’s edge and gaze out at the soccer fields. As I walk into the field, my foot hits something white. I bend down, but it’s only a plastic fork from last weekend’s harvest festival.

		I’m rising when the wind shifts again, and that other smoke smell hits strong. When I stand, it dissipates. I bend again, track the direction, and then stride that way. Ahead, the ground dips toward a drainage pipe. That’s where the smell comes from.

		I pick up speed. “Sydney?”

		Footsteps pound in the forest. Tucker appears, Tanya close behind. I wave to tell them I don’t have her, but I keep running toward the pipe.

		The smell hits as soon as I reach it. Smoke.

		“Tuck—” I begin, and he’s there before I can finish, shoving his phone toward me, the flashlight on.

		I crouch at the mouth of the pipe. The stink of rotting leaves wafts up. I focus on the smoke and spot a tiny smoldering fire just outside the grate. The rusted hatch is shut, the usual padlock nowhere to be seen.

		I throw open the gate, and Tanya says, “There!”

		She waves her light, and I see my sister facedown in mud and rotting leaves. I scramble through the gate, rusted metal scraping my shins.

		I grab her shoulder and shake, flipping her over with the force. She’s like a rag doll in my hands. An image flashes: Sydney as a little girl, far below me, lying on the ground with her limbs askew as someone screams.

		The vision vanishes, and I’m screaming. Sydney jolts awake, her arms and legs flailing. She smacks me and gibbers something I don’t catch, but then she’s blinking in the flashlight beam, blinking hard.

		“Blythe?” she says.

		I reach for her, and she collapses into my arms.

	
		TWELVE

		Sydney’s head is bleeding, and her ankle’s twisted. When I called Mom, she said she’d meet us at our private clinic. It’s at the lab where our parents work. Yet another perk of being employed by a medical research firm.

		I’m in the rear seat with Sydney, holding her. She’s drifted out of consciousness. Tucker glances back, and his mouth hardens.

		“When they find who did this…,” he says, and when his words trail off, I realize it’s a question, even if there’s no inflection in his voice.

		“When they find who did this,” I say, “the police will handle it.”

		He meets my gaze, and I can tell he wants to say more. If the police handle it, sure, but if they don’t, then someone should, and by someone, I mean me.

		“The police will handle it,” I say, firmer.

		“They damn well better,” Tanya says.

		“Can we talk about something else?” I ask. “I’m going to have to explain why I wasn’t at home…and why I’m with Tucker.”

		“No need for the Tucker part,” she says. “I can drop him off.”

		I glance down at Sydney and shake my head. “I’m not asking her to lie.”

		“Agreed,” Tucker says. “I’ll take the blame. I’ll say I showed up.”

		“No,” Tanya says. “We’ll say we called you. Blythe snuck out to hang with me, and we got the call from Syd, so I called you in because you have the car.”

		That’s perfectly reasonable. Yet the moment I get to the clinic, where Mom and Dad are waiting, I say, “Yes, I was with Tucker.”

		Tanya throws up her hands in exasperation, all her work undone.

		I won’t lie any more than I need to. We will deal with this later, as my mother’s look warns. To Tucker, she only says, stiffly, “Thank you for helping.”

		As we head inside, I glance back at Tucker, motioning that he’s free to go home. He shakes his head. As an employee’s son, he won’t be stopped from coming in. He follows at a distance, and then ducks into the waiting room with Tanya.

		Sydney is taken straight into an examination room by Dr. Kilpatrick—Callum’s dad. Another staff member takes my account of what happened while my parents listen in.

		I don’t really know what happened, beyond what we found. On the way here, Sydney had drifted in and out of consciousness, never lucid for long, and when she was, she needed comfort, not interrogation. There will be time for that later.

		I’ll need to explain the whole thing again to the police. According to the nurse, they’ll be called as soon as Sydney is alert enough to confirm she was attacked.

		“Confirm she was attacked?” I say. “She was in a pipe. Unconscious. Facedown in the mud. With the grate shut.”

		“She’s a fifteen-year-old girl,” the nurse says evenly. “CMT will want to be sure a crime was committed before any report is made.”

		“What does this have to do with CMT?”

		“Nothing,” Mom says. “Nurse Kumar means that CMT is advising us to hold off making a report, in case Sydney did something she’d find embarrassing.”

		Mom raises her hands against my protest. “Yes, I don’t think that’s what happened here. But I don’t want Sydney waking up surrounded by detectives. Particularly if there is any part of her story she’d rather discuss with us in private. If she isn’t lucid in the next hour, we’ll reconsider. I realize there’s a potential crime scene to consider.”

		I want to argue, but, yes, it would be traumatic for Sydney if we called the police and discovered she’d ended up in that pipe because Cassidy gave her drugs. There’s no harm in waiting until she can tell us what happened.

		Then Mom says, “Can we speak to you outside, Blythe? While we’re waiting for Sydney to wake up?”

		She leads me into a secretarial office. Dad half-closes the door, leaving it open enough that we can be found if needed.

		“You want to talk about Tucker, right?” I say.

		“We’re just—” Mom says.

		“Concerned. Tucker has a ‘reputation,’ ” I say, beginning the recital I’ve heard so many times. “He has problems with authority and self-control. He has behavioral issues. This is my last year of high school, and this is the time I really need to apply myself. Which apparently means I can’t be trusted to choose my own friends.”

		Mom’s face tightens. Before she can answer, Dad says, “Tucker hasn’t even started his college applications. His father doesn’t think he plans to go.”

		I want to give them shit for being elitist. What they mean, though, is that Tucker doesn’t have any plans. That’s only because it isn’t in his nature to plan that far ahead. He will go to college…and probably change his major three times as he explores all his options.

		“What happened last spring was on me,” I say, my voice low. “It’s my fault. Not his.”

		“You aren’t the one who—” Mom says.

		“Maggie,” Dad murmurs. Then he turns to me. “We’re concerned that you keep blaming yourself. What that boy did to you wasn’t your fault. Wanting revenge is understandable, but Tucker took advantage of that. He manipulated you because he wanted the excuse.”

		“I’mthe one who wanted the excuse—”

		“We thought you were in bed tonight, Blythe,” Dad says. “That’s what you told us.”

		I hesitate. He’s changing the subject, and I want to pursue the other one, to make them understand. But they won’t. Can’t. We end up locked in our positions every time.

		I ease back against the desk. “I needed to be with friends who know Gabrielle. I called Tanya. She can’t drive right now, so—”

		“So, I brought Tucker,” Tanya says, throwing open the door. “I blindsided Blythe. My fault.”

		I shake my head. “No. You asked whether Tucker could come along, and I said yes.”

		Mom clears her throat. “I appreciate you trying to help, Tanya, but this is a private conversation.”

		“Not if it’s about my brother.”

		“Yes,” Mom says evenly. “Especially if it’s about your brother.”

		“Because Tucker is a bad influence.” Tanya rolls her eyes. “What bullshit. They both admit they made a mistake last spring. Yet they need to be separated, like misbehaving children.”

		“Tanya?” Mom says. “We all appreciate how passionately you defend your brother, but—”

		“Neurodivergent,” Tanya says.

		Mom frowns. “What?”

		“My brother is neurodivergent. That’s the term, right? If you have autism or ADHD or whatever. If your brain doesn’t work the same as everyone else’s. You’re the neurosurgeon. You should understand that better than anyone. What if Tucker were autistic? Would you keep your daughter away from him then?”

		“No one is keeping Blythe away from Tucker,” Dad says. “We’ve expressed our concerns—which your father shares—and suggested that some distance may be in order.”

		“So, it’s Blythe’s choice. She’s free to see him.”

		“Tanya,” Mom says, her voice firming in a way I know well. “I’m going to suggest you take this up with your father, who is even more concerned than we are.”

		“Hey,” a voice says behind her. “Did I miss my invitation?”

		The door opens wider, and Tucker stands in the gap.

		“Pretty sure I heard my name.” Tucker turns to my mother. “I’m sorry I violated the parental restraining order, Dr. Warren. I know you don’t want me around Blythe. We’ve been respecting that, but tonight, we needed to talk about Gabrielle. Then the thing with Sydney happened.”

		“Without Tucker, we wouldn’t have found her,” I say.

		“Right,” Tanya says. “He tracked down the girl Sydney was supposed to meet, and then he found the spot where Sydney had been attacked—”

		Tucker raises his hands. “The point is that I wasn’t supposed to be with Blythe.” He turns from Mom to Dad. “I’d never hurt her, Dr. and Mr. Warren.”

		“We aren’t worried about that,” Mom says.

		“No?” He fixes her with a level look and holds it one heartbeat past comfort. “Okay, but I’ll still say it. I would never hurt Blythe. What happened in the spring was a mistake, and Blythe needed to step back afterward. I respected that. I’ll respect it if she continues to need that distance. If not, though…” He meets Mom’s eyes again. “I think it would be better for everyone if Blythe didn’t need to lie to you. We all know how much she hates that.”

		Silence. Awkward silence. I’m about to break it when Dr. Kilpatrick calls, “Maggie? Rob?”

		I step out, and the doctor strides our way.

		“Sydney’s awake,” he says. “She’s ready to talk.”

		

		—

		We’re in Sydney’s room, and she’s just told us what happened to her.

		“No,” I whisper. “That’s not—”

		I stop myself, but she already knows what I’d been about to say. Sydney flinches. Then she comes back, eyes flashing.

		“I’m not making this up. Check your phone. Gabrielle texted me. She wanted to talk to you. I went instead, to make sure everything was okay. After what happened in the cafeteria, I didn’t want you being stupid, running to her rescue again, and someone getting hurt.”

		You getting hurt. That’s what she means. She just can’t bring herself to admit that she’d gone there to protect me. I should be touched, pleased even, but all I can think about is the rest of what she’s saying.

		“You saw Gabrielle? You’re sure?”

		Her jaw sets firmer. “I am.”

		“And she attacked you?” I rub my hands over my face. “I’m sorry, Syd. I don’t mean to doubt you.”

		Dad’s arm goes around my shoulders. “You aren’t doubting your sister. You just can’t imagine Gabrielle doing such a thing. Blythe isn’t questioning your recollection, Sydney.”

		He leans in to brush a kiss on my sister’s forehead, but she jerks back, glaring. “I never said Gabrielle attacked me. I just said she was there.”

		“And you followed her into the forest,” Dad says.

		“I thought it was her. Now I’m not so sure.”

		Mom and Dad exchange a look.

		“But Gabi’s in the hospital, right?” I say. “Locked up? Under guard?”

		Even as I say the words, I remember the nurse vaping in the yard, Dr. Washington arriving, and her reaction to Gabrielle being left alone.

		Then I remember the figure I’d seen in the cornfield. I remember that, and I feel sick.

		Was that you, Gabi? Escaping the hospital, and we were right there, and we could have helped, and I told myself I was imagining things?

		A rap at the door. Dr. Kilpatrick walks in, his face grave. He looks at my parents and nods. Mom swears under her breath and slumps against the bed.

		“What’s going on?” I say.

		Dr. Kilpatrick looks from my parents to me. Dad nods.

		“Dr. Washington reported Gabrielle missing from her bed two hours ago,” Dr. Kilpatrick says. “The security team has been searching for her. I was just speaking to Denise”—that’s Callum’s mom—“She was called out on a security matter earlier this evening, but she wasn’t at liberty to share the reason.”

		I still want to say Gabrielle couldn’t have attacked Sydney. Yes, Gabrielle escaped and texted me. Yes, Sydney saw her in that lane. Yes, given what happened at school, I already know Gabrielle isn’t thinking straight. But if even Sydney doesn’t think it was Gabrielle who attacked her, then there’s room for doubt, right?

		Not according to my parents or Dr. Kilpatrick or even—apparently—Ms. Kilpatrick. They’re all taking it for granted that Gabrielle attacked Sydney, and we can both see there’s no point in arguing. The main thing is finding her. Then we can straighten all this out.

		

		—

		No one is calling the police. Callum’s mom was a military police officer, and her team is all former police and military officers. They are as well-equipped to search for Gabrielle as the police. Better, actually, because police departments don’t have a good track record for dealing with mental health issues.

		In the waiting room, I update Tanya and Tucker, and then say, “I appreciate you guys hanging around.”

		“But…,” Tanya murmurs.

		“It’s time for us to go,” Tucker says. “We’ve done enough damage for one night.”

		“No,” I say. “Well, yes, you guys should go—it’s late. But any damage done was damage that needed doing.” I look at Tucker. “I’m sorry. Things were said that you didn’t need to hear.”

		“Nothing I don’t already know, and I’d rather have it out in the open. Your parents are worried about you, Bliss. What matters, though, is what you want.”

		Tanya grumbles that I don’t know what the hell I want.

		“I’ll update you tomorrow,” I say. “Both of you.” I shove my hands into my pockets. “This isn’t the time to challenge my parents, but it’s also not the time to keep up this…”

		“Fucking bullshit?” Tanya supplies.

		“Not quite how I’d word it, but, yes. Gabi is in trouble, and she needs her friends. I need my friends, too.”

		“You also need a phone,” Tucker says. “I’ll bring you my old one with a pay-as-you-go SIM card.”

		“You don’t need to—”

		“Too late. I’ve already done it. In my head, at least, which is as good as having it in my hand. Now, I’m going to hit the facilities before we leave.”

		He jogs off toward the restroom. Tanya calls after him, saying she’ll be outside. I walk out with her.

		“I came on too strong, didn’t I?” she says. “With your parents.”

		“You?” I quirk a smile. “Never.”

		She shakes her head. “It just pisses me off.” She kicks a stone. “I hope Syd’s okay.”

		“Dr. Kilpatrick says she might have a concussion, and she’s definitely sprained her ankle, but physically, she’s fine.”

		“Physically.” Tanya exhales a long breath that steams in the night air. “What the fuck is going on, Blythe? Gabi? Of all people. Gabrielle attacked Sydney? It doesn’t make sense.”

		“Which is why I don’t think she did it. Neither does Sydney.”

		I explain, and she nods, her chin rising.

		“It’s not Gabi,” she says. “We can all see that.”

		“It’s probably not Gabi,” I say. “But then who? Some rando attacked Syd?”

		“Why not? Fifteen-year-old girl on her own after dark. It happens. She mistook some creep for Gabi, and the guy took advantage.”

		“By knocking her out and not…doing anything? By putting her in that drainpipe and lighting a fire, which she’s coincidentally afraid of?”

		She doesn’t answer. I want to tell her about the emails, but I still don’t see how that can be connected. Also, Tanya and I aren’t at that point yet. Unless I can see how the two things are related—and therefore I would absolutely need to talk to someone—I’m not ready to take Tanya into my confidence. She cut me out of her life, and that still stings. No, it burns. I can’t cross that bridge until I’m sure she’s ready to cross it with me.

		“I’m not buying this mental breakdown shit,” she mutters.

		When I don’t answer, she says, “Are you?”

		“Mom and Dr. Washington are the experts. I’d need to research—”

		“Fuck research.”

		I cast a pointed look at the building behind us, reminding her what our families do for a living.

		“You know what I mean,” she says. “I’ve looked it up, and all I find is endless speculation. Reminds me why I love math. There are answers to those questions. What does your gut tell you? Can someone like Gabi go all Jekyll and Hyde?”

		“Jekyll and Hyde—”

		She throws up her hands. “Stop, please. I made the mistake of using that analogy with Tucker and got a TED Talk on the psychological meaning of the story. Which is actually my point. The book is about a straitlaced guy who really wants to be an asshole, so he makes a potion that frees his inner monster. It’s an excuse for doing what he really wants to do.”

		Do you want to do something bad?

		I shiver.

		“Is that really what Gabrielle has inside?” Tanya continues. “A violent streak? I’ve never seen it, and I bet you haven’t, either. Real-life accounts of actual personality transformations involve brain trauma.”

		“Mentally ill people can be violent when they wouldn’t be otherwise.”

		“If their delusions make them feel threatened.”

		“So, maybe Gabi’s suffering from delusions.”

		Blood. So much blood. Spattered over the desk. Blood and brain—

		Tanya’s blue eyes narrow. “You’re thinking something.”

		I shake my head.

		“Oh, yes, you were. You…” Her gaze shunts to the side, and she frowns. “What the hell?”

		I turn to see Devon slipping around the building.

		“That is Devon, right?” Tanya says.

		“Yep.”

		“At midnight, on a weekday, creeping toward the lab?”

		“Seems so. We should probably check it out, right?”

		“Fuck, yeah.”

	
		THIRTEEN

		As we follow Devon around the side of the building, I invent excuses for why he’s here. Maybe he’s coming to meet one of his parents, who’s working late. But Devon’s never had that kind of relationship with his parents. Maybe he’s hurt and needs emergency care. Or he has a medical concern that he doesn’t want his parents knowing about, like an STI.

		None of that explains why he’s sneaking around outside the building. None of it explains why he’s dressed like he’d joined our stealth mission to see Gabrielle. And definitely none of it explains why he’s opening the side door with a security card.

		“Holy shit,” Tanya breathes beside me, as we crouch behind a rhododendron bush. “Where did he get a card?”

		“One of his parents, presumably.”

		“CMT doesn’t hand them out like candy.”

		True, but once when I was doing a project at Callum’s place, I overheard his mom complaining about Mr. Sharpe to Callum’s dad.

		That man should not be on my team. He’s utterly incompetent.

		You’re stuck with him, and you know why, Denise.

		CMT might be stuck with him, but he shouldn’t be in security. I wouldn’t trust him to babysit my dog.

		“He’s going for the drug cabinet,” Tanya says. “Replenishing his stash.”

		We wait until Devon goes inside. Then we loop back to the front, where Tucker stands, hands in pockets.

		“Chasing Devon?” he says.

		“How—?” Tanya begins, and then shakes her head. “Yes, he just used a key card to sneak inside.”

		Tucker seems unsurprised. “I’ll keep an eye on the side door in case he bolts.”

		“Thank you,” I say.

		“No problem. But I can’t block him for long. Last time I tried to talk to him, he reported me to Meeks. Said I cornered him.”

		“He’s not himself,” I say.

		“Seems to be a lot of that going around. Just warning you that if he runs for it, I gotta let him go. Rather not give the parental units any more ammo.”

		“Understood,” I say. “Just follow him and tell us where he goes.”

		

		—

		We expect to find Devon by the storage closets. Instead, he’s plastered to a wall, spying on the nurse’s station where Nurse Kumar is writing up a report. When he sees us, he takes off. We catch up with him before he reaches the exit, and Tanya strong-arms him into an empty examination room.

		“Let go of me,” Devon says through his teeth as I shut the door.

		“Or what? You’ll scream? Good luck explaining why you’re here. And why you have a key card.”

		Devon’s jaw sets.

		“So, why are you here?” I say.

		“I overheard my dad talking about Sydney and Gabrielle. I came to see what was going on, whether they’re okay.”

		Tanya eyes him. “Yeah?”

		Devon bristles. “Yeah. Syd was always a sweet kid. Now Gabi attacked her, and I’m concerned.”

		“Concerned.” Tanya rolls the word around.

		“Screw you, Martel. I don’t have to put up with your shit anymore.”

		“Then put up with mine,” I say. “I accept that you’re concerned about Gabi. I even accept that you’re concerned about Sydney. But that means asking your dad for an update, not using a stolen key card to sneak in and eavesdrop on the nurse’s station.”

		“I’m not supposed to know what happened. Like I said, I overheard it.”

		“So, rather than wait for morning when you can reasonably request more information, you risked sneaking in here. You are overly interested, and you have been since Gabi’s first episode at school.”

		“The episode you don’t remember?” Devon shoots back. “Yeah, that’s not suspicious at all.”

		“Suspicious how?” Tanya says. “You think Blythe is lying?” She assesses Devon’s expression. “No, you think…you think, what?”

		“Nothing.” Devon rocks back on his heels. “I’m worried, and I’m just…” He straightens. “Forget it. Clearly, Miss Perfect here wasn’t lying. She hit her head and forgot it.”

		“What else do you think happened?” Tanya says.

		“Nothing. Okay?”

		He shoulders past Tanya. She makes a move to block him. We exchange a glance, and she steps back, throwing up her hands.

		“All right,” Tanya says. “Just maybe stop taking your own product, Dev? It’s making you paranoid.”

		“Screw you,” Devon says. He stalks past as Tanya texts Tucker, telling him to let Devon leave.

		Once Devon’s gone, Tanya turns to me. “Halloween party?”

		It takes me a moment to realize what she’s talking about.

		“Come on, Blythe. He’s not talking otherwise.”

		“I’ll think about it.”

		

		—

		It’s nearly morning, and I’m still awake, deep in thought. I really don’t want to do what Tanya’s suggesting. It’s wrong, and it doesn’t take my overdeveloped sense of responsibility to realize that. To distract myself, I grab my laptop and pull up my email on the browser to access the one that came in from “Veritas” before I handed my phone to Sydney last night.

		
			Dear Blythe,

			You need proof, don’t you? You’ve decided I’m full of shit, and you need more. I threatened to send the crime scene photos, but I know that goes too far. How about the police report? You’ll find it below.

			Why am I telling you this? Because you know the guy who killed this kid. You trust him.

			Take a hard look at the guys in your life, Blythe. You know exactly who I’m talking about.

		

		Below is a police report. It’s screenshots, so I don’t need to access a suspect link. I enlarge the images and read the report.

		It confirms the story Veritas told me. It’s heavily redacted—no names for the victim or the suspect—but police had suspected a juvenile of the crime. The district attorney decided to pursue “alternative methods of resolution.” I have no idea what that means, but it seems the DA didn’t have enough evidence to charge the young suspect and, without that, doubted any jury would believe a boy that young had committed such a crime. From the wording, I’m not sure the prosecutor was convinced of it themselves. The victim’s parents didn’t want to deal with the media and agreed to go along with the “accidental death” story while being assured the case would remain open and active.

		Did it remain “open and active”? Did the police pursue other suspects? Or were they convinced they had the right one and stopped there? I can’t tell from the report.

		The bigger question is whether the report is real. How would I know without those redacted names? This isn’t the proof Veritas seems to think it is.

		I skim for details. The only solid data is the names of the detectives involved. I type them into my browser and spend a few minutes narrowing my search, only to find that, yes, there were detectives with those names in that department during that time. One has since passed—a post-retirement heart attack. The other is still on the force, and I track down her social media pages.

		I create a fake account for a local teen and message her. I claim to be doing a cold-case project for school. I tell her I stumbled across the articles Veritas sent, and that further digging revealed she’d worked the case.

		I send the message and move back to my browser, typing in more search terms. I don’t expect an answer for hours, if ever, but a live reply pops up ten minutes later.

		
			Her: Who is this?

			Me: I’m a high-school student doing research for a paper.

			Her: On a brand-new account? I’m a detective, remember?

			Me: And I’m seventeen. No one my age actually uses this platform. Our parents are on this.

			Her: Fair enough. Then tell me how you connected me to this case.

			Me: Google.

			Her: Bullshit.

			Me: Someone sent me your name. I have a few questions about the case.

		

		When no answer comes, I send:

		
			Me: I won’t ask for details. I just want to confirm that the lead suspect was an eight-year-old boy.

		

		I hit Send, and a box pops up, telling me I’ve been blocked by the recipient.

		My fingers drum the keyboard as I stare at the glaring Blocked message. Does that mean the story is true? Or she just doesn’t believe my story?

		I read Veritas’s email again. She says I know and trust the guy who did this, which is ridiculous.

		Isn’t it?

		Is it entirely impossible that I know the boy who killed this kid? He’d be my age: seventeen. I didn’t arrive in Darlington Hills until I was nine, when CMT opened its doors. All my friends came around that time. Every male friend did, except Callum, who arrived last year.

		Do I think Callum did this? Or Andre? Devon? Tucker?

		Veritas thinks I should know, deep down, who this is. At that, I feel as if she means Tucker.

		It’s nonsense. It’s all nonsense. That’s why the detective blocked me. She doesn’t have time to deal with kids playing detective, investigating some wild story they read on the Internet.

		That makes sense.

		So why am I so spooked?

		

		—

		Last night at the clinic, I told Tanya I’d consider her Halloween scheme because I was certain it wouldn’t come to that. Gabrielle would be found. She’s mentally confused and wandering the streets of Darlington Hills. It’s not as if she’s in Chicago. Someone will see her.

		The next morning comes and goes, with no news.

		Friday does the same.

		Three days pass without a single sighting. I hear Mom and Dad’s whispered conferences, but can never get close enough to catch any of it. I see their exchanged looks whenever I mention Gabrielle’s name.

		Tucker texts. Just checks in, which I answer. When my parents found out Tucker lent me his old phone, I had a brand-new one in less than two hours, as if they suspected he’d planted a surveillance device in his. I decided not to argue about that, and instead lobbied to get Sydney a new phone, too. They’d agreed, and it bought me a big chunk of credit with my little sister.

		Sydney has been home since a night’s observation in the clinic. We’re on her bed. I’m studying. Callum brought over homework. I haven’t been to school yet—my parents have agreed working here is better, where there’s less to remind me of Gabrielle and fewer people to ask me about her.

		When Sydney speaks, her voice is almost inaudible. “Something happened to me, Blythe. In that pipe. With the smoke.”

		My head jerks up. “What?”

		“I…It’s all jumbled, but I keep—”

		Sydney’s ring tone sounds, a cheerful K-pop song that is not like my sister at all. My brows arch. She doesn’t even look at the screen, just jabs Decline.

		“Cassidy,” she says gruffly. “It’s her kind of music.”

		“You’re still not speaking to her.”

		No answer.

		“She did help us,” I say. “Without her, we might not have—”

		“I don’t want to talk about it.”

		“Okay, but maybe if you talk to her—”

		“What part of ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ isn’t clear, Blythe?” She flounces back to her side of the bed. “I’ve tried talking to her, okay? She keeps making excuses for blowing me off. After what happened to me, she feels bad and doesn’t want to admit she did a shitty thing.”

		“Maybe she—” I cut myself short. “Sorry. Dropping it now. Let’s go back to what you were saying. Something happened in the pipe? With the smoke?”

		She picks up her laptop. “Nothing.”

		I inch toward her. “Did you see something? Hear something?”

		“I’d been hit on the head, remember?” She shoves at me with her foot. “Something happened to Gabrielle.”

		She’s distracting me from talking about Cassidy, but I can’t help taking the bait. Sydney hasn’t said Gabrielle’s name in two days, and I sure as hell wasn’t bringing it up. She’s dealing with the fact that all the adults in her life believe Gabrielle—a girl she knew and liked and trusted—attacked her. I’m letting her have that silence, just as I’m letting her binge-watch teen rom-coms instead of doing her homework.

		When she says, “Something happened to Gabrielle,” I tense, but manage a noncommittal, “Hmm?” as if I don’t know what she’s talking about.

		The sheets tug under me as Sydney twists in bed. “They should have found her even if she wasn’t confused. She’s even less street-smart than you.”

		“Thanks.”

		“You know what I mean. None of us could make it out there. Except Tanya. She’d roll some poor homeless guy for his stuff.” She pauses. “Tucker would be okay, too. He’d sweet-talk his way into someone’s house, end up with free room and board. That’s not Gabi.”

		“I know. She could figure something out if she had to, but in her mental state? And with no one spotting her in three days?”

		Sydney inches toward me. “You’ve tried contacting her, right?”

		I fight not to tense defensively at that. I already feel as if I’m just sitting here, twiddling my thumbs, like a little kid letting the grown-ups do all the work.

		“I’ve texted, left voice mails, and tried both email and all social media accounts, including ones no one else knows she has. She’s either offline or not responding.” I shift uncomfortably. “I’m afraid she thinks I blew her off. Or, worse, that I called in CMT security. She texted, and I said I was there, but she never saw me, and…”

		“And I might have made things worse.”

		“No, I don’t mean it like that.” Sydney did what she thought was right, and it would have been fine, if someone hadn’t lured her into the woods. Unless Gabrielle really is the one who lured her…

		“What if someone took her?” Sydney blurts. “What if that’s why I was attacked? Someone was keeping me away from her. Or they attacked us both, but only took her.”

		“Don’t.”

		Her face hardens. “Don’t think about it?”

		“I’m already thinking about it, Syd. All the time. I’ve mentioned it to Mom and Dad. Callum’s mentioned it to his mom. There’s no evidence that Gabrielle was attacked, and they’re still all convinced she’s the one who attacked you.”

		She deflates. “I’m sorry. I just…” She throws up her hands. “Isn’t there something we can do? Volunteer for a search party?”

		“They’re combing the field and forests with tracking dogs and infrared sensors. Callum says his mom’s working with people from Chicago, special firms brought in to help.”

		“Oh.” She fidgets, sheets tugging. Then she comes back. “But they’re presuming she ran away. What if we’re right, and she was attacked?”

		“I…I don’t know what to do with that, Syd. I’ve been going over and over it, and I don’t see any way to do anything myself.”

		That’s a lie. There is a way.

		Devon knows more than he’s saying, and now he’s ducking my texts. No amount of pleading will make him talk. He needs a push. For Gabrielle’s sake, we have to give him that push.

		Devon does know something, and it’s connected to Gabrielle’s breakdown. I need to do whatever it takes to help Gabrielle.

		Do you want to do something bad?

		Not really, but I guess I will.

		CALLUM

		Callum gets the text just before last class. He’s at his locker switching books when it comes in.

		
			Mom: You’re taking Blythe her homework again, right?

			Callum: Tomorrow. She’s going out tonight.

			Mom: Out where?

		

		Callum’s fingers drum his locker door. He wants to say that’s none of her business. At least he should say it’s none of his because he doesn’t police Blythe’s social life. Both would be reasonable if this were any normal situation. It’s not.

		
			Callum: To a Halloween party with Tanya.

			Mom: Without you?

			Callum: We’ve been on one actual date, Mom. One.

			Mom: Blythe is going through a lot, and you should be there for her.

		

		You mean, I should take advantage of her weakness. Wedge myself into her life that way.

		
			Callum: It’s cool. I’ll see her tomorrow. We’re going to a movie, maybe dinner.

			Mom: Definitely dinner, Callum. Show her that you understand. Show her that you’re there for her. You know how important this is.

			Callum: How could I forget when you keep reminding me?

			Mom: I’m sorry, hon. You’re doing so well. I’m proud of you. But about the party, you should go. He’ll be there.

		

		She means Tucker. Even on their secure chat thread, she won’t say his name. Callum doesn’t answer. He’s very aware that Tucker will be at that party. He didn’t ask Blythe—that would sound like jealousy—but there is no way Tucker’s going to pass up this chance.

		After a moment, Callum replies.

		
			Callum: I don’t know the guy hosting it. He’s from Darlington High. I can’t just show up.

			Mom: You have got to be the only teenager in America who worries about going to a party uninvited.

			Callum: Fine. I can’t show up “accidentally” and pretend I didn’t know Blythe would be there.

		

		He glances down the now empty hall.

		
			Callum: I’m late for class.

			Mom: Go to the party while respecting her space. Let her be with Tanya. Hang out with the other kids while keeping an eye on Blythe. Remember your training.

			Callum: I really gotta go.

			Mom: Think up a costume. Tell me what you need.

			Callum: Bye, Mom!

		

	
		FOURTEEN

		BLYTHE

		Tanya picks me up at nine. Her dad apparently lifted her driving ban after learning that Tucker and I had been together Tuesday night because Tanya couldn’t drive.

		When Tanya honks, Mom peers out the window.

		“It’s Tanya, Mom,” I say.

		“I see that.”

		“Tucker isn’t hiding in the back seat. He wouldn’t do that.” I pull on my boots. “The trunk, maybe, but not the back seat.”

		I don’t get even a lip twitch for the joke. I sigh and turn to her. “Tucker won’t be at the party. You have my word on that.”

		She doesn’t answer. I text Tanya to give me a minute. Then walk to Mom.

		“Yes, I snuck out Tuesday night. Yes, Tucker was there. Yes, I knew he would be. That won’t happen again.”

		“You aren’t going to see him again?”

		I hoist my purse strap higher on my shoulder. “No, I’m just not going to lie about it. If you need to ask whether he’ll be there every time I leave, go ahead. If you need to ask whether it’s him every time I get a text, go ahead. I’d rather, though, that you just accept that I will see him and I do understand your concerns.”

		She exhales. “I don’t think you do, baby.”

		“Well, then, you need to say a lot more than ‘he’s a troubled boy.’ ”

		She shakes her head. That’s all there is to it. He’s the wild card in our crew. The troublemaker. The one who doesn’t respect rules or authority.

		Well, Mom, I hate to tell you this, but it’s not Tucker who’s going to do something bad tonight. Which is why I can guarantee Tucker won’t be there. I wouldn’t let him get involved.

		“Tucker will not be there,” I say firmly.

		“So he says,” she murmurs.

		I tense. “Mom, I’m sorry, but that just proves you don’t know him nearly as well as you think you do. Since last spring, he hasn’t once accidentally shown up where he knows I’m going to be. He’s respected my wishes. When Tanya invited him along last Tuesday, he insisted she ask me first.”

		“I don’t dislike Tucker, Blythe. He tries. He’s just…”

		“A very troubled boy.”

		There’s a note of mockery in my voice, and she seems ready to argue, but then deflates and shakes her head. “I have always been happy to see you support him. I love that you come to his defense. He needs that.”

		“You talk about him as if he’s special-needs.”

		Tanya taps the horn.

		“I gotta go,” I say. “Tucker will not be at the party. If for some reason he shows up, I will text you immediately. I won’t lie to you anymore, but I won’t cut him out of my life, either.”

		I hurry out before she can answer. Once on the front lawn, I take a deep breath, drinking in the crisp autumn air. Then I jog to the car.

		I throw open the door. “Sorry.”

		“Your mom grilling you about Tuck?”

		“Is that your psychic costume?” I say as I climb in. “ ’Cause you nailed it.”

		She snorts. “I’d need to be playing a brain-dead zombie not to guess that one. You look adorable, by the way.”

		I lift one middle finger.

		She snickers as she pulls onto the road. “Please tell me I can send a photo to Tuck? Tinker Bell Bliss.”

		“Tinker Bell? Did you note the lack of pastels and glitter?” I waggle my black-and-white skirt, overlaid with ragged lace. “I’m a dark-court fairy. Pure evil.”

		That makes her laugh so hard she veers into the other lane. I add my second middle finger to the first. Then I glance at her costume. She’s wearing a wrinkly pink turtle shell with fishnet stockings and exaggerated makeup.

		“Dare I ask what you are?” I say.

		“A sexy brain.”

		I look at her, and then burst out laughing.

		She flutters her fake eyelashes, which makes her look like she got one caught in her eye. I sputter another laugh.

		“This is what girls do for Halloween, right?” she says. “Sexy nurse. Sexy construction worker. Sexy serial killer. It’s basically an excuse to dress in a skimpy outfit.”

		“Uh…” I look down at my short skirt and tights.

		She waves a hand. “That’s different. Fairies don’t wear pantsuits. I am making a political statement about the hyper-sexualization of female costuming.”

		“I agree in principle,” I say. “But I don’t think there’s anything wrong if girls want to be a sexy whatever. And you still look hot. You’re definitely going to catch some eyeballs.”

		“The only eyeballs I want are the ones made of sugar.”

		Guys have been doing double takes at Tanya since she hit puberty, which was about the time she realized she wasn’t interested back. Not in guys. Not in girls. Just not interested.

		We talk for the rest of the trip. Light, meaningless chatter, as if our friend isn’t out there, lost and alone, as if we aren’t planning to drug another friend in hopes of helping the first.

		My stomach twists at the thought. Saying I don’t want to do this might feel like taking the moral high ground, but it’s really cowardice. Nothing I say will dissuade Tanya. Either I let her do this alone, or I go along to minimize damage.

		Just talk to us, Devon. We’ve done nothing to earn your mistrust. This is about Gabi. Help her. Please.

		When we arrive at the party, Tanya insists on taking photos of me for Tucker. Afterward, I hand her my phone.

		“Can you take one for Callum?”

		“Sure,” she says…and snaps a picture of the sky.

		When I sigh, she says, “You really want me sending him a photo of you looking hot, heading into a party full of horny dudes? The boy will be here in ten minutes flat.”

		“Fine. A shot of my face then.”

		She takes it, though I can’t help but notice the one she snapped for Tucker was a lot more flattering. We’re pocketing our phones when a guy dressed as a magician wanders over with a flask in his hand.

		“Hello, ladies!” he calls. “May I offer you a pre-load?” He holds out the flask. “My own brew. A magical potion guaranteed to make your panties disappear.”

		“Got one that’ll make you disappear?” Tanya says.

		He mutters something uncomplimentary as we head to the party. The side gate is open, and we go in through there. Out front, the only decoration had been a single jack-o’-lantern, by order of the homeowners association. Half the neighborhoods in Darlington Hills have an HOA, and the rules for holiday decorating are strict. They do not, however, apply to backyards, and Adrian has created a tableau straight out of a slasher flick. There are body parts everywhere, along with bloodied handprints on the shed and a naked female mannequin torso beneath it.

		“Well, this is disturbing,” Tanya mutters. “Remind me never to be alone in a room with Adrian.”

		“Whatever happened to skeletal hands clawing out of the ground? Or witches shrieking from trees? This is just…” I shudder.

		“Yep,” she says. “For some, Halloween is an excuse to show off their sexy side. For others, it shows off a whole less flattering angle. Let’s get inside. Remember, don’t drink the punch.”

		I give her a look.

		She raises her hands. “Hey, fair point. Unless you want to puke in a corner all night.”

		“I thought it was just punch.”

		“You were lucky it was just booze.”

		“Unlike what Devon will get tonight.”

		She glances over at me. “You have a better idea?”

		I can be a good and moral person who is also a coward, or I can do something bad in pursuit of something good. Either choice will haunt me far more than anything in this slasher-decorated yard.

		“Let’s do it,” I say. “With care. Great care.”

		“That’s the only way I do anything,” she says and leads me inside.

		

		—

		Devon didn’t bother with a costume. He’s here for work, and he’s set up shop in a corner, where he’s engrossed in a game on his phone.

		“We come in peace,” Tanya says.

		She extends a cooler she brought herself. It’s Devon’s favorite. If I’d been in charge, we’d have slipped the drug into whatever he was drinking and let him think someone else dosed it. That isn’t Tanya’s way. Devon will know who did it, and what he decides to do with that information is up to him.

		Devon accepts the drink with a grunt. Guilt jabs me, but relief, too. Tanya shows neither. Probably feels neither.

		“Whatcha got for sale today?” Tanya says.

		“Nothing you’ll want.”

		“My brother is the straight-edge Martel. I’m a little more flexible.”

		Devon shakes his head and goes back to his game, sipping his drink and ignoring us.

		“So, that’s how it’s going to be, huh?” Tanya says.

		“Yep. Can’t buy me off with a drink. Can’t buy me off by purchasing my product—or snapping a blackmail pic of me selling to you.”

		“I wouldn’t do that.”

		Devon shrugs. “Whatever.”

		“We aren’t trying to buy you off,” I say. “We’re asking what you know that might help Gabi.”

		A grunt as his fingers tap the screen, gaze fixed on it.

		“Do you think she’s dead?” I say.

		That works, startling him into looking up. “What?”

		“I asked if you think Gabi is dead. If that’s why the security team hasn’t found her.”

		“No.” He scowls. “Jesus. Don’t talk like that.”

		“What if she’s been kidnapped by whoever attacked Sydney?”

		“Gabi attacked Sydney. It’s not her fault. She isn’t in her right mind. She attacked Syd, panicked, and ran, and she’s figuring out how to turn herself in. Gabi will be fine. She’s tougher than she seems. Now piss off. Both of you.”

		I glance at Tanya, who nods. We’ve given Devon one last chance to do this the right way. Now we just need to wait and do it the wrong way.

		

		—

		We’ve been here an hour, and I’m starting to wonder whether Tanya slipped the drugs into my drink instead of Devon’s. Devon seems fine, while I’ve slid into paranoia land.

		Someone’s watching me. I can’t prove it. I’m not even sure who it is. That’s the problem with costumes.

		I can’t even ask Tanya whether I’m freaking out over nothing. We’ve split up to keep separate eyes on Devon. Tanya has spent most of her time talking to a classmate. Senior guy. Seriously cute. Math whiz with a full scholarship already, just like Tanya.

		Other people might think their rapt conversation meant Tanya was interested in the guy. I know better. The guy has a college boyfriend, and his buddies are all off hunting girls, so he and Tanya are taking refuge in math-geek conversation.

		I’ve been fluttering my fairy wings, darting from conversation to conversation. I was on the back deck, watching Devon through the patio doors. I was in the living room, watching him from the sofa. I was in the kitchen, watching him through the dining room door. And the whole time, I’ve been unable to shake the feeling that somewhere in this mob of costumed bodies, someone is watching me.

		I’m lifting my phone to text Tanya when the hair on my neck prickles. I glance behind me just as a guy turns away and busies himself picking from the beer selection.

		He’s dressed in a football uniform. Under the helmet, his face is blacked out except for red glowing eyes. The kind of costume you toss together at the last minute.

		I’m, uh, football reaper. Football Death. Sure, that’s it.

		He’s wearing gloves, and his hair is hidden under the helmet, meaning I can’t tell skin color, eye color, or hair color. Just size. He’s taller than average. Maybe six one. Broad shoulders. Lanky build.

		Seeing that build, a chill seeps into me.

		I told Mom that Tucker wouldn’t show up. I believe that, but what if I’m like every girl whose parents warn her about a dangerous boy?

		The guy continues perusing the alcohol selection, lifting one beer and then another.

		If he drinks one, I’ll know it isn’t Tucker.

		Really? Sipping a beer couldn’t be part of an act?

		My gut says it’s not Tucker, that he respects me enough to stay away. Still, I need to be sure. Otherwise, every time I defend him, this will nudge at me.

		I lift my phone and dial Tucker’s number on video chat. When he answers, the screen’s black.

		“Hey,” he says.

		I glance at the football guy. He’s standing with his back to me, one hand holding a beer. The other clutching his phone?

		“Hey,” I say. “I’m bored.”

		He chuckles. “Is that a hint for me to crash the party?”

		My gut flip-flops. Then the screen flickers as he turns the video on. He’s in bed, wearing a T-shirt inside out, which means he’d been audio-only while he tugged it on.

		Tucker’s always careful about that. Yes, the book on the pillow says he’s been reading, but he’ll still put on the shirt so I can’t read a hidden message into him chatting while half-naked in bed.

		“Sorry,” I say. “No party-crash invite. I just wanted to talk.”

		“Uh-huh. Some guy in a costume looks like me?”

		My face heats. “Sorry. Yes.”

		“Is he giving you trouble?”

		“I’m sorry. Really sorry.”

		“Why? Some guy looks like me, and you needed to be sure. Otherwise, there’d be a nagging doubt, right?”

		“I’m still sorry.”

		He shifts, knocking over the book propped beside him. One shoulder lifts in a shrug. “I don’t need blind trust, Bliss. If you saw a guy who looked like me, I’d rather you checked. Feel free to do that without pretending to randomly video-chat me.”

		My cheeks burn. “I thought I was being subtle.”

		“Subtlety is lost on me. You should know that by now. Also, I noticed you didn’t answer my question. Is some guy bugging you?”

		I glance toward the football reaper. He’s moved on, beer in hand. As he passes someone I know, I realize he isn’t as tall as I figured. Also, as he moves, I can see that some of his size—like the shoulder width—is padding.

		Whoever it is, he’s smaller than Tucker. I eyeball his size. About the same as…

		About the same as Callum.

		“Bliss?”

		“There was a guy who, yes, looked like you, and seemed to be watching me. He’s moved on. I think it was just…” I scrunch my nose. “Whatever.”

		“Some guy is checking you out because your costume is super cute.”

		Super cute. Not hot. Not sexy. Tucker is always careful with his language.

		“You do look awesome,” he says.

		“Thank you.”

		He’s silent for a moment. Then he says, “I’m struggling with a conundrum here, Bliss.”

		“Hmm?”

		“There’s some guy creeping on you, and after this spring, I’d like to come and make sure you’re okay. But after this spring, I also know you won’t want that, so do I offer?”

		“You can offer, and I’ll say thank you, but I’m fine and I’m extra careful after this spring.”

		“I know.” He pauses. “If I did come—which I will not, after you said no—I wouldn’t hurt him. Not for just creeping on you. I’d just keep an eye on him and warn him off if he didn’t listen to you.”

		“I know that.”

		Silence.

		“I do know that, Tuck. Really.”

		“Okay, good. Dare I ask where my sister is?”

		“We split up to watch Devon. Still looking for a chance to talk to him.”

		“Well, then feel free to chat with me, if you’re bored. Or feel free to say goodnight if you want to mingle. Also feel free, at any time, to call me if there’s a guy bugging you. Crank up the speaker, and I’ll do my best badass impersonation.”

		I smile. “Thanks.” I walk to the sofa and plunk onto it. “So, how’s the book?”

		He chuckles. “Party’s that boring, huh?”

		“Yep. Now, the book. Spill.”

		He lifts the book, and I realize it’s the one I picked out with Gabrielle. Before I can say anything, I sense someone behind me. I glance back to see the football reaper. He’s literally at my back. Seeing me looking, he gives an exaggerated start, as if he hadn’t noticed me. A nod and then he moves on.

		“Bliss?”

		“Sorry. Tanya’s hailing me. I should go.”

		“Signing off then. Update me when you can.”

		I disconnect and dial Callum’s number. Football reaper glances down at his pocket, as if it’s vibrating. Then he walks farther into the crowd. A moment later, my call goes to Callum’s voice mail.

		I stare in the direction the football reaper went.

		What the hell?

		Veritas’s words come back to me. A guy I trust. Yes, that could apply to Tucker or Devon or Andre. We’d come to Darlington Hills when CMT opened the lab, and we’d all been eight or nine. But it doesn’t make sense that whoever killed that kid in Iowa would be moving to a new city less than a year later. The “alternate resolution” mentioned in that report would be something like a mental hospital or juvenile facility or whatever. It may seem as if a kid got away with murder, but that’s not how it works. He just wouldn’t have gone to an adult jail or gotten a permanent record. That means it couldn’t have been Tucker, Andre, or Devon.

		But it could be a guy I met a year ago.

		It could be Callum.

		And I’m going to jump to the conclusion that my new kinda-boyfriend is a murderer based on anonymous emails with no corroborating evidence…let alone proof that any eight-year-old boy committed the crime?

		I’m upset over Gabrielle and feeling helpless, and that’s making me paranoid. If the sweetest, kindest girl I’ve known for half my life could slash at me with a box cutter—maybe even attack my sister—then who can I trust?

		My phone vibrates and a text pops up.

		
			Tanya: Hello? You see me, right?

		

		I do now. She’s outside gesturing for me to get my ass out into the yard. I glance over to where Devon had been sitting. The chair’s empty.

	
		FIFTEEN

		Devon is sitting behind the shed. He’s been there for the past ten minutes.

		The yard’s empty. The temperature has plummeted, and anyone who’d been on the porch has headed inside. It’s cold enough that I’m shivering and trying hard not to stamp my feet. Skimpy costumes aren’t made for autumn weather.

		The shed is at the rear of the double-lot yard. Tanya and I have positioned ourselves near the opposite fence, leaning against it as if we’re talking, should anyone walk out and see us. Every few minutes, one of us checks on Devon.

		“Nothing,” Tanya mutters, as she returns from the latest check.

		“What’s he doing?” I whisper.

		“Sitting. Staring. More sitting. More staring.”

		I shift from foot to foot and glance Devon’s way. “Maybe it’s a bad trip? Could he be in medical distress?”

		“I don’t think so.”

		“We need to talk to him,” I say. “I know we’d like a better idea of whether the drugs have had an effect but…” I glance over again. “I think this means they have. Just not necessarily what we hoped for.”

		“Yeah.”

		I rub my arms. “Any chance he figured out what we did? Got a buzz from the drugs and headed out here to wait and confront us?”

		She says nothing, which means yes, that may be what happened.

		We head for the shed. Halfway there, one of us steps on dead leaves, and they crackle. When Devon gasps, we stop and look at each other.

		A scuffling, as if Devon is scrambling up. I round the corner, and the first thing I see is blood.

		The red handprint shouldn’t catch my eye. Fake blood spatters the whole damn shed. But this one’s glistening. This one’s wet.

		Devon crouches with his hands held out in front of him.

		Hands covered in blood.

		I run forward. Devon doesn’t even seem to hear me. Blood drips from his outstretched hands. Then I see the drink we gave him. The bottle is shattered on the ground, one piece streaked with red.

		“Devon?” I say.

		He sees me, and he stares as if I’m a stranger.

		“I killed him,” he whispers.

		I skid to a stop. “Wh-what?”

		Devon lifts his hands. “My father. I killed him.”

		“Devon…?”

		I crouch in front of Devon. His palm is gashed open.

		“I killed my father.”

		A raspy breath as he runs his hands through his hair, blood smearing. I inch forward, but he falls back.

		“Don’t you see what I’ve done?” He gestures at the grass.

		There’s nothing there except broken glass.

		In the back of my mind, I hear every anti-drug lesson ever.

		“You’re hallucinating,” I say. “Tripping. You’ve taken something—”

		Devon shoves me aside. “I need to call an ambulance. I need to call…” He stops and stares down at that empty spot. “Oh God, what have I done?”

		Devon pitches forward, gagging, and his foot slides on the damp grass. Tanya and I both try to catch him, but he twists out of my reach and stumbles sideways. His head smacks against the shed. He drops to one knee and catches himself there, shaking his head hard.

		Then he looks up and sees me.

		“Blythe?”

		I exhale. “Yes. It’s me. You—”

		“What the hell are you doing here?” He rises. Then he sees the blood on his hands. “What the hell?”

		“It’s from the bottle there,” I say quickly. “See?”

		His gaze darts to where I’m pointing before swinging back to me.

		“You attacked me with a broken bottle?” he says.

		“What? No. You broke the bottle, Devon. I came out and found you bleeding and ranting about killing your father.”

		He stiffens so fast it’s like a convulsion. Then his head jerks up, lip curled in a sneer. “I said what?”

		“You were tripping. I know you brought dope to the party. Whatever you took—”

		“I gave you something,” Tanya says.

		We both turn to her. Tanya crosses her arms and manages to look imperious despite her sexy-brain costume.

		“I drugged you, Dev. I take full responsibility. I will tell you exactly what you took if you need to go to the clinic. However, what I gave you wouldn’t cause hallucinations. So, let’s talk about what just happened.”

		Devon stares at her.

		“Tanya…,” I murmur under my breath.

		“Yes, I’m being a bitch,” she says. “Let the record show that I’m a shitty person, and you rightly called me out on it. However, I’m not backing down, so you have options here, Blythe. Either you take an immunity walk, or you stay to rein me in.”

		“Those are her options?” Devon says, straightening. “Well, let me exercise my options. Get the hell out of my way, Tanya, or I will tell everyone what you just did to me.”

		“Your call. Just know that includes telling them what you hallucinated.”

		Devon goes still.

		Tanya steps back and waves at the open yard. “Go on. I’ll warn my dad before your parents call.” She peers at Devon through the semi-dark. “You are going to tell your parents, right? Once word gets out, it’ll reach them.”

		When Devon looks at Tanya, there is pure hatred in his eyes. I’d quail under that look. Hell, under that look, I’d question every life choice I’d ever made. I’d also feel the overwhelming urge to defend myself. Tanya just meets Devon’s look head on. “Well? Go on,” she says. “What’s the big deal, right? Clearly, you hallucinated killing your father.”

		“My father is fine.”

		“Your adoptive father, you mean. You never knew your birth father. Or that’s the story you told us. So, what happened? Did you kill him?”

		Devon snarls and slams Tanya against the shed. Before I can intercede, Tanya shoves Devon off, and they stand, glaring at each other.

		“Tanya?” I whisper. “That shit’s not funny.”

		“Nope, not funny at all,” she says. “But he clearly thinks he killed his father. That’s a problem.”

		“A problem?” Devon’s voice comes as a hiccup. “Is that what you call it, Tanya? An intellectual conundrum?”

		I lift my hands. “Okay, everyone just breathe. Tanya is implying you accidentally killed your birth father. Either that’s wrong—and you were hallucinating—or you did do it and understandably never told us. It’s nothing we needed to know.”

		“It wasn’t an accident,” Devon says, his voice low.

		I shake my head. “We know you, Dev. There’s no way you intentionally—”

		“I shot him in his sleep. I don’t know why. I just know that I did it on purpose.”

		I look at Tanya. “What did you give him?”

		“This isn’t the drugs speaking, Blythe,” Devon says. “I murdered my father.”

		“That’s impossible,” I say slowly. “I don’t understand.”

		“No,” Devon snaps. “You wouldn’t, Miss Perfect. You—”

		“Cut the crap,” Tanya says. “If you think you can scare off Blythe with insults, you’ve forgotten who you’re dealing with. Now that she’s got the scent of this mystery, she’s following it to the end. Same as me.”

		I glance at her. “Do you know what’s going on here?”

		“No, but I have an idea.” She looks at Devon. “You don’t remember killing your father, do you? You forgot about it.”

		“How could he forget something like that?” I say.

		“That’s the question, isn’t it?” She turns to Devon. “Any answers?”

		He says nothing, and that’s answer enough. He hasn’t told Tanya she’s full of shit. He just stands there, saying nothing, and then Tanya says, “Let’s find a place to talk.”

	
		SIXTEEN

		Getting Devon away from the party isn’t easy. There, he feels safe, as if he could shout and bring rescue. It’d be short-lived, though. Something is going on here, and it no longer matters whether it has anything to do with Gabrielle. Another friend needs us…whether he thinks he does or not.

		We eventually get him away. Tanya changes into regular clothes, and we drive out to the hill. It’s the one place we’re guaranteed privacy. It’ll also, I hope, remind Devon of our shared past.

		When we get there, Devon sits, knees drawn up, gaze on the ground. A defensive posture, as if he has no intention of talking.

		“Why do you think you killed your father?” I ask.

		“Because I did.”

		“Is Tanya correct, then? You somehow forgot it?”

		“I didn’t just forget. It was taken from me.”

		“Taken…?”

		“The memories,” Tanya says. “Is that what you mean? You don’t think you just blocked the memories. You think someone took them?”

		“I know someone took them. I know—” Devon hugs his knees tighter. “I want to go home.”

		He sounds like a child, like the Devon we knew, and Tanya hesitates.

		I move over to sit beside Devon. “I don’t know what you’re saying, but I’d like to hear it. I’d like to understand.”

		“Like to help me, you mean,” he says. “Help me realize I’m crazy. Oh, sorry, mentally unstable.”

		“Just tell us what you— Tell us what happened.”

		He looks over. “What I think happened. That’s what you were going to say.”

		Tanya stands in front of us. “You honestly expect us to buy this story without a shred of evidence, Devon?”

		Devon’s jaw tenses, but after a moment, he gives an abrupt nod. “Fine. If you can somehow convince me I’m wrong, I’ll be ecstatic. But I’m not wrong.”

		He puts his legs out, making Tanya sidestep.

		“You just going to loom, Martel?” Devon says. “Or are you going to sit and join us for story time?”

		Tanya snorts, but plunks down on Devon’s other side.

		“It started after we moved to California,” Devon says. “I went to a movie with some new friends. There was this scene of a guy getting shot in his bed.” He glances at me. “You know what déjà vu is, right?”

		“Feeling like you’ve seen something before,” I say.

		“Right. Since then, I’ve read up on PTSD, and how something can trigger past trauma. Except there wasn’t any past trauma I knew about. No reason why this scene sent me running from the movie theater. No reason why I’d be huddled behind the building with my head between my knees, barely able to breathe.”

		We don’t speak. Anything we say will sound like doubt.

		Devon continues, “I started having nightmares. They weren’t clear at first. Bits and pieces. A bed. A gun. Blood. I thought I was reliving the movie. It didn’t seem to match, though. Then, slowly, it came clear. Me shooting a man in his bed.”

		He pulls his knees in again. “At first, it was almost laughable. This was the big puzzle my brain was torturing me with? Imagining myself doing what I saw in a movie?”

		We don’t answer. If I did, I’d leap on this, saying his impulse had been right, and Devon’s imagination had clearly run away with him.

		He continues, “It wouldn’t stop. It kept playing in my head, even when I was awake.” He glances from me to Tanya. “Do you guys still get your mental health checkups?”

		I nod. They’re like physical checkups, except poking and prodding our minds. Has anything been bothering us? Making us particularly angry or anxious? Anything we wanted to talk about in private? Concerns? Questions?

		While we always grumble about the sessions, I think they’re a good idea. Mental health is as important as physical health. I remember when Tanya first realized she wasn’t interested in dating or sex. Dr. Kenner was the first person she told, who reassured her it was no cause for concern. It just placed her in a different spot on the sexuality spectrum, which might change or might not.

		“We all still go,” Tanya says. “Annual checkups, mental and physical.”

		“Do they ask you about obsessive thoughts?”

		Tanya shrugs. “They don’t call it that, but I know what you mean.”

		When I frown, she looks at me. “They ask whether we get an idea in our head that we can’t get out. Like an ear-worm, but a thought instead of a song.”

		“Ah, right.” I turn to Devon. “That’s what you had? With the dream?”

		He nods. “I wanted to see a therapist. I asked my parents, thinking it’d be no big deal, right? That’s how we were raised. Instead, it turned into this big production.”

		I frown. “Production?”

		“They seemed to brush it off, which was annoying. Then I started hearing them on the phone, making all kinds of calls. They were telling me to chill while they freaked out. That meant it must be worse than I thought.”

		Now it’s Tanya frowning.

		I explain to her. “Because they were so eager to reassure Devon.”

		“That’d be your parents, Blythe,” Devon says. “Having my parents tell me to chill—nicely tell me, not snap that I’m overreacting—raised red flags even before I overheard the frantic phone calls. Then they had me speak to Dr. Kenner.”

		Dr. Kenner performs our annual mental health checks. He worked for CMT before they relocated to Darlington Hills. He’d been near retirement, and so they let him telecommute rather than move away from his kids and grandkids. He comes back for these mental health checks. Everyone likes Dr. Kenner. If there’s a fantasy version of a psychiatrist, he’s it—gentle and soft-spoken and endlessly understanding. Even Tucker’s comfortable with him.

		“That makes sense, right?” I say. “Dr. Kenner knows you.”

		“I guess so, but it felt weird. My parents are insisting nothing’s wrong while pulling me from school to video-conference with a guy across the country. Anyway, Dr. Kenner had questions. Lots of questions. He said it sounded like I’d triggered a memory of an old movie, something I saw when I was too young for stuff like that. After the conference, my parents insisted I go back to school, even though it was already afternoon. They called me a cab. I gave the guy twenty bucks to drop me off down the street.”

		“And he did?” I say.

		Devon gives me a withering look. “You really are a Darlington Hills girl, aren’t you? Yes, in the real world, no one actually cares whether you go to school or not. Guy dropped me off, and I snuck home, came in the back door, and found my parents on a video conference. They were talking to one of the corporate bigwigs, the guys who fly in once a year for the annual CMT banquet. My parents were freaking out. Furious with this guy. Saying they were told I’d been ‘fixed.’ That there wasn’t any danger. They said they didn’t get paid enough to babysit a kid who might murder them in their sleep.”

		“What?” I say.

		“Which part would you like explained, Blythe? Why they were talking about getting paid? Because they’re not my parents, obviously.”

		He sees my expression and exhales. Then he runs his hands over his face. “I’m sorry. I’m not angry with you. I’m just…”

		Angry, and he doesn’t know where or how to direct that rage, so he’s pulled it inside, lashing out at us, telling himself it’s for our own good, to keep us away from a dangerous guy. That’s an excuse. We are a convenient target for his anger and, considering we drugged him, we kind of deserve it.

		“I know your parents aren’t biologically yours,” I say. “You’re adopted.”

		“If you want to call it that. More like fostering. CMT pays them to take care of me. That whole story about my birth mom being unable to look after me? Bullshit. I wasn’t adopted as a baby, either. I was six.”

		“That makes no sense,” I say.

		“Right? I remember my parents—my adoptive ones—when I was younger than that. I remember where we lived. I remember vacations we took. I remember holidays and birthdays. Hell, I remember those better than the memories that came later. I always thought it was because the later ones sucked. Those early memories were perfect. Me riding Dumbo at Disney World. Me opening presents at Christmas. Me on Dad’s shoulders at the park. They’re never more than an image or a few seconds, like a photo or video clip.”

		“Because you were a little kid,” I say.

		“So, all you remember is snapshots?”

		“Well, no, but it’s still a highlights reel.”

		“Your highlights reel is full-length video, though? Or at least multiple memories of the same event?”

		“Well, yes. Mostly.”

		“I don’t have that. I don’t remember any bad stuff either. Before I came to Darlington Hills, my life was apparently perfect. Then the memories shift. No more holding Mom’s hand. No more tearing open gifts while my parents watch.”

		“But you have actual photographs, right? Of your childhood?”

		“Sure do. They’re all digital manipulations.”

		“I don’t understand. I really don’t, Dev.”

		“He’s saying his memories are fake.” Tanya has been quiet until now, and her voice lacks its usual steely confidence. “He killed his birth father when he was six, and then his memories of it were erased. He was given to the Sharpes to raise and provided with memories of them.”

		I stare at her. Then at Devon, waiting for him to laugh. Instead, he nods.

		“That’s not possible,” I say. “You can’t overwrite memories. Our brains aren’t hard drives.”

		“Are you sure?” Tanya says. “I got the impression no one fully understands how memory works. Or how it can be manipulated.”

		“We’re light years away from this kind of science.”

		“Are you sure?” Tanya says again.

		I want to say yes, I’m sure. I’m not, though. In science, it’s impossible to know how much progress has been made in every area, because that progress is ongoing. By the time a breakthrough hits the news, it’s actually been years—sometimes decades—in the making. In the case of anything with ethical consequences, the secrecy will be even higher as the researchers, well, research.

		Medical research.

		Neurological research.

		That’s what CMT does. Top-secret neurological research.

		My head shoots up. “Wait, you said CMT pays your parents to foster you. Are you saying CMT erased your memories and implanted new ones?”

		“What do you do with a kid like me?” he says. “A six-year-old who shot his father for no reason.”

		A six-year-old killer.

		Those emails from Veritas creep back, and my gut twists. Is this a coincidence? It can’t be. Or is there some confusion here in the story? Could Veritas have confused one young killer for another?

		Do I actually believe Devon killed his father in cold blood, though?

		“There must have been a reason,” I say. “Otherwise, you’re mistaken.”

		“Blythe?” Tanya says. “I know you’re trying to help, but let him talk, okay?”

		“I know I killed him, Blythe,” Devon says. “I relived the memories before I heard my parents talking about it. What I heard left no doubt. I remember finding the gun and going into his room and shooting him as he slept. I am a killer.”

		He fidgets, adjusting his position. “What do you do with a six-year-old who kills his father? Lock him up for life? Try to rehabilitate him? You ask whether CMT is involved. They are. Does that mean your parents are in on it?” He shakes his head. “I think they don’t realize the purpose of their research. Even if they do, they aren’t mad scientists experimenting on innocent children. They tried to help me. To give me a new life.”

		What do you do with a six-year-old who kills his father? Lock him up for life? Try to rehabilitate him?

		The hairs on my neck prickle, Veritas’s emails coming back.

		Alternate resolution.

		I shake it off and say, “But…but your family. Your real family.”

		“I don’t know the situation there. I’ve been digging. I think if I do find the answer, I won’t like it. I suspect my mother gave me up after what I did. I don’t blame her. She was told I could be helped, and she gave me up for my own good. The researchers erased my memories. Implanted a few new ones, so I’d have a past that featured my new guardians as adoptive parents.”

		I still want to scream that this isn’t possible. The science doesn’t exist. Yet there are people who believe that someday we’ll be able to extract traumatic memories. That seems like a good thing, right? I’d love to forget what happened at that party last spring. And then what? Erase what happened afterward? Let me off the hook for my mistake? Even erasing the attack itself might mean that I’d get into the same situation again with worse consequences. And if you erase the memory of the trauma, do you really erase the trauma itself?

		“The scientists did it for the right reasons,” Devon says. “Treating something that would have affected my entire life. It was like rebooting me. Whatever made me kill my father is gone. Even thinking about hurting someone…”

		He shudders and gazes off to the side. “I’ve changed since finding out. I’m literally not the guy you knew anymore. The fix let me become someone else, but now that I remember what I did, I’m someone else again, if that makes any sense.”

		We nod. Say nothing, just nod.

		“I don’t want to discuss this anymore, okay?” he says. “I don’t want to discuss any of it. What happened to me is done. My concern right now is Gabi.”

		“Gabrielle?” I say.

		Then it hits.

		Devon thinks something like this happened to Gabrielle.

		

		—

		I’m not even sure how much I hear of the discussion after that. It’s like being in class, and the teacher makes a comment that gets my brain zooming along another path. My brain sizzles with the very idea of what Devon is speculating—at the scientific discoveries it represents—only to wildly stamp the ideas out, like sparks landing on skin, each one burning white hot.

		This isn’t a puzzle. It’s my friend’s life.

		Is this what I want? To discover that Gabrielle has reverted to her true self, unleashing something dark and violent?

		No, not Gabrielle.

		I’d have said that about Devon, too, wouldn’t I? Because that isn’t him. His true self is what I see here. If he’s right, and he’s somehow—

		My brain balks at the idea. Even if memory erasure is possible, how do you wipe out personal memories without damaging learned behaviors? Wouldn’t you create an infant, a blank slate, unable to speak or walk?

		Except that isn’t how it works. After watching a documentary on amnesia, I’d spent a day drilling my mother, who explained the different types of memory. Procedural holds skills and habits. Semantic holds facts. Episodic holds personal memories. There are others, too, but the point is that an injury or trauma can affect one and not the other. So, you can know how to ride a bike while forgetting how you learned it.

		Even if Devon’s memories have been erased and new ones inserted, that wouldn’t mean the Devon I know is fake. They didn’t re-create his personality.

		We are the sum total of our life experiences. They are the clay that forms us. Yes, there must always be some allowance for biology, but even my mother says that biology isn’t destiny when it comes to the brain.

		If Devon did this thing, it had to arise from somewhere. It’s easy to blame faulty wiring in the brain, but that faulty wiring rarely happens in the womb. Early experience shaped Devon. If you erase that experience and restart, you’d be a different person.

		If I could believe Devon killed his father, would I think he’s still that guy? No.

		Do I want to flee before he murders me, too? Of course not.

		Therefore, Gabrielle—

		My brain slams shut the portcullis and will not proceed. I won’t let Devon’s story explain what’s happening to Gabrielle. Either Devon is mistaken, or Devon is the only subject.

		An experiment with one subject? That’s ridiculous.

		Veritas’s emails finally make sense. She thinks there’s a killer in our midst. Except it’s not Gabrielle—she was clearly talking about a male killer. It’s also not Devon, who remembers a very different crime.

		I can’t think about it yet. It’s too much, and I need to push it aside and focus on how this helps me find Gabrielle.

		It doesn’t.

		It only explains why CMT would be so worried about her escape, so secretive about it, so determined to find her without police help.

		Because she’s dangerous.

	
		SEVENTEEN

		In the end, Devon doesn’t seem to regret having spoken to us. He’ll give us time to think about it, and then we can get in touch to discuss it further. The priority, everyone agrees, is Gabrielle.

		Yes, the priority is Gabrielle. Solemn nods all around, as if we’re in an emergency board meeting. As if we can actually do the first damned thing about getting her back.

		If we could, we wouldn’t be dressing up and going to Halloween parties.

		That isn’t fair. We went to the party to get Devon to talk, in hopes it would help Gabrielle. Devon talked all right, and it raised the urgency level to code red without helping a damn bit.

		No, that’s my frustration and fear talking. Gibbering fear that wants me to swaddle it in the comfort of logic and lies.

		Memory erasing? Don’t be silly. That isn’t possible.

		Tanya decides to sleep at my place. She doesn’t ask. She just declares her intention. That would feel comfortingly nostalgic if she’d ever done it before. Oh, she’s been to my house hundreds of times. She doesn’t stay overnight, though. Sleepovers were always at her place. Tonight, Tanya doesn’t want to be alone, and that proves just how freaked out she is.

		I’ve barely drifted off when she nudges me with “Blythe?”

		I lift my head. The bedside clock reads 2:35.

		“I need to talk,” she says.

		Two minutes pass without a word.

		“Well?” she says.

		“Well, what?”

		She rolls over so fast I jump back. “Well, what? You were with me, right? When Devon said he murdered his father and had his memories erased?”

		“Yes,” I say evenly. “I was there when it happened three hours ago. I was also there in the car when you didn’t want to talk. But you do now. After you had a refreshing nap.”

		She glares at me. I meet her look dead on.

		“I needed time to think,” she says.

		“And nap,” I murmur.

		“Is that a problem, Warren?”

		“Nope, just that I’d have rather you started this conversation before I finally calmed down enough to drift off.” I prop up in bed. “You want to know what I think of it? Whether I believe Devon?”

		“You don’t?” She says it like I’ve admitted I don’t believe in quadratic equations. “He overheard his parents confirming it. He heard all that stuff about being in an experiment. You think he’s making that up?”

		“No, I just think maybe he got it twisted and…”

		Even as I speak, I realize how it sounds. Yes, if Devon overheard a line or two, he could have gotten it wrong, but this was an entire conversation. One that left no doubt in his mind about what had happened to him.

		“I’ll need more.” My voice sounds almost apologetic.

		“Agreed.” She glances over. “What? You thought I wouldn’t have doubts? I’m a mathematician. I always want to see the proof. For now, though, can we agree—in absence of more facts—that we’re accepting it as a possibility?”

		“Yes.”

		“Then you also agree that we need to know whether Gabrielle could be a subject. If she is, then that means CMT didn’t put her up in a private hospital because it’s an employee benefit. They were monitoring her. And now that she’s escaped…”

		“I’m scared for her,” I whisper finally. “I’m afraid that if this experiment is real, then she is part of it.”

		More silence.

		Finally, I say, even quieter now, “After Meeks died…after my concussion—” I stop myself.

		“What?” Tanya rises onto one arm.

		“I…I’m not sure I’m comfortable discussing this with you.”

		When she squawks, I say, “You bailed on me, Tanya. I needed to step away from one friend, and somehow that cost me another. You held our friendship hostage.”

		We lie in silence for a while. Then I say, “I had auditory hallucinations after my concussion. Ones where Gabrielle said her parents were dead. That the Harrises aren’t her real parents.”

		“What?” She peers at me.

		“I don’t know where the words came from,” I say. “Maybe something she said that day, before I hit my head. The point is that, yes, we need to confirm what Devon said and find out whether Gabrielle is involved.”

		More silence. Then she says, “I don’t want to tell Tucker yet.”

		“Which part?”

		She stares at the dark ceiling. “Any of it.”

		Before I can ask why, the pieces tumble into place like dominos.

		He’s a troubled boy, Blythe.

		Stay away from him.

		Be supportive, but don’t get too close.

		It never made any sense.

		It does now.

		I think again of those emails from Veritas. I’d concluded she couldn’t possibly have been talking about Tucker, but now I remember the whole story. A boy killed an older kid who’d been mentoring his younger sister. Tucker has a younger sister.

		But that makes no sense. Why kill a kid who’d been mentoring Tanya? Out of jealousy? That is absolutely not Tucker.

		Still, he is protective. What if the kid wasn’t just mentoring Tanya? What if he bullied her? What if he sexually abused her?

		Would Tucker kill someone who sexually abused Tanya? He’d certainly go after them. Certainly hurt them. Hurt them bad. But he wouldn’t kill them.

		Yet this isn’t seventeen-year-old Tucker. It’s eight-year-old Tucker, who wouldn’t have the same boundaries. And, with the mind wiping, it wouldn’t be my Tucker at all. My Tucker is the one who has forgotten his crime and been taught to control his aggression, to place boundaries on it…exactly as he does.

		If Tucker did kill this boy, does that change how I feel about him?

		No. No more than I feel differently about Devon knowing he may have killed his father, or Gabrielle, knowing she may have committed a crime. I know them. I trust them.

		At least five minutes pass before Tanya says, “He’s fine.”

		“Yes.”

		She looks over. “I mean that.”

		“So do I.” I meet her gaze. “I’m not afraid of Tucker.”

		That’s true. I am not the least bit afraid that Tucker will hurt me.

		Still, that doesn’t mean I’m not afraid of what Tucker might do to someone else.

		That’s not the same thing.

		Is it?

		I push off that thought with another. If Tucker was the boy in that story, and Tanya remembers nothing, does that mean her memories were tampered with, too?

		“You aren’t one of them,” Tanya says.

		Startled from my thoughts, I stare at her. “What?”

		“You’re wondering whether you’re one of the subjects. You aren’t. Your parents are researchers—that’s why they’re at CMT, and why you know us.”

		I haven’t even considered the possibility that I’m a subject. When I do, there’s no panic. Just a deep conviction that she’s right.

		Does that mean my parents are key researchers on this project?

		If they are, it’s because they thought they were doing a good thing. Saving children whose lives were ruined. Kids who never had a chance. That’s good, isn’t it?

		Unless it all goes wrong. Unless the memories come back.

		It’d begin with altruistic intent, though, and Tanya wants to continue that by protecting Tucker. Let him keep believing he’s normal.

		I almost laugh at that. Yeah, no, Tucker has never believed he’s normal. No one lets him. Unlike Gabrielle and Devon, he wasn’t granted a fresh start. He was treated as if he’d done something horrible without ever understanding why. Does it not make more sense to tell him what that is? The true cruelty is treating Tucker like a bomb ready to explode and not giving him the tools he needs to control that explosion.

		Tanya doesn’t ask me to keep it from him. She just presumes I will.

		

		—

		“We should use Devon’s dad to get more information,” I say to Tanya as we eat breakfast by the pool. “He’s a screw-up. Callum’s mom is always saying so. If he has files, Cassidy might be able to hack them. She’s still trying to get Sydney to talk to her.”

		“Convince her to lend us her tech skills in hopes you’ll put in a good word with your little sis? That’s cold, Blythe.”

		I bristle. “It’s for Gabi.”

		“I was expressing my appreciation. If cold is what we need, cold is what we gotta do. Glad you’re in.”

		“To a degree, yes.” I spoon up granola. “Contact Devon. Get his input. See if there’s any chance his parents will be out today.”

		It turns out that Devon’s dad is working all day, and his mom has a salon appointment. And after coming up with the plan, I get booted onto the sidelines.

		“This isn’t your kind of thing, Blythe,” Tanya says, as she prepares to leave. “You don’t bring any special skills to the table. You do bring liability, though. You’re a shitty liar.”

		My Saturday is going to be spent sitting around, in case Tanya needs me to contact Cassidy. Callum texts a morning check-in, which ignites a flame of guilt. I’d canceled our plans for tonight because I cannot imagine hanging out and acting normal. Acting as if I don’t think my friends may be killers who’ve had their memories rebooted.

		Is that really what I think?

		The more time I have with the idea, the more I must admit that it fits the evidence. Not a proven theory, but a very strong hypothesis.

		Under those circumstances, how am I ever going to fake normal? Do my homework. See a movie with Callum. Eat dinner with my family. Act like nothing’s wrong.

		One of those things is easier to fix than the others.

		Yesterday, I feared Callum might be the boy in Veritas’s story. Even if he is—if he’s a subject brought back into the fold—that isn’t a good reason to keep my distance if I agree that the experiment worked.

		Unless he’s a control subject. What if he is the boy in the story, and his memory hasn’t been tampered with? He’s been brought back to see how he integrates with us. That would make him dangerous.

		Except his sister hadn’t even been born when he was eight. He has a younger sister and brother, but they’re five and six.

		That doesn’t mean Callum isn’t the boy in the story. He could have been separated from another sister because she’d been the cause of his crime…and a secondary victim of it, having seen him kill that kid.

		I rub my temples. I need to be careful of Callum, but that’s not why I’m breaking up with him. First, he stalked me at the party. Second, I need to focus on my crew right now. Third…as much as I hate to admit it, I’ve realized I really only like Callum as a friend.

		I pick up my phone, ready to text Callum.

		Then I hear Tanya’s voice in my head.

		That’s cold, Blythe.

		Cold is what we need. And I’m not dumping a longtime boyfriend by text message. I’m explaining the situation to a friend I’d just started dating.

		
			Me: So, I’m going to be honest, Cal, because you deserve that. Tanya had to leave, and I should say our plans are back on, but I just can’t. I’m so distracted over Gabi, and I don’t want to keep you hanging. I don’t want to keep acting like nothing’s wrong.

		

		Before I can finish typing, a text pops up from Tucker, and I scramble to get it.

		
			Tucker: Hey, just checking in. You and T having fun?

			Me: She had to leave. So, it’s just me, staring morosely into the pool.

			Tucker: Harsh.

			Me: Right?

			Tucker: You want to grab a coffee?

		

		I send back a string of enthusiastic emojis.

		
			Tucker: T has the car, so how about I get a ride-share to Jitterbug, grab coffees, and meet you at the playground?

		

		I agree. I’m halfway to the house when I glance down at my phone to see the unfinished message.

		In the midst of telling Callum that I couldn’t see him, I’d jumped at the chance to see Tucker.

		That says so much. And it says I need to do this. I finish the message to Callum.

		
			Me: Our friendship is too important to let you keep thinking it’ll turn into something else. I’m sorry.

		

		I take a deep breath and hit Send. Then I compose another.

		
			Me: I’m going offline for a few hours. Sorry.

		

		That’s cold, Blythe.

		Yes.

		Yes, it is.

	
		EIGHTEEN

		Tucker brings me a frappe in an insulated bag. The drink is the largest size, and I swear it’s half whipped cream and sprinkles. I slurp in happy silence as we sit under a tree. The playground is empty, as usual. We used to hang out here as kids, but now it seems abandoned, no new friend groups moving in to take our place.

		“I know something happened last night,” Tucker says at last, and I stop mid-slurp.

		“I’m not going to ask what,” he continues. “I’m just saying that I know something’s up, and I trust I’ll hear the story soon enough.”

		I busy myself scooping whipped cream onto my straw. “I think I dumped Callum.”

		The words come from nowhere, and I blink before I plow on. “I mean, we weren’t really dating, but we were heading that way. Too much is going on, and I just…”

		I lean back against the tree trunk, knees pulled up. “I like him, Tuck. But after I sent that text, I was relieved, and I feel shitty about that.”

		“Why? You guys went on one date. It’s like…” He waves a hand. “Test-driving a car to see seeing whether you want to buy it. That’s the point of dating, as I understand it. Especially at your age.”

		Your age? As if he isn’t the same age. It feels like when I got my first period, and he went online to see how to be supportive and helpful, as if I’d broken my arm. It’d been kind of weird, but typical Tucker, and I’d appreciated it. He speaks of dating in the same way, as if it affects me and me alone. He isn’t like Tanya. He notices girls. Just doesn’t do more than notice them, and one girl he never notices like that? Me.

		“Bliss?”

		I shake it off. “Sorry. Just…”

		“You’re feeling bad about Callum. You shouldn’t, though. If you want to make it work, then talk to him about what you need right now. If you want to step back, then that’s okay, too. You don’t need an excuse.”

		I manage a weak smile. “How’d you get so wise, Tuck?”

		He shrugs. “You and Tanya are the smart ones, so I need something. Clever sounds cooler than wise, though.”

		“Noted.”

		He puts out an arm, and I duck into it, as I always used to, resting under his arm, my back against his side. The familiar warmth of him makes me glad he can’t see my face, as my eyes glisten with tears.

		Tucker would be fine with me dating Callum. I should say that’s great. Refreshing. Straight male friends can get territorial. The truth, though? The truth is that it hurts more than I care to admit. Severing a last string of hope.

		Even thinking that makes me squirm. How much easier would it be to say, with conviction, that I have never wanted anything other than friendship from Tucker?

		I can say it when he’s not around. Here, though, leaning against him, I have to admit it was never going to work with Callum. The moment Tucker stepped back into my life, Callum’s star faded until I had to squint to see it.

		I shift to sit in front of Tucker. “Can we talk about something else?”

		He tugs over my half-finished frappe. “Only if you don’t let this melt.”

		He holds it out, and his head tilts, hair flopping into one eye, the other as clear and inviting as pool water, warm depths I could lose myself in.

		The tears threaten again, and he touches my chin, startling me. He’s careful about that. So damned careful. Like pulling on a T-shirt before we video-chat. He does nothing that could be remotely interpreted as flirting. Putting his arm around my shoulders, yes. Letting me lean against him, yes. But never touching me even like this, his fingertips resting lightly under my chin.

		I want the other Tucker right now, the one for whom life is a carnival ride. With that Tucker, I just need to hang on tight and enjoy. With that Tucker, I can tell myself that’s all there is to him, like the primary-colored surface of a bouncy castle, nothing underneath but hot air. With that Tucker, friendship is enough.

		This Tucker? This Tucker is still water running deep, and I could drown in him.

		His thumb strokes my chin, his eyes on mine.

		“It’s okay, Bliss,” he says. “Everything’s going to be okay. Gabi will be—”

		“I think she killed Mr. Meeks.”

		The words leap from me, and my hands clap to my mouth, eyes rounding in near-comic horror. Tucker only does his head tilt and says, “What makes you think that?”

		What makes you think that?

		Not a head shake as if he obviously misheard.

		What makes you think that?

		I pull back, rubbing my face. “I-I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m stressed and—”

		He gently tugs my hands away. “It’s just me, Blythe. Whatever you say to me stays with me. You know that.”

		“I…I don’t really think she did it. I just…there’s this data that I’m struggling to interpret.” I glance over at him. “Sorry. Wrong analogy. There are clues that I’m trying to fit into a narrative.”

		One side of his mouth quirks. “Use whatever language works for you, Bliss. I think I’m clever enough to get the gist of it.” He lowers his voice. “See how I seeded that in. Clever. It’s a good word.”

		I give a strangled half-laugh. “It is a very good word.” I roll my shoulders, the distraction helping my heart rate slow, the panic ebbing. Panic? Or the shame of saying a horrible thing about my friend?

		Tucker is right. It’s just him. A safe bubble into which I can spew my most shameful thoughts. Well, some of them, at least.

		I tell him about my hallucinations, starting at Meeks’s funeral. The visual ones of Meeks’s son, and then the audio ones of Gabrielle.

		My parents are dead. Dead and gone.

		I tell him about the intrusive thoughts. The blood and bone and brain splattered in Meeks’s office.

		Tucker listens. Listens and does not react.

		“I had a concussion,” I say finally. “So, obviously, I was hallucinating. The rumor was that Meeks shot himself in the head, and my imagination started tormenting me with visuals. And I don’t know why I keep hearing her say things she never said.”

		“As if she had said it, and you’d repressed it.”

		A chill shivers through me. I haven’t considered this. He says it as if it’s the obvious answer. And it is, in light of what Devon suspects was done to him and Gabrielle.

		“You were there, right?” he says. “At the school when Gabi was alone with Meeks? Before her parents came to get her?”

		A snatch of my conversation with Devon comes back.

		“Blow to the head. Minor concussion. Short-term memory loss.”

		He shakes his head and mutters. “Convenient.”

		Convenient.

		“What do you remember?” Tucker asks.

		“N-nothing. I was in the bathroom, waiting until everyone left. I was worried about Gabi. I planned to listen in at the study hall vent.”

		“But you didn’t.”

		Didn’t I?

		Pain slams through my head, so sudden I ratchet forward, gagging. Tucker catches my shoulders. His thumbs rub as he holds me there.

		When I straighten, he hands me my frappe. I make a face and spit discreetly to the side, bile disappearing into the grass. Then I sip my drink and close my eyes as the agony ebbs to dull waves of pain.

		“Tell me what you need, Bliss.”

		“To get through this. Don’t let me stop, Tuck. Don’t let me brush it off. Please.”

		“All right, then. Let’s back up. You were in the restroom. That’s where you hit your head. As far as you know, you never got to the study hall.”

		As far as you know.

		Ah, Tucker. You might say Tanya and I are the smart ones, but you’re the guy hitting every nail square on the head.

		“Do you remember falling in the bathroom?” he asks.

		“No,” I say softly. “I don’t remember anything after walking in.” I rub my temples. “I feel like I’m betraying Gabi even speculating about this.”

		“Let’s remove Gabi from it, then. Pretend it’s a story we’re writing together. We want our character to kill the VP. She’ll need a reason, of course, but we can fill that in later. She’s having a breakdown, and it’s triggered a psychotic episode. Maybe the VP said something to her.”

		Did you think I’d forgotten the cameras? You’re watching. You’re always watching. Just waiting for me to do something wrong, so you can punish me.

		“Bliss?”

		The headache stabs fresh, and I lift a finger, asking him to wait. He does.

		“How would Gabi get away with it?” I ask. “She knows nothing about cleaning up crime scenes.”

		“She didn’t clean it up. Someone else did.”

		“Who? Her parents?”

		“Her parents love her, right? They know this isn’t her fault. So, they cover it up.”

		“But how?” I throw up my arms. “This is huge, Tuck, and the Harrises aren’t cops or criminal masterminds. They’re a medical doctor and a psychologist.”

		“Who work for a lab with a top-notch security division.”

		“CMT covered it up?”

		“They own the school. Yes, including ‘murder cover-up’ under employee benefits is a bit extreme, but…”

		Not if they were responsible for the killer. Not if she was part of their secret project.

		“You aren’t arguing,” he says.

		“I’m just wrapping my head around—”

		“No, you aren’t arguing because of whatever you found out last night. Whatever led you to consider whether Gabi murdered Meeks.”

		“I can’t talk about that.”

		“Why?” Before I can answer, he says, “Tanya told you not to.”

		He refolds his long legs and braces his elbows on his thighs. “You discovered something. It makes you think Gabi could have killed Meeks during her breakdown. It also gives CMT a motive for covering it up, beyond a world-class employee-benefit package. Either you overheard something at the party, or Devon talked.”

		He glances up so fast I don’t have time to remold my expression, and he says, “Devon talked. He knows something. It will explain why he came back to Darlington Hills acting like he had a personality transplant. It involves Gabi, which is why Devon has suddenly shown an interest. Tanya doesn’t want me to know. That means I’m also involved. Some kind of experiment…”

		This time I’m braced for his sneak glance. It doesn’t matter. He’s declared his theory sound and doesn’t even check my reaction.

		He continues, “CMT does neurological research. Cutting-edge stuff. Insanity-level security. So…” He taps his lower lip. “I’ll need to think more on this one. Come up with some ideas. Of course, knowing my imagination, whatever I think up is bound to be worse than what they’re actually doing.”

		“Tuck…”

		“Which means I’m going to envision terrible things were done to me, horrors beyond imagining, trauma the likes of which I will never recover from, even if I’ve only imagined them because my best friend won’t tell me the truth.”

		“Not even subtle, Tuck.”

		“Subtle?” He frowns. “What is this word?”

		I run my hands through my hair. “All right, I didn’t actually promise Tanya that I wouldn’t tell you.”

		“You need to show her she can’t boss you around, Bliss. Exercise your right to independent thought.”

		“So not subtle.”

		He eases back, arms braced on the ground. “Wanna play hot or cold? Twenty questions? Let me figure it out for myself.”

		I shake my head. “It’s not a game. If I think you should know, I should tell you.”

		“And I won’t tell Tanya.”

		Another head shake. “No, I will take responsibility when she finds out. So, this is kind of a long story.”

		He rubs his hands together. “The best kind.”

		“You won’t say that when I’m done, Tuck.”

		He sobers and flips his hair out of his eyes. “Whatever it is, I’ll be okay.” He meets my gaze. “I’m always okay. I can deal with whatever’s dished out. You know that, right?”

		I hope so.

		

		—

		I tell Tucker about Devon. I don’t connect the dots for him. He needs to do that himself. At first, he only nods. Keeps nodding, processing. Then he says, “That is some whacked-out shit. I’d say fucked-up, but I hate to swear. Shit seems enough.” He considers. “Nope, this requires full-scale profanity. It’s fucked up.”

		“Too fucked up? An implausible plot?”

		One shoulder lifts in a shrug. “I don’t know the science, but the story works. You’ve got kids who commit crimes at an age when you’d question whether they really understood what they were doing. Do you punish them? Let them spend their lives punishing themselves? If they didn’t know what they were doing, erasing their memories of the crime is a blessing. If they did know, erasing and rebooting is rehabilitation. I can see scientists thinking it’s a valid goal. Whether it actually is…” He shrugs. “That’s a conversation for another time. Let’s walk.”

		“Huh?”

		He’s already rising. He puts out one hand to help me up. Then he hesitates, hand still extended even as his expression says he doesn’t expect me to take it.

		He’s figured it out. Made the connections and realized I may no longer want to touch him, even in friendship. I take his hand and rise, and then give it a squeeze before letting go.

		We only get a few steps before he muses, “I wonder what I did.”

		I glance over.

		“I did something,” he says. “Probably something really bad. That would explain a lot.”

		“We don’t know—”

		He cuts me off with a look. “Yeah, we do, Bliss.”

		“I’m sorry.”

		“For what? Telling me?” He bumps my shoulder. “Never apologize for that. My life has been a story with a huge chunk missing. Someone tore out my prologue.” He glances my way. “But you have it.”

		I startle. “Have what?”

		“My prologue. There’s an inch-thick layer of guilt on your face right now, Bliss. You’ve heard a story, and you’ve considered me for the bad actor in it.”

		“Someone sent me a news article,” I say. “I consider it a possible prologue for someone in our group, but I can’t even prove that it happened the way she says it happened.”

		“She?”

		“Veritas. That’s the name she’s using.”

		“Truth.”

		I look at him sharply.

		“Veritas is the Roman goddess of truth. So, what did this Veritas send you?”

		I hesitate. Then I take out my phone, navigate to the hidden folder, and let him read it for himself.

		When he finishes, he looks at me, one brow raised. “You seriously think this might not be me?”

		I feel my jaw set, and he shakes his head. “It’s me, Bliss. We both know it is.” He pauses, as if considering. “It’s weird.” Another pause. “That’s not the word I should use, is it?”

		I touch my shoulder to his. “Use whatever word you want, Tuck.”

		“It’s weird because I’m trying to understand it, and I can’t. This kid was nice to Tanya. Why would I hurt him for that? I would if he attacked her. Maybe, at that age, I could make a mistake and accidentally kill him. With a knife, though? Slitting his throat? That’s not me.”

		“Which means this might not be you.”

		He makes a face. “Whatever I did is really bad, and that story would fit with the way everyone treats me. It just doesn’t fit me.” Another pause. “But that’s what happens when you erase memories. You become someone else. I can’t understand that Tucker because I’m not that Tucker anymore. Which is good.”

		We walk a few more feet. Then he slides a look my way, hands going in his pockets as he says, as nonchalantly as possible, “How do you feel about that? Knowing I almost certainly did this?”

		“Like you said, it’s not you,” I say firmly.

		“Isn’t it?” He gazes off into the distance. “I’m still messed up. No one denies that. The plot fix was more of a plot bandage. At least this will help me understand why I need to stay on track.”

		We walk a few more steps in silence.

		“Back to Gabi,” he says. “Tanya and Devon are chasing some answers. We need to chase another one.”

		“What happened to Meeks.”

		“Yep.”

		CALLUM

		Callum storms into the house, letting the door slam shut behind him. No one’s here to give him shit. Dad took the rug rats to soccer, and Mom’s putting in sixteen-hour days looking for Gabrielle.

		“Callum?” a voice calls.

		Fuck.

		His mother appears in the doorway, tablet in one hand, phone in the other. “Good, I was just going to text you. We need to talk.”

		“Busy,” he says, as he heads for the stairs.

		“Excuse me?”

		His shoulders tense.

		“This is business,” she says. “Meaning it’s not your mother speaking. It’s your commanding officer.”

		He pivots slowly, trying not to grind his teeth. He wants to spit out something nasty, something about how, these days, she’s never his mother, always his commanding officer.

		But he asked for this, didn’t he? Begged for the opportunity.

		Callum had been eight when he learned his mother wasn’t just a police officer in the military. Her area of expertise was spy-craft.

		Spy-craft. The first time he heard the word, something in him ignited. At that age, his friends would have been all over the “spy” part. How cool was that? Craft, though? That meant you had to work for it? No, thank you.

		But to Callum, it’d been the best of both worlds. Something cool and exciting that he could learn and perfect.

		That’s when he knew what he wanted to do with his life. At first, his mother figured it was a passing fancy. A boy wanting to play James Bond. When she realized it was more, she started to train him.

		With the job opening at CMT, having a teenage son had pushed her from contender to winner. And with her new job came his first mission, direct from CMT itself.

		Mom walks past him and deadlocks the front door. Dad isn’t expected back for at least an hour, but she’s being careful. She draws the curtains before turning to him.

		“What’s going on with Blythe?”

		She dumped me.

		She dumped me by fucking text message, and I went to talk and found her in the playground, cuddling with Tucker Martel.

		She couldn’t even wait a fucking day.

		Callum’s fists clench, nails digging into his palms.

		“Callum?” his mom says.

		“She ended it. Okay? Too much going on, blah, blah, blah. Hopes I understand. Hopes we can still be friends. That’s what I get for being understanding.”

		“Well, then you need to keep being understanding, Callum. You understand that she needs support and get your ass over there to offer it. Win her back.”

		“She doesn’t want me. She’s made that very clear.”

		“Are you sulking, Callum?”

		“Thanks, Mom. Way to make me feel better.”

		She’s in front of him before he can take another step. “I’m not here to make you feel better. I’m here to make sure you do your job. Please do not tell me you’ve fallen for this girl.”

		This girl.

		Blythe is a source. An asset. A thing, which had been so much easier to understand in the abstract.

		Charm a hot girl and win her confidence? Hell, yeah. He could do that. The key there being “a girl,” a theoretical instance of the type, not a living and breathing individual he’d…

		Fallen for.

		No, he hadn’t fallen for her. He liked her, sure. But this was bruised ego. That’s all.

		He rolls his shoulders and says, gruffly, “ ’Course not. Still stings, okay?”

		“Well, get over it. This is why I’ll be happy when you have a proper handler. There are things a handler can say to you that sound unbearably cruel coming from your mother.”

		You seem to do just fine, Mom.

		She continues talking as she steers him into the dining room. “Of course it stings. But remember that it’s a job. She didn’t dump you. She dumped the version of you that you’ve allowed her to see.”

		Yeah, that’d be me, Mom.

		In the beginning he had played a role, which totally failed to impress Blythe. As time went on, he slid back into his own skin, and that’s when the magic happened. Or so it seemed.

		“We need you to fix this,” Mom says. “The timing couldn’t be worse.”

		When he starts to protest, she says, “That’s not your fault. She’s worried about her friend, and that’s opened the door for the Martel twins.”

		Callum doesn’t correct her. She always calls them twins, and he’s never sure whether she just forgets or she’s being sarcastic.

		Mom continues, “Blythe’s phone records indicate she’s been in contact with Tucker. Were you aware of that?”

		Yep, I just saw them “in contact.”

		“She’s also been in contact with Devon,” Mom says. “Both Tanya and Blythe have been texting him after months of estrangement.”

		“Because of Gabrielle.”

		“I don’t care why. There is concern from the top.” She rubs his back. “We’re asking a lot of you. I know that. But if you impress them, you will be fast-tracked to a career I couldn’t imagine at your age.”

		“I know.”

		Another pat, this one harder. “So, get in there and get the girl.”

		“Any word on Gabrielle?”

		His mother frowns. “Please don’t tell me you’re worried about her, too.”

		“Blythe is.”

		“Yes, but what concerns Blythe doesn’t concern you, Callum. You can’t afford that kind of emotional attachment to any of these kids.”

		“Blythe is concerned about Gabrielle,” he says slowly, meeting his mother’s gaze. “If I had something to tell her, something my mother might have shared in confidence, or something I overheard my mother say…”

		Mom’s eyes light up with the kind of gleam she never gets when he brings home straight As or takes first place at a track meet. This is what makes her proud. This is what makes him worthy of her attention.

		She smiles. “Let’s see what we can do.”

	
		NINETEEN

		BLYTHE

		Five minutes after I get home, Tanya pulls up to the curb and strides out waving a USB drive over her head.

		“We have data,” she says.

		I glance toward her car.

		“It’s just me,” she says as we head for the backyard. “Dev’s mom came home an hour ago. Literally as he was finishing the download. I had to hang around and pretend we were just chilling together. God, his parents are creepy. Have I ever mentioned that?”

		“Creepier than mine?”

		“Yours are creepy because they’re too normal, which isn’t normal at all. I wonder if his are even married. Have you thought of that? They might just be coworkers on a long-term assignment. Playing Mommy and Daddy, pretending to be married, sharing a bed.”

		“So, this data…”

		She slaps the drive into my hand. “Encrypted work emails to Devon’s dad.”

		“Anything else?”

		She flops onto a lounge chair. “Besides the ten-page manifesto where his parents tell the world that their son is a mind-wiped killer?”

		I give her a look.

		“Yeah,” she says. “Nothing like that. We were lucky to get this much. It’s less than a week of email. CMT must wipe older emails from the system. We’ll need Cassidy to crack the encryption. See whether CMT knows more than they’re saying about Gabrielle.”

		“Presuming Cassidy knows how to crack anything. Even then, how do we get her to decrypt it without giving her access to the information.”

		Tanya flutters a hand, and then turns her face up to the sun. “That would be your job, my dear.”

		“Thanks.”

		

		—

		I call Cassidy. We need to start being careful what we say by text. Tucker had me turn off all my voice activation, and he suggested we might want to switch to prepaid phones. Part of me says that goes too far. And part of me says even burner phones wouldn’t go far enough.

		I tell Cassidy that we’re worried because the investigation into my friend’s disappearance is being handled in-house. We got access to some emails, and we want to be sure they really are looking for her.

		She offers to meet me and try to crack the encryption on my own laptop, so the data remains with me. She’ll read no more than she sees while cracking it.

		We make arrangements. Then I turn off my laptop’s Wi-Fi and Bluetooth connections. No transmitting or receiving functions while I’m doing any of this.

		By that point, Tanya’s gone, and I need to deal with yet another issue: Callum wants to talk. It seems almost ludicrous under the circumstances. My missing friend may be the subject of a mind-wiping experiment and may have murdered our VP. But, sure, let’s hit Pause for a relationship chat.

		Of course, that’s not fair to Callum, who knows nothing beyond “Gabrielle is missing.” I have time before I meet with Cassidy. I should spare him a few minutes of it.

		
			Callum: I can pick you up. I have something you need to hear in private. About Gabrielle. I don’t dare say more on text.

		

		

		—

		I’m pacing outside when Callum drives up. He idles at the curb while I climb in. Then he sits there, fingers drumming the steering wheel, before saying, “Where to?”

		“Maybe the playground. It’s usually empty—”

		“No.”

		I shift in my seat as a chill descends.

		“I’m sorry if—” I begin.

		“We aren’t discussing that, remember?”

		My hackles rise at his snap. “We’re discussing whatever you wanted to tell me. So, how about we skip going anywhere?”

		“That’s it, then?” He glances over, his face hard. “I’m supposed to blurt it out, so you can get on with your day?”

		“You’re the one—” I stop short and throw open the door. “This was a mistake.”

		He leans over the seat. “So, you don’t want to hear about the investigation?”

		I wheel on him, standing on the curb. “You asshole.”

		“Me?” His voice rises. “You’re the one who was off with—”

		He clamps down on the word. I hesitate. Then I slide back into the car and shut the door.

		“Yes, I’m pissy,” he says. “A real asshole would sit on this information after getting dumped. Maybe bringing this to you should make me feel good. Rising above it and all that shit. Instead, I just feel like a pathetic loser, crawling to lay this gift at your feet.”

		I consider confronting him about spying on me at the Halloween party, but I don’t want to get into it, so I just say, “I appreciate—”

		“Save it. This isn’t my grovel gift, Blythe. I came to tell you that CMT has leads on Gabi.”

		“What?”

		I twist so fast I pull a muscle in my side. His face softens before he finds his scowl again, though it doesn’t quite fit, like a lopsided mask. Finally, he sighs and half-smiles for me.

		“Yes, Blythe. They have leads.”

		He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a sheet of paper. “I didn’t dare send it by text. You can tell the others, but please don’t say where it came from.”

		“How’d you get it?”

		“Don’t ask that, either. If anyone found out, my mom could lose her job.”

		I nod. “I received it anonymously.”

		“Thank you. Can you promise me one thing? My price for that information?”

		My back tenses. “What?”

		“Stay away from Tucker.”

		Now I stiffen enough for him to see it.

		He lifts his hands. “I know you’re hanging out with Tanya again. That’s good…but where Tanya is, Tucker is, too, and I’m concerned.”

		I hold my breath, praying he won’t make me promise not to see Tucker, but he seems to presume I’ve agreed.

		“Read that over,” he says, jerking his chin at the note. “If you have any questions, now’s the time to ask.”

		

		—

		What Callum found for me isn’t quite as helpful as I might have liked. Still, it’s reassurance that Gabrielle is all right. Someone saw a young woman matching her description coming out of a half-finished house in a new subdivision. The security team has been watching the neighborhood ever since, suspecting she’s sheltering there at night. Callum wasn’t able to get the subdivision name, but there are only two new ones in Darlington Hills. We can check them out ourselves.

		There’s another sighting, from yesterday. A woman spoke to a teenager who looked like Gabrielle in a nearby town. The teen had been returning shopping carts for the deposit. She’d been quiet and clean, and she’d seemed embarrassed to need the money. The woman had given her twenty dollars, and Gabrielle had teared up, so she’d added another twenty. Once the woman got home, she searched online for missing girls and found a notice leading her to CMT. By the time security arrived, Gabrielle was gone.

		The best part of these leads is that Gabrielle seems like herself and not the girl from the ladder, the one who might have attacked Sydney. I can wish—desperately wish—she’d used some of that forty-dollar windfall to call me, but if she did hurt Sydney, she won’t.

		The important part is that she’s all right.

		Now, I need to meet up with Cassidy to crack that data, and then Tucker, to dig into Meeks’s death.

		

		—

		I’m meeting Cassidy at Jitterbug. She said it was perfect. A public location where no one’s paying attention to anyone else. I’d have rather met in her own town, but she vetoed that.

		I arrive ten minutes early. It’s a good call. The place is busy, which I should have expected. It’s October and getting too chilly to hang around outside. Also, the fall flavors menu launched today. While I’m not a pumpkin-spice fan, I adore their Peppermint Dreams, with extra chocolate and a candy-cane stir stick.

		First, though, I need a table, and this is where I remember why I love C-Prep. I’m immediately offered two tables by younger students I recognize only in passing. They know what happened to Gabrielle and Sydney, and they scramble to offer me a place to sit. I accept the one where they seem to be finished their drinks, and I make a note of faces, so I can repay their kindness. Then I put my backpack on the tabletop and get myself a drink.

		After I leave the counter, I’m stopped multiple times to field questions about Gabrielle and my sister. I’m in the middle of talking to a couple of Sydney’s classmates when the door opens and in walks a girl who looks like she just came from church. Cute dress. Sleek blond hair. Impeccable eye makeup. Designer bag. Chairs squeal as guys turn. Then she spots me and waves.

		“You must be Blythe,” she says, with a touch of a British accent. “I’m Cassidy.”

		Okay, not what I expected of the coding genius my sister is crushing on. Seeing her, I can understand the crushing part. As for the rest, well, if Cassidy isn’t my image of a coder, that’s my problem.

		I show her to the table where she deposits her designer bag—which turns out to be a laptop case—and then heads for the counter. She doesn’t get a chance to pay before a junior thrusts out a fiver to cover her drink. She smiles and thanks him, and then returns to me.

		“Freebie, huh?” I say.

		“I get a lot of them. No idea why.”

		She flutters her eyelashes, and I have to laugh. Then she settles in with a shrug. “If they want to buy my coffee, I say let them. No contractual obligation there, right?”

		“You already have a boyfriend, then?”

		I almost feel bad as the color rises in her cheeks. She smooths her skirt and says, “Let’s get this out of the way.”

		“All right.”

		“I did a shitty thing to your sister. I…like her.”

		“As a friend.”

		Her cheeks pink again. “I…” She straightens, and that girlish look vanishes as her eyes meet mine, firm and direct. “There’s a reason we’re meeting on your turf, Blythe. The same reason I had to bail on Syd. If my parents saw me here with you, it’d be off to boarding school. A special boarding school run by our church.”

		“I don’t understand.”

		She exhales. “People like you never do.”

		“People like me?”

		“That wasn’t an insult. I would love to be one of those who don’t understand. Did you know that conversion therapy is illegal?”

		“Conversion? Wait. You mean—”

		“What happens in private boarding school stays in private boarding school.” She folds her hands on the table. “My parents found out I was seeing a girl last year. I have been on probation ever since. I’ve even considered…” She glances toward the boy who bought her coffee. “Diversionary tactics. Can’t bring myself to do it. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us.”

		“Your parents don’t let you hang out with girls? Ever? How does that work with friends?”

		“Parent-approved only. Not being a member of our church, Syd will never be parent-approved. I thought I’d get away with it because she was in my coding class. I could say I’m mentoring her. And it’s not like I was sure it could be more than friendship.”

		“When you got the feeling Syd wanted more, you backed off.”

		“No, it was only afterward that I got the feeling she might be interested in me. Which you just confirmed.”

		Shit.“She doesn’t talk to me about—”

		“It doesn’t matter. Right now, I’m screwed. At the last minute, my parents found out that my ‘movie with friends’ was ‘movie with a girl they don’t know.’ I’m on lockdown. I only got away because I have work. I arranged to come in late. If anyone saw me in our local coffee shop with a strange girl, my parents would hear about it. Small town. Big mouths.”

		She points at my backpack. “I’m hoping you brought your laptop. I have an hour. Then I really do need to be at work. I’m also hoping this good deed will buy me an equally good word with your sister. What she wants is off the table for now, but that isn’t because I’m not interested. Either way, I don’t want to lose her as a friend. Fair enough?”

		“Fair enough.”

		I take out my laptop, and we get to work.

	
		TWENTY

		I have nothing.

		It isn’t that Cassidy can’t decrypt the files. She can, even if she declares it amazing encryption. While the emails are full of characters where the decryption didn’t quite work, those holes don’t cover anything critical. There is nothing critical.

		The emails are from Callum’s mom to the team. Daily updates on various security matters, including Gabrielle. Thursday morning, a memo calls everyone into a meeting. After that, the only mention of her case comes in the updates. Twice-daily memos, all containing the same line.

		
			Subject GTH remains at large. No reported sightings. No leads to date. Investigation ongoing. Status: priority one.

		

		There have been no sightings of Gabrielle.

		What Callum gave me is a lie. His mother must have realized what he was up to and fed him reassurances, knowing he’d pass them on to me.

		Unless the leads are real, and the emails are the lie. Is Ms. Kilpatrick feeding false updates to the team? Keeping only key members in the loop?

		I do get something from these emails. Something I don’t even realize until I read them for the dozenth time.

		Subject GTH.

		Confirmation that Gabrielle is an experimental subject.

		“I really need to go,” Cassidy says, her hot-pink nails tapping the table. “I’m sorry. I can tell you didn’t find what you were hoping for. I’m around if you need more. I’ve left a copy of the encryption key on your laptop, too, and I’ll show you how to run it.”

		I have to force myself to pay attention as she demonstrates. How would we get more data? Break into the lab? The only thing tougher would be a cyber break-in.

		“I really appreciate this,” I say, as Cassidy is preparing to leave. “I’ll talk to Sydney, but I’m not sure what you want me to say.”

		“How about the truth?” says a voice behind us.

		We turn, and there’s Sydney, sitting at another table. She had her back to us, and she’d joined a group of chattering freshmen who apparently didn’t dare question her right to the empty chair.

		This is the first time I’ve seen my sister since I learned the truth about Devon. Since I learned about the experiment. That shouldn’t matter. Whether my parents are involved or not, my sister has nothing to do with it. Same as me. We’re just the children of CMT’s scientists.

		I see Sydney twisting in nightmares. Nightmares about fire.

		Isn’t that the mystery I’ve been trying to solve for years? Why my little sister is terrified of fire when there’s no fire-related tragedy in her life?

		Or is there?

		Sydney’s jaw juts with a belligerence I know well. “I saw you through the window, Blythe, and I thought you might be with Tanya and Tucker. I popped in to be an annoying little sister and make you buy me a frappe, so I’d leave. Instead…”

		She turns to Cassidy. When Cassidy first saw Sydney, she’d lit up. Now she only gives a subdued, “Hey, Syd.”

		“You’re just leaving, right? Gotta run. Can’t talk. Maybe later.”

		“I’ve been trying to talk to you for three days,” Cassidy says, her tone even. “Yes, I do need to run to work, but if you’ll walk out with me, we can talk.”

		“Will I get the truth?” Sydney says. “Even if it’s that you just don’t want to be friends anymore?”

		Cassidy gives a wry smile. “That would be a much shorter conversation. This one is…complicated.”

		Sydney makes a noise, like she’s trying for a derisive snort but she can’t quite manage it.

		I tap her arm. “Walk with me to the parking lot. We’ll meet Cassidy there, and she can give you a lift home on her way out of town.”

		“In other words, you want to talk to me first,” Sydney says.

		I open my mouth. Then I remember her grumbling about my unwanted advice. I want to tell her to be gentle with Cassidy, to be understanding. To tell her not to judge. Not to question.

		She’ll struggle to understand Cassidy’s parents. She’s at that age where she’ll declare them close-minded bigots and forget that they are still her friend’s parents.

		My mind is reeling from Devon’s revelations, and I want to take refuge in this. Interfering in Sydney’s life. Giving her unwanted advice.

		Unwanted because it says I don’t trust her to handle this herself.

		I take a deep breath. “You guys should go before Cassidy’s late for work. I’ll clear the table.”

		Sydney glances at Cassidy. Her jaw sets again, and I brace for her to argue. Then she nods, abruptly, and they head out.

		I barely have the table cleared before my phone buzzes with a text from Tucker.

		
			Tucker: I’ve got nuthin’.

			Me: ???

			Tucker: My attempt to impress has fallen flat, and I’m warning you in advance.

			Me: Okay…

			Tucker: I’ve been digging into that thing all afternoon. Nada.

			Me: I thought we were going to dig together.

			Tucker: Please refer back to the “attempt to impress” portion of this conversation.

		

		I smile, everything else falling away.

		
			Me: Got it. A+ for effort. Now, if you could just apply that to your schoolwork.

			Tucker: You sound like my dad.

			Me: I know. Just had to rub it in a little.

			Tucker: I’m refraining from sending a very rude emoji.

			Me: If it helps, I struck out, too.

		

		I sober and stare at those words. Then I add more.

		
			Me: Everything’s going to shit, Tuck. I’m frustrated and I’m scared.

		

		I’m about to tell him that I was thinking of Syd and her fire phobia when I realize I can’t put that in a text. Even this conversation would be better offline.

		As if reading my thoughts, he texts:

		
			Tucker: Where are you?

			Me: On my way to you. All clear?

			Tucker: Yep. Dad’s out. We’re good to go. Wish I could offer you a lift. Think you’d still fit on my handlebars?

		

		I smile again.

		
			Me: I’m grabbing a taxi. Be there in ten.

		

		

		—

		Tucker meets me at the door. The driveway’s still empty. Tanya’s out doing “stuff,” whatever that might be. Their dad is away in a meeting. Despite the empty house, Tucker takes me straight up to his room and shuts the door behind us. I want to joke about that. When we were kids, I’d sometimes end up chatting with Tucker in his room while Tanya did, well, “stuff.” Their parents would always insist we leave the door open, as if hearing a preteen boy and girl in a closed room meant they’d be automatically making out. We’d thought it was hilarious.

		Now I realize it wasn’t “making out” they were worried about, and the joke dies before I can make it.

		Tucker’s bedroom is very Tucker. Just like Tanya’s is very Tanya. Gabrielle always teased that Tanya’s looks like a monk’s room. A bed, a dresser, a desk and nothing more. Not a photo on the wall. Not a dropped sock on the floor. Not a memento on the shelves. There are no shelves. She gave both her bookcases to Tucker, who has all four stuffed to overflowing. That goes for his room in general. It looks like a hurricane hit, until you realize everything has a place, however chaotic the overall effect. Kind of like his brain.

		One thing that is never in a state of disorder? His bed. I don’t know what it normally looks like, but whenever I’m here, it’s made. That feels like another of those intentional acts of distancing, as if even an unmade bed could make my brain go places it isn’t allowed to go with Tucker. He never sits on it, either. Definitely doesn’t flop onto it, the way he would if we were in someone else’s room. He takes the desk chair while I greet Nicodemus, his retired lab rat.

		Lab rat. Just like Devon. Like Gabrielle. Maybe like Tucker himself.

		I take Nic from his cage, sit cross-legged on the bed, and tell Tucker everything. On the way here, I’d mentally organized it.

		That was the plan. But the moment I’m alone with Tucker, it all spews out in one tangled mess that leaves him silent.

		“I’m sorry,” I say. “That probably doesn’t make any sense—”

		He lifts a finger. “No, it does. I’m just thinking.” He motions to the bed and says, “May I?”

		It’s oddly formal, and any other time, he’d have been goofing around, mock formal. Today, his face is serious.

		“Of course.” I scoot back to give him room.

		He settles in cross-legged across from me, and Nicodemus abandons my lap for Tucker’s.

		“I’m not sure what to say about Syd,” he begins.

		“That isn’t as important as Gabrielle right now.”

		“Maybe, but now that you’ve seen the possibility, it’s like an injured bird flapping in your brain. You’re not going to be able to focus until you’ve dealt with it.”

		“Injured bird?”

		“An elephant in the room is the usual metaphor, but this feels more active. Trumpeting elephant seemed to oversell it. I don’t know whether Sydney could be a subject. We’re all going to seem like potential subjects until we find out who is and who isn’t. If she is, though?” He shrugs. “She’s still your little sister. If you can look past what I did—which is almost certainly much worse—then you can look past whatever she might have done.”

		“Of course. I’m more worried about how to tell her. How she’ll react.”

		“Ah.” A self-deprecating smile. “Right. Gotta remember that no one but me is going to hear they did some terrible thing and say, ‘Huh, well, that makes sense.’ But until we have more, she doesn’t need to know anything.”

		“Agreed.”

		“As for Callum, he pulled those updates out of his ass. They were an excuse to talk to you.”

		Tucker sees my expression and murmurs, “Whoa, Tuck, slow your roll. Rewind. So, about Callum, have you considered that he might be lying as an excuse to talk to you?”

		Part of me wants to laugh at the rewording. But I can only stare.

		“Callum wouldn’t do that,” I say.

		He slaps his thighs, startling Nicodemus. “All right, then. Moving right along.”

		“No, not moving right along, Tuck. You just accused—” I stop myself. “We can’t afford to argue about it.”

		“We can’t. Your question is whether Callum passed along bad intel, or Devon’s dad isn’t getting the whole picture. I vote for bad intel, however it came about. It’s a sop. Two sightings. Both showing exactly what you’d want. False reassurances—”

		His face freezes. Then his shoulders slump. “Reassurances, which are exactly what you need, and here I am breezily blowing them away. I’m sorry, Bliss. And maybe you’re right. Maybe his mom fed him stuff that she knows will make you happy.”

		He doesn’t believe that. Doesn’t like pretending he does, either—it’s uncomfortably close to a lie.

		As Nicodemus climbs onto his shoulder, Tucker tells me about looking up Meeks’s death online. Then he called Meeks’s son—the one I saw at the funeral—and used the name of a teacher who left last year. Tucker pretended to have just heard the news online and was calling to offer his condolences.

		“It was an apparent suicide,” he tells me as he finishes. “His son said they still don’t know why Meeks did it. He was making plans for his retirement. He’d even had coffee recently with a widow in his support group.”

		“Suicide note?”

		“Nada. I asked whether it could have been an accident. He said the coroner ruled it a suicide. His dad brought a gun to school and killed himself.”

		“Meeks owned a gun?”

		“I said I remembered Meeks being anti-gun. His son said he wouldn’t say ‘anti-gun,’ but they’d never had one in the house.”

		“In other words, his son was fed a story. That’s not ‘nothing,’ Tuck.”

		“But it’s not proof of anything, either.”

		“We need to go to the school. To where it happened.”

		“My boy-detective skills don’t cover crime-scene investigation, Bliss.”

		“I supposedly hit my head, right? Loss of short-term memory? What if I was part of the cover-up, and that’s why I’m having those intrusive thoughts? Things I saw. Things I heard.”

		He doesn’t answer. Just busies himself playing with Nicodemus.

		I press. “That is what you think, right?”

		He still takes a moment before saying, carefully, “I have entertained the possibility—”

		“Bullshit, Tuck. It’s exactly what you think. I need to stand under the study hall vents and see what happens. See whether I remember.”

		He swings his legs off the bed and hoists Nicodemus up with him. “I was thinking we could get into the lab tonight. Investigate that way. Devon has a key card, right?”

		“Which will get us through the door. Not into the computers.”

		He’s already on his phone with Tanya, telling her to talk to Devon about the possibility of getting those files.

		When he hangs up, I say, “I’m going to the school, Tucker. I’d really like you there, but either way—”

		A rap on the door makes me jump. Tucker pivots, eyes narrowing.

		“Yes?” he says.

		The door opens, and Mr. Martel pushes forward a smile. “Hey, kids. I thought I heard voices. Hello, Blythe. It’s good to see you.”

		“Yes, my parents know I’m hanging out with Tucker again.”

		He blinks, taken aback. That’s not the tone he usually gets from me, but I’m on edge, feeling blocked by Tucker.

		“All right,” Mr. Martel says slowly. “I was just going to ask you guys to keep this door open. If you’d like a snack, I bought chips, and there’s plenty of soda.”

		There are times when I have to bite my cheek to keep from laughing at Mr. Martel. It’s like he stole all his lines from a cheesy family sitcom. But with what I know now, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to giggle at him again.

		He’s afraid of Tucker, and so he resorts to dorky dad dialogue, as if otherwise not knowing how to interact with his son.

		“We’re heading out,” Tucker says. “Think we could trade the chips and soda for your car keys? Tanya took the Beamer. She’s had it since yesterday, and I have no clue where she is or when she’ll be back. Blythe has errands to run, and I don’t want her calling a ride-share. Her parents don’t think it’s safe. I agree.”

		Thoughts seem to ticker-tape behind Mr. Martel’s eyes, as if he’s wondering whether I’m safer with Tucker than an anonymous driver. Anger spikes in me. If he can even question that, he doesn’t know his son at all.

		He doesn’t know him because he doesn’t want to. He made that choice long ago.

		“Sure, sure,” Mr. Martel says finally. “Your parents are right, Blythe. You hear so many stories about those ride-shares. Tucker is an excellent driver. Much more careful than his sister.”

		A forced laugh. Ha-ha, yes, because that’s all I’m thinking about, Blythe. How safe a driver my son is.

		“The chips are on the table,” he says, as we walk past. “Grab them and take sodas from the fridge.”

		We’re halfway down the stairs now, Tucker murmuring, “Take the car, son. Take some food, son. Please don’t hurt me, son.”

		He says it lightly, inviting me to share the joke. But it isn’t funny anymore.

		Isn’t funny at all.

		TANYA

		“So, what’s the emergency?” Devon says, as he climbs into Tanya’s car.

		“I made a discovery,” she says, pulling from the curb.

		“Okay…”

		“I figured out why you chose me to help you get that USB data today.”

		“Because Blythe would suck as a secret agent. She caves the moment anyone accuses her of doing something wrong.”

		“True. But there’s more to it. I didn’t see that at first. You asked me to join you, and I got this strange little tingle in my chest. Took me a while to figure out what it was. I felt flattered. No one ever chooses me over Blythe. Certainly not you.”

		Devon exhales as he thumps back into the headrest. “You’re complaining about that? Remember a few years back? I started having identity issues, and I confessed it to you at camp. You sent me to Blythe. Ack! Emotions! Mayday! Mayday!”

		“It wasn’t like that.”

		A smile tugs one corner of his lips. “It was exactly like that.”

		“Fine. Whatever. But you’re actually proving my point. If you want to work through an issue, go to Blythe. If you want to just plow forward and pretend a problem doesn’t exist? I’m your girl. Which is why you chose me today.”

		He throws up his hands. “Guilty. I was not in the mood for her bullshit.”

		“Not in the mood to be confronted about your bullshit, you mean.”

		“If you ask me how I’m feeling, Tanya, I’m throwing open this door and hurling myself into oncoming traffic.”

		“One, it’s locked. Two, that’s the passenger door. It opens onto the curb.” She glances over at him. “You’ve been a shit, Devon. To all of us, but mostly to Gabi. She was your friend. Your best friend. You abandoned her.”

		“Wait, is it too late to switch to Blythe? Suddenly, talking about my feelings doesn’t seem so bad.”

		“You abandoned Gabi because you killed your father, and you didn’t want to…” She throws up a hand. “I don’t know, corrupt her? Gabi is the best of us. Always has been. Sweet and innocent Gabi. Who is almost certainly part of this experiment and probably killed someone.”

		“What? No. Not—”

		“Not Gabi? Exactly. Except that’s the point, right? She is good. She is sweet. She is innocent. Whatever she did, it’s been erased. Just like it has with you. I understand you’re angry. I understand you want to get away from your parents and from CMT. But that doesn’t mean you need to get away from us.”

		“If you say we’re all in this together?” He makes a gagging noise.

		“You took the words right out of my mouth. We’re in it together. Which means we need to know everything you’ve got. Total data dump. We caught you trying to sneak into the lab. You wanted more proof, right? Files or whatever?”

		“Yeah.”

		“Excellent. Then we are finally on the same page. Tell me how you expected to get them, and let’s work out a plan. I want those files.”

	
		TWENTY-ONE

		BLYTHE

		Getting into the school isn’t a problem. Tucker has been doing it since we were freshmen. It’s like the library with him. He’s not breaking in to cause trouble. He’s breaking in because he forgot a textbook or, more likely, left behind the novel he was reading.

		When he first started doing stuff like this, Tanya and I tried to dissuade him. He couldn’t understand our reasoning. He wasn’t doing any damage, and it was property he had a right to access. He would have stopped if we insisted, but we decided not to choose this battle. With Tucker, there are always more important ones.

		It’s a good thing he’s got this breaking-into-school thing down to a science. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to do it today. He’s running on autopilot, his mind absorbed with the puzzle of how to handle this situation. He doesn’t want me intentionally reliving trauma. Yet he’s not sure how to stop me.

		Watching him struggle, I begin to understand how he dealt with our separation.

		Was I hurt that he didn’t fight harder to stay together? That he backed away so easily? That he stayed away so easily?

		I’ve told myself that was good. I didn’t want to have to fight Tucker on it. I needed time to figure things out.

		All true. All logical. Emotionally, though? Oh, hell, yes, I was hurt, in a way I can only acknowledge now.

		Tucker always let me know he was there, ready to resume our friendship. That made it feel optional, which hurt. I wasn’t as important to him as he was to me.

		That’s bullshit. Tucker backed off because he didn’t know what else to do. We’d been told to separate. I’d been uncomfortable challenging that while I was still grappling with the implications of what we’d done. My reasons for separating were valid, and he didn’t know how to articulate what he wanted.

		Tucker can create entire worlds in his head, but it is always only a projection exercise.

		I do not fully understand why people do things, so I will create characters and explore the world that way.

		Finally, I have to speak. “I know you don’t want me to do this. You understand we don’t have a lot of options right now. You understand that if you refuse, I can just do it myself. Or I can now that you’ve gotten me into the school. You missed that loophole, didn’t you?”

		“Nah, I considered it. But you’d still break in and risk getting caught. Also, if you’re going to do this, you shouldn’t be alone. This is the logical next step. I just…” He exhales and leans against the wall. “I don’t like it, Bliss. If you’re right, this is going to hurt.”

		I soften my voice. “It’s going to hurt whether I remember it or read it in a file, Tuck.”

		“A file doesn’t come with brain-video. It’s just…” He throws up his hands. “Breaking in and accessing the computers seems the obvious answer. But I don’t know how to accomplish it.”

		“Because it’s like saying we need moon dust, so let’s just rocket up there and grab some.”

		“Except the lab is only two miles away. All the answers are there. We just can’t get them.”

		“So, we start here.” I look up at him. “It’s okay not to be happy about it, Tuck. Ultimately, it’s my choice.”

		“Still feels wrong.”

		His expression is so mournful that I want to throw my arms around his neck. Want to hug him and tell him how much I missed him.

		“I’m sorry,” I say. “I wish I’d done it without involving you.”

		“Given the choice here, I’d definitely rather you let me come along.” He straightens. “All right. Let’s do this. Potential lifelong PTSD incoming.”

		“Not helpful, Tuck.”

		“So, you’ll change your mind?”

		I smile. “No, sorry. But it was a good shot.”

		“I thought so.” He sighs. “I’ll just resort to my fall-back position. Hoping really hard that you’re wrong.”

		“I hope so, too.”

		

		—

		It starts coming back the moment I sit beneath that vent. This must be exactly what I did that afternoon, and the motion of curling up in the same chair, seeing the grate, smelling the study room, it all triggers the memories.

		I remember everything now. I was here, under this grate, and then in the office, where I found Meeks dead and turned to see Gabrielle lifting the blood-smeared trophy.

		She’d hit me with that trophy. That’s how I lost consciousness.

		Gabrielle killed Meeks during a psychotic breakdown.

		Something triggered her rage. She’d already been on the verge of cracking when she’d been brought to the office. Then she snapped. Meeks said something or did something, and in her mind, I think it wasn’t the VP she was attacking. It was someone from her past. Someone who hurt her.

		Tucker has pulled chair cushions onto the floor, so we can sit together. I have my back against his side, that old position bringing the comfort I need.

		“I agree that cold murder is a million miles from the Gabrielle we know. I agree a psychotic break is more likely.”

		“But you think there’s a third possiblity.”

		“I don’t understand,” I say. “She must have had a reason. Meeks triggered something. But what?”

		“We’ll need a lot more to figure that out.” He looks at me. “How are you doing?”

		“Fine,” I say, a little defensively. Then I roll my shoulders. “I just want to keep moving forward. Deal with this later. Before Gabrielle knocked me out, I heard a shout. It was a man’s voice. Probably Gabrielle’s dad. Meeks said her parents were on the way. They must have arrived, helped me, restrained Gabrielle, and called CMT for help. They know about the cover-up. They must. That’s a lead.”

		“Yep.”

		“The problem is that if we try to talk to them, they’ll contact CMT.” I get to my feet. “I’d like to go to the office. See whether I remember anything new there.”

		

		—

		We’re walking down the hall when Tucker hears something. He doesn’t say that. He barely even slows. But there’s a prickle of awareness in the air that makes me look over and notice his gaze shunted to the side.

		I listen, hearing only silence.

		Then the squeak of a shoe.

		Tucker ushers me to the nearest room. Inside, he tugs off his sneakers and silently lopes to the teacher’s desk. He grabs a couple of things, returns, and uses them on the door jamb. When he’s done, the door is stuck open an inch.

		“You sure you aren’t a secret engineer?” I whisper.

		He grants me a quarter-smile for that, but he’s distracted listening for more noises. I motion that I’ve been listening, too, and haven’t heard anything. Just as I say that, another shoe-squeak sounds down the hall.

		I survey the classroom. A lab would have given me more to work with, but I find what I’m looking for: a makeup compact in the desk. I clean the mirror and take out a ruler and tape. Then I rig up my device and slide to the door.

		“You sure you aren’t a secret detective?” Tucker whispers.

		I smile and ease the mirror through the crack. At first, I don’t see anything. Then I adjust the mirror angle, and a figure comes into view. I give a start and pull the mirror in. Then I double-check to be sure I’m right. I am.

		“It’s Callum,” I say.

		Tucker makes an unintelligible noise.

		“What?” I whisper.

		He taps his temple. He’s thinking. True, maybe, but his thoughts are heading in a way I won’t like. That’s the reason for the grunt.

		“Callum isn’t here randomly, is he?” I say.

		He rolls his eyes, which I guess I deserve. There’s no way Callum coincidentally broke into the school at the same time we did.

		I remember Callum’s last words to me. Stay away from Tucker.

		“He’s following me because I’m with you.” My hackles rise. “He must have spotted us driving together. He recognized the car—”

		I stop.

		We weren’t in Tucker and Tanya’s car.

		Callum still could have recognized us, but wouldn’t I have recognized him, too? His red Jeep is as distinctive as Tucker’s vintage BMW.

		“You think he’s tracking me,” I say.

		“FriendTag?”

		“No.” I rub down goosebumps. “I never granted him access. If he’s tracking me, he found a way to do it without my permission. Is that possible?” My cheeks heat. Of course it is.

		“May I handle this?” Tucker whispers.

		I tense.

		“Not like that, Bliss,” he says, and there’s no reproach in his voice, but my face still heats with shame.

		He continues, “I just want to find out what he’s up to. In order to do that, I need you to stay hidden, no matter what you hear.”

		I try not to tense again, but I’m sure I do.

		Tucker only sighs, a smile playing on his lips. “You may come out if you hear him scream in pain.” He pauses. “Or if you hear me scream. Also, if I say ‘Bliss! He has a gun! Run for cover!’ or ‘Bliss! He’s a vampire! Cover your neck!’ ”

		I roll my eyes.

		“Hitting all the bases,” he says. “Now, may I do this?”

		I nod.
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		As I watch through the mirror, Tucker un-jams the door. Then, when Callum isn’t looking, we let it close. Callum walks past, and Tucker waves for me to get into hiding.

		As I look for a spot, Tucker breaks the mirror. I’m about to joke “Seven years bad luck” when he nonchalantly slices into his palm. I barely bite back a yelp in time. He mouths an apology, obviously not having expected me to react to him cutting himself open. Then he waves for me to get under the desk.

		“I can’t hear from there,” I whisper. “Not after the door’s shut.”

		“Come out when I’m gone.”

		He prods at the cut on his hand, making it bleed. It must sting, but he doesn’t react. He’s too focused on his goal, whatever that might be.

		The classroom door slaps shut behind him, and his sneakers squeak louder than necessary on the linoleum. I creep toward the door.

		“Callum?” Tucker says. “What are you doing here?”

		Silence. Then running footsteps.

		“Whoa, whoa,” Tucker says. “We can skip the hello hug.”

		“Where’s Blythe?”

		“Out with Tanya, I think.”

		“Bullshit. She’s here with you.”

		“I don’t know what—”

		There’s a thwack. Fist hitting flesh. I run for the door, and I’m about to grab it when Callum hisses. “There is blood on your hands and your shirt. Do you think I’m blind?”

		“I bumped my nose,” Tucker says. “It bled.”

		“Your nose is fine. There’s no blood on your face.”

		“Because I cleaned it up, okay?” Tucker’s tone is pure non­chalance. It says he knows his story doesn’t make sense, and he doesn’t give a shit. “I forgot my notes for a project, and I whacked my nose with the locker door.”

		“Where are the notes?” Callum enunciates each word.

		“Dropped them. Now, get out of my way and—”

		A snarl of rage from Callum. Sneakers squeal, and then a locker door bangs. “Where is Blythe?”

		“You do realize I’m bigger than you, right, Cal? I’m holding back because of Bliss. I don’t want to upset her.”

		“Upset her? Upset her?” Callum’s voice rises. “You came in here with Blythe, and now you’re alone, and there’s blood all over your hands.”

		“How do you know she’s here?”

		“FriendTag, obviously.”

		“Then I’m the one you tracked. Bliss lent me her phone.”

		“Show me.”

		“Must have dropped it.”

		The dull clang of Callum shoving Tucker against the lockers again. “You think this is a game, asshole? You were with Blythe, and you are covered in blood, and now you’re saying she’s not here? I’m going to text her, and if she doesn’t answer…”

		I scramble to turn off my phone’s notifications—I’d set it to vibrate before we broke in, but he might still hear that.

		The message pops up silently on my screen.

		
			Callum: This is urgent. Please just tell me you’re okay.

		

		I let it sit there, delivered but not read.

		“What exactly are you accusing me of?” Tucker says.

		“What the hell do you think, asshole? I know what you did to that kid last spring.”

		“Yeah? Then you know what he did to Bliss. I had a reason. I’m not some kind of psycho.”

		“That’s exactly what you are. A certified psychopath. I’ve seen your psych eval. I know what you’re capable of.”

		“I’m capable of scaling Mount Everest, too. Doesn’t mean I’ve done it.”

		“We both know what you have done, Tucker. Killed a kid. Murdered him.”

		“What?”

		“Second grade. Some kid who was mentoring your sister. You lured him into the woods, slit his throat, and made it look like a pedo did it. Eight fucking years old.”

		Silence.

		I want to run out and tell Callum to shut up. Stop talking. Don’t confirm…

		Don’t confirm what I’ve already considered a possibility? What Tucker seems to have decided is fact? His missing prologue?

		That silence stretches for another heartbeat. I dig my nails into my palms.

		“That’s why you’re here,” Callum says. “In Darlington Hills. They’re trying to rehabilitate you. New city. New home. New friends. New school. Hell, brand-new school, where all the staff could know what you were capable of and monitor you. A safe environment. Safe for whom?” His voice rises. “Blythe thinks you’re misunderstood. Typical, right? The bad boy isn’t really bad.”

		“Never really thought of myself as a bad boy,” Tucker muses. “You need more edge for that. Leather jacket. Motorcycle. Perpetual scowl.”

		“You think this is funny, Martel?”

		“Nah, I think you’re full of crap, Cal. Where did you get your intel? On a bathroom wall?”

		“From my mother, you idiot.”

		“Huh. That’s weird. Your mom is the head of security. No way she left my file laying around your house.”

		Silence. I track three beats of it, and then there’s another slam. A wheezing, as if Tucker’s airway has been cut off, as if Callum has him against the locker, arm to his throat.

		I grab for the doorknob, ready to fly out—

		“You think I’m dangerous, Cal?” Tucker says. “You have no idea how dangerous I am. I tried having a little fun with Bliss. Things got ugly. She’s fine. I just lost my temper. She should have known better.”

		Callum’s strangled voice comes. “If you’ve hurt her—”

		“Not badly. You won’t find her, though, unless I tell you where to look. So, these are your choices. If you want her, you tell me how you got that information. Then you’ll convince her to keep her mouth shut, or I’ll tell CMT you have classified info.”

		“Other choice?” Callum wheezes.

		“I kill you. I have to, right? I just confessed to hurting Bliss. The only way you’re getting out of this is an exchange of blackmail material. Bliss is the added bonus.”

		When Callum doesn’t answer, Tucker says, “Also, please note that I will interpret silence as ‘just kill me.’ Okay?”

		Callum gasps, as if Tucker has leaned against his windpipe.

		“Does that mean you want to talk?” Tucker says.

		Another gasp, this one of relief, followed by deep breaths.

		“My mom gave me the information, okay?” Callum says. “It’s for their protection.”

		“Whose protection?”

		“Blythe and the others in your so-called crew. Someone high up at CMT doesn’t like what the researchers are doing. Doesn’t think it’s safe for the others. Innocent kids forced to associate with a psychopath.”

		“So, you’re a spy.”

		Callum makes a noise. “This person at CMT liked the fact my mom had a son your age. They thought I could help, and my mother trusted me enough to bring me into her confidence and give me a task.”

		“A mission, you mean,” I say, as I step out of the classroom. “A mission to get close with Tucker’s friends.”

		Tucker drops Callum and turns to me.

		Callum stares. “You’re…”

		“I’m fine. I’m also right, aren’t I? Your mother set you on me. Being friends with us is good, but you needed deeper access. Dating one of us would be the easiest. For a straight guy, there are three choices: Tanya, me, and Gabrielle. Tanya is a nonstarter. Gabrielle? Maybe, but someone else is closer to Tucker. Me.”

		“No, I—”

		“You’ve been spying on me, Callum. You stalked me at the Halloween party. I saw you there, dressed as a reaper football player.”

		“That was you?” Tucker says, wheeling on him.

		“I was only watching out for her.”

		“After you knew what she’d been through this spring?”

		I step between them and turn to Callum. “Your mom picked me as your target.”

		“At first, yes, but by the time you finally agreed to go out with me, I didn’t give a damn what my mother wanted.”

		“It still gave her what she wanted. Conveniently. But then I stepped back just when she needed access the most. Did you invent those updates on your own or did your mother help?”

		“They weren’t fake, Blythe. Gabrielle is—”

		“Liar.” I bear down on him. “You fucking liar. I’ve seen your mother’s updates to the team, Callum. She doesn’t have any leads.”

		His jaw works.

		“Walk away,” Tucker says. “Go back and tell your mom that we’re onto you. That you blew this mission.”

		“It’s not a…”

		Callum’s face crumples, and he slumps back against the lockers. Then he straightens, his face finding its hard edges again.

		“Fine,” Callum says. “Call it whatever you like. Blythe, yes, my mom wanted me dating you. I made a half-assed effort to get your attention, and when it failed, I told my mother that it didn’t work, and that I’d befriend one of the guys instead. I got to know Andre, but then I also got to know you. That’s what they wanted—me as part of your group, watching for trouble.”

		“Trouble I cause,” Tucker says.

		“Yes, but also trouble in general. That’s the problem with putting a fucking psychopath in a group of regular kids.”

		Tucker’s brows jump up. “I’ll infect them? Like the flu?”

		“Stop calling him a psychopath,” I snap. “There’s no such thing. There are traits known as psychopathy or sociopathy, but no one can agree on what they are.”

		“Yeah, we’ve done our research,” Tucker says. “And yeah, I hit a bunch of the markers.”

		“But if you saw a psych eval calling Tucker a psychopath, it’s fake,” I say. “You say you were looking for general trouble? Like what happened with Gabrielle?”

		“Exactly. I told my mom right away, but she was already aware. The school had notified her, in case security measures were required.”

		A chill runs through me. Security measures. Like cleaning up a murder.

		“Do you actually think I infected Gabrielle?” Tucker asks. “You are a STEM whiz, right? Or did CMT give you a free ride as a perk of employment?”

		Callum scowls. “Mocking me won’t—”

		Tucker’s hand slams out so fast, I don’t see it move until Callum crashes into the lockers. Tucker’s expression doesn’t change. There’s none of the emotion I usually see when guys fight—no satisfaction or anger or malicious glee.

		“I will mock you all I want,” Tucker says. “So, you don’t think someone can catch a psychiatric condition? Is there another reason you think Gabrielle had a breakdown? Something your mother told you?”

		“I have no idea why she had a breakdown. It happens.”

		“You weren’t spying in case Tucker influenced us,” I say. “Maybe that’s what you were told, but it’s bullshit. Now, how much trouble will you and your mom be in if CMT finds out we caught you?” I say.

		Callum blanches, and that tells me all I need to know.

		“Get us into the lab,” I say.

		He blinks at me. “What?”

		“You heard me. Get us into the lab. Get us into the computer system.”

		He stares, goggle-eyed. “That’s a joke, right?”

		“Security at CMT covers the physical building, the computer system, and all associated risks. A security guard can’t access the system, and a systems security officer can’t access all of the building. But your mother is in charge of both.”

		When he continues to stare, I say, “CMT studies neuroscience, Callum. Yes, Tucker is part of that, but they didn’t build a lab and a school to study just him or rehabilitate just him.”

		“Just him?” His voice rises. “What are you saying?”

		“There are other experiments going on. One of them involves Gabrielle. She killed Mr. Meeks. CMT covered it up.”

		I tell Callum the story. I tell him what I saw and heard, and how Gabrielle hit me on the head, and they used my memory loss in the cover-up.

		“No,” he says. “Are you even listening to yourself, Blythe?”

		“So, I’m losing my mind?”

		He pulls back and rubs his mouth. “You’re upset over Gabrielle, and Tucker has convinced—”

		“I came up with the theory. I dragged him here to see if I could trigger the memories. It did.”

		“This is impossible.”

		“Prove it. Or we tell CMT that we’re on to you.”

		Callum thuds back against the locker and rubs his face as he lets out a frustrated groan.

		“It’s not just us,” I say. “Tanya and Devon believe it, too.”

		“Fucking hell.” Callum straightens. “Fine. I will get you into the lab. I will get you access to the in-house network. But I cannot find the data for you. I cannot decrypt it. If I do my part, that’s enough, correct?”

		“Correct.”

		CALLUM

		This is unbelievable. Literally unbelievable.

		The refrain pounds through Callum’s head as he drives home.

		If there’s any damn experiment going on, it’s that they’ve given Blythe and her friend crew something to make them all paranoid as fuck. First, Gabrielle. Then Devon.

		What if they were part of an experiment? That would explain why CMT wanted someone on the inside watching, especially as the subjects got older and stopped confiding in their parents.

		Jesus, now he was catching the paranoia bug.

		He rubs his temples and refocuses. He  will help them get into the lab, which might prove he isn’t ready for the responsibility he’d been given. He’s doing it partly because of their blackmail, but mostly to get this idea out of their heads.

		Callum has what Blythe needs: access codes. Schematics. Security circumvention. Early in his training, he’d been given fake missions as homework. It started small—here’s a corner store, figure out how you’d steal a candy bar. Then it got more complex—here’s an office building, figure out how you’d steal a hard drive. No one asked him to figure out how he’d break into CMT’s lab. He’d done that on his own. Purely a theoretical challenge.

		Purelytheoretical? No. When he hadn’t been able to give his mother enough on Tucker’s friend group, this became his backup plan. If she questioned his skills, he’d break in and download some random bit of data to prove himself.

		Now he was about to put his plan into action. To prove Blythe is wrong about all this before she gets herself into a mountain of trouble. He owes her that much.
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		BLYTHE

		Tanya and Devon pick us up before we reunite with Callum. Devon had his own plan for accessing his file. As he explains, the night we caught him in the lab, he was really there to find out more about Gabrielle—had she actually escaped? Had she actually hurt Sydney?—but if he’d gotten the chance, he’d have used the chaos to try accessing his file.

		Once Callum arrives, we’re able to do two things with Devon’s information. One, patch up holes in Callum’s plan that Callum missed and two, confirm that Callum isn’t screwing us over—his intel matches Devon’s.

		Next comes the toughest part. Deciding who goes inside and who stays out here. Devon must go, being the guy with the plan. Callum will stay outside to stand guard. Someone else should stay with him. I volunteer, but that leads to another issue.

		“Fuck, no,” Tanya says to Callum. “You screwed Blythe over. You honestly think we’re leaving you alone with her now?”

		“I’ll be fine,” I say.

		“No,” Tucker says, his voice low. “I’m sorry, Bliss, but after he stalked you at that party, I would really rather you weren’t alone with him.”

		“I agree,” Devon says. “We’re letting you help us, Callum, but I don’t like you. Never have. Now we find out you’ve been spying for your mom. Weaseling into the group. Taking advantage of Blythe.” He shakes his head. “I don’t want you alone with her.”

		“I can stay behind with Callum,” Tucker says.

		Devon shakes his head. “I don’t trust him with you, either.”

		“Don’t trust him with me?” Callum says. “Or me with him? Personally, I don’t much want to be alone with Tucker, either.”

		Tanya throws up her hands. “Fine. I’m staying. Tucker and Blythe can go inside and watch Devon’s back.”

		Callum has a map of security cameras. Some are stationary and some sweep an area. We time our entry to pass the ones that sweep.

		Besides the cameras, there’s a guard on duty, and there might also be employees putting in overtime. Breaking in at night would avoid the employees, but CMT doubles the guards after nine.

		Once we’re inside, Devon stashes me and Tucker in a janitorial closet while he sees who else is in the building. Ten minutes later, he slips in with us.

		“One guard, who just started her patrol. After that, she’ll sit in the control center for thirty minutes and watch the screens. Gabrielle’s dad is in his office with the door shut.”

		“There was a third car in the parking lot,” Tucker says.

		“Clerical staff. He just left. It’s dinner hour on a Saturday. Good timing.”

		“Unless Dr. Harris decides to go home right when we’re walking past his office,” I point out.

		“I put a device on his door that’ll notify me if it opens,” Devon says.

		When I arch my brows, he scowls. “I’ve been planning this for a while, remember? Callum isn’t the only one with access to online spy shops.”

		Tucker looks at Devon. “Thirty minutes, then, from the end of patrol until the next round. Cut it down to twenty for safety.”

		Devon nods. “If I can’t access the computer system in twenty minutes, we withdraw and wait until after her next patrol.”

		Tucker looks at me. I nod, and then we settle in to wait for our chance.

		

		—

		Devon is on Dr. Washington’s computer. She’s the psychiatrist treating Gabrielle, and she could only do that properly if she knows what Gabrielle has done, both in the past and with Meeks.

		Part of me wants to see the scientists involved as evil. That’s the usual story, right? Evil scientists experimenting on innocent teens. In my gut, though, I don’t see evil. I see a genuine desire to help. Possibly misguided, but still genuine.

		Devon has the password to access Dr. Washington’s computer, bypassing facial recognition. Will that trigger an exception report? Or is it common for when someone’s accessing a computer wearing a surgical mask? Lots of that in a laboratory.

		Callum said we need to presume someone will know we accessed these files. The only question is, when they’ll know.

		That’s another thing we can’t worry about now. The password works, and Devon is in. He looks for the files while Tucker and I stand guard.

		After about ten minutes, he whispers that he’s located the folder.

		I glance over to see him clicking keys.

		“It’s all letters and symbols,” he whispers.

		“Encrypted,” Tucker murmurs from where we stand watch. “The program must decrypt when it opens a file.”

		Devon pops in a USB drive and downloads all the files in the folder. He’s just finishing when his head jerks up. He pulls out his phone.

		“The alert went off,” he whispers. “Dr. Harris has left his office.”

		Tucker gestures for us to hide. Dr. Washington’s door is locked, but we aren’t taking chances. Tucker motions me under the desk and insists I go in first. Then he squeezes into the knee-hole with me. It’s a tight fit.

		We go quiet and listen. Footsteps sound in the hall. Then a voice calls out a hello. It isn’t Dr. Harris. Nor is it the female security guard. Tucker stiffens.

		“Can you tell who it is?” I whisper.

		“My dad.”

		When we’d returned Mr. Martel’s car earlier, he’d asked about dinner. Tanya said we were eating out. So, left alone on a Saturday night, he’s decided to get some work done at the office.

		“Hey,” a voice calls, and it’s obviously Mr. Martel now. “Work­ing on the weekend, Jules?”

		Dr. Harris answers. “I think Adie needed me out of the house for a while. She’s having a bad day.”

		“Damn. Of course. That sounded insensitive. I’m sorry. How are you holding up?”

		They talk about Gabrielle right outside the door, which means we’re all holding our breath. One sneeze, one accidental elbow knock, and they’ll hear us.

		There’s nothing to be gained from their conversation, either. It’s Mr. Martel expressing concern while not detaining Dr. Harris. He ends by reminding Dr. Harris that if there’s anything he can do, just call. It’s a cliché, but it seems like a genuine offer, which only reminds me how different Mr. Martel is when he’s not around Tucker.

		I would love to say Tucker doesn’t notice. He does. He always has. Each time he hears or sees his dad acting normal with others, it’s a jab. Now it’ll be worse. It’ll be a reminder of why he makes his father nervous.

		The two men say their goodbyes, and their footfalls separate, finally moving away from Dr. Washington’s door. My phone screen flashes with a message, but I slap a hand over it, as if the light might somehow beam into the hall.

		“Hey!” Mr. Martel calls. “Look who got the Saturday shift. Please tell me you’re getting ready to head home, Lucille.”

		I check the message on my phone. It’s from Devon across the room, telling me not to leave my spot because the timer ran out, and the guard will be starting her next patrol.

		Mr. Martel continues chatting with the guard—Lucille—their footsteps heading the other way as she starts her patrol rounds. Devon sends another message that her patrol takes roughly ten minutes. We’ll give it fifteen in case Mr. Martel’s chatter slows her down.

		Once their voices disappear, I whisper to Tucker. “How are you holding up?”

		He frowns in the near darkness. “Me?”

		“We haven’t talked since Callum told you…” I inhale. “Unless you’d rather not talk about it.”

		“I knew it was me,” he says. “It had to be, right? I can accept that I did something really bad. I’m just having trouble accepting that I did that. I feel as if it’s a story about someone else. But I guess it would be, right, in a way?”

		“That seems to be the goal of the study,” I say. “They hoped that erasing memories would reboot personality. Send you down a different path. Like those stories where someone faces a choice, and the writer shows what happens if they pick each one. The result is two different people.”

		“But that’s a story. Can it really happen? It must, because I don’t understand the boy who slit some kid’s throat. Can’t understand him.” A half-smile my way. “That’s good, though, I guess.”

		I lean against him. “It is.”

		We crouch like that, me leaning against him, his breath in my hair. I swear I hear gears turning in his head. He’s trying to make sense of his own history in the way he understands best. Abstractly. A puzzle to be resolved. Yet it’s one that affects him, one that bothers him.

		I’m about to speak when footsteps sound. One pair. Lighter than Mr. Martel’s.

		Lucille doing her rounds. She passes our door at a measured pace, and then continues down the hall before returning. Once she’s past, Devon texts “Five minutes.”

		We wait that long, and then we creep from our hiding spots. Tucker stretches as I put my ear to the door. In the distance, I hear Mr. Martel talking to Lucille again, asking something about a problem with the conference room door. She says it shouldn’t be locked, and they head off to investigate.

		“Thank you, Mr. Martel,” Devon whispers. “Let’s get out while she’s distracted.”

		

		—

		We’re back at the cars. Time to see what we have.

		“Where should we do this?” Callum asks.

		“We aren’t doing anything,” Tanya says. “You’re going home. We’ll handle it from here.”

		“Whoa. What?”

		“You don’t need to see this, Callum,” I say.

		He sputters excuses. He’s curious, and I understand that, but satisfying his curiosity means violating our friends’ privacy.

		“Fine,” he says when I explain. “But if you don’t find proof, then I hope you’re going to give up this batshit theory and focus on giving Gabrielle what she needs. Support, not suspicion.”

		“God, you really are insufferable,” Tanya says.

		“What? I—”

		She cuts in. “Patronizing bullshit aside, yes, we intend to get answers, and if those answers show us we were wrong, then we’re done digging. The focus is—as it always has been—on Gabi. Blythe will call you when we have something. Goodbye, Callum.”

		Before Callum can respond, Devon’s phone sounds with an incoming text.

		“Shit,” he mutters. “It’s my dad, wanting to know where I am.” His fingers go to the keypad. “I’ll blow him off.”

		“Hold on,” Tanya says. “Is it just a check-in? Or does he seem suspicious?”

		“He’s always suspicious.” He reads the text. “But yeah, after you were over today, he seems to think I’m up to something.”

		“Then you need to go home,” I say. “Do what you have to do, and we’ll reconvene tonight to read the files.”

		He shakes his head. “I already know my story. You guys read them. I’ll make sure nothing’s up with my parents. Text me if you see something different about me in those files.” A wan smile. “I don’t expect you will.”

		I want to tell him he’s wrong, but Tanya’s look warns me not to keep trying to smooth this over, make everyone feel better. It’s bad. We know it’s bad. So, we say our goodbyes, and Devon leaves with Callum.
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		We end up on the hill, the three of us sitting cross-legged facing one another like we’re kids again. I’m running the files through Cassidy’s decryption program. I look at the first just long enough to see that the program is working—it still leaves some characters encrypted, but the text is legible.

		Nine files. The titles don’t reveal subject names.

		“How do we proceed here?” I say. “I want to jump straight to Gabi’s, but I’m afraid once I start opening them, I’ll start reading them.”

		“I give permission for mine to be read,” Tanya says.

		“Same,” Tucker says without hesitation.

		“Okay,” I say. “So, remembering privacy concerns, I’ll open one at a time.”

		I open the first file. “It’s yours, Tuck.”

		“Put it aside and keep going. We’ll read mine after we find Gabi’s.”

		I don’t recognize the name on the next. I open another one.

		“Devon Sharpe,” I say.

		“Keep going,” Tanya says.

		“The next is Gabi’s,” I say.

		“Okay,” Tucker says to me. “So, two choices here. Either you read and summarize, or we take turns reading. Whichever you’re more comfortable with.”

		“We should all read it. In case there’s anything that could be interpreted different ways.”

		The file is in reverse chronological order, starting with Gabrielle’s last evaluation. I flip to the back, and there it is. Her personal history.

		I’m sorry, Gabi. I know this is an invasion of your privacy. I can only hope you’d understand that I’m trying to help.

		One paragraph in, my stomach lurches. Tucker shifts my way and rests his fingers on my knee. I am grateful for that touch, as light as it is. It grounds me and gives me the strength to continue reading. When I finish, I can barely draw breath.

		“She didn’t do anything,” I whisper.

		Tucker squeezes my knee, and I look up at him.

		“You knew, didn’t you?” I say.

		He lifts one shoulder in a shrug. This is the theory he hadn’t shared with me. If it’d been proven wrong, the disappointment would have crushed me.

		He thinks this answer will make me happy. It doesn’t.

		Gabrielle wasn’t a killer. She was a victim.

		Gabrielle’s parents died when she was a toddler. She’d been the only survivor of an accident that claimed the lives of her parents and two older brothers. Her entire family wiped out because a trucker fell asleep at the wheel.

		Yet that tragedy isn’t what put her into the study. She survived and went to live with her grandparents. Both were elderly, with health issues, and they put her in daycare. That’s where the horror began.

		I skimmed that part as quickly as I could, but words stay seared into my mind. She’d endured two years of hell before a new doctor spotted evidence of the abuse. Sexual abuse, and physical abuse when she refused to comply. Emotional abuse, too. She’d been told that if she breathed a word of it to anyone, her grandparents would die, just like her family, and her abusers would take her forever.

		Cameras. There had always been cameras. That’s what four-year-old Gabrielle said in her interviews. The cameras at daycare were always watching, and if she did anything wrong, she’d be punished.

		The file contains mug shots of her abusers. A woman in her forties and her husband, a man in his late sixties, tall and thin and, in the right light, reminding me of Meeks.

		Gabrielle hadn’t been a killer. Not until something went wrong, a door cracking open in her head, memories rushing out on a tide of emotions—rage and fear and trauma—spiraling until they found a target. Then she did kill someone.

		Meeks was innocent, and his final moments must have been horrifying. But in Gabrielle’s broken mind, he’d been the man who abused her, and she’d finally been old enough to take revenge. Twelve years of rage buried in her subconscious had exploded in murder.

		I pass the file to Tanya and Tucker, so that they will understand why Gabrielle killed Meeks. Ironically, I don’t think it matters to them. They have already forgiven her on the unshakable conviction that if she killed someone, either she had a good reason, or she’d been having a psychotic break and couldn’t be held responsible.

		“Mine next,” Tanya says, and she tries to sound nonchalant, but the tension in her face says she’s been waiting for this. I pass the laptop to her. She reads her file, nodding as she does. Then she pushes it back to me.

		“Aiding and abetting,” she says. “That’s my crime. I helped Tucker clean it up and cover it up. When it was discovered, I tried to take the blame.” There’s pride in her voice at that, which only grows as she says, “But Tucker told the truth and wouldn’t let me be blamed. He even tried to pretend I hadn’t been involved at all, but forensic evidence proved that I was there.”

		“So, I got in trouble, and you cleaned it up,” Tucker says. “Sounds about right.”

		The smile they exchange is barely more than a quirk of the lips, but it’s warm with understanding. Somehow, I think this answer satisfies Tanya even more than if she’d been guiltless. She is the person she has always known herself to be—the one who accepts Tucker and helps him and protects him.

		“So, now I guess it’s on to me,” Tucker says. “The moment of truth.”

		I start to pass him the laptop. He shakes his head. “You read it, Bliss.” His gaze meets mine. “No secrets. Not between us.”

		I nod. Then I start to read.

		I want to say that Callum’s mother lied about Tucker. That Veritas faked that police report. There are elements that are inaccurate—critical elements in my mind—but Tucker wouldn’t want me letting those overshadow his truth, which is that he did what Veritas and Callum said.

		I’d been partly right about the motive. Tucker didn’t target the kid because he was kind to Tanya; he targeted him because he was preying on her. There’d been a program where kids in their last year of middle school mentored a class of grade-school children. This boy got Tanya. He’d made damn sure he got Tanya, bullying another kid into switching with him. He wanted the pretty blond girl, and then, according to the report, he “acted inappropriately toward her.” That’s all it says, and I can only imagine what that sterile language concealed.

		Tucker found out what was going on. He lured the boy into the forest by penning a note in Tanya’s handwriting. Then he slit his throat with his father’s straight razor and removed his clothing, which was apparently supposed to make it look as if he’d been killed by a pedophile.

		So, that is Tucker’s truth. Am I okay with it? No. I don’t think anyone could be “okay” with discovering that their friend slit another person’s throat, whatever the reason.

		I still struggle to imagine Tucker doing that. Like he said, it would make more sense if he’d accidentally killed the boy while trying to scare him. The deliberate violence of this nettles me, prickly as a burr. But I remind myself this isn’t the Tucker I know. It’s a past iteration of him. If these memories remain deep in his subconscious, then what he carried forward was the understanding that, once, he’d gone too far, and so now he must keep that under control.

		As for not letting Tanya take the blame? Trying to protect her by saying she’d known nothing about it? Yes, that is the Tucker I know.

		I zip through the rest of the file. He wants me to read it all, so I will, at least in passing.

		Tucker has not been diagnosed as a psychopath or sociopath. Yes, he does have antisocial personality disorder traits, but so does Tanya, and they’ve always known that. Dr. Kenner has worked with them to control it.

		According to the reports, Tanya is a glowing success. They aren’t quite as pleased with Tucker. Dr. Kenner is happy with his progress—he says Tucker has learned to channel his antisocial tendencies in acceptable ways. Those overseeing the study disagree on that word “acceptable.” To them, his capacity for violence and flouting of rules makes him the most volatile element in this experiment. Notes from Dr. Washington suggest she’s concerned, but believes he has it under control. His father, though? Mr. Martel considers his son an experimental failure, with Tucker holding on by his fingernails.

		When I reach the section on his mother, I think I know what I’ll find. She left because she couldn’t stand living in fear any longer. That’s what Tucker believes.

		It is not the truth.

		According to this, his mother had been his staunchest defender.

		Tucker and Tanya’s parents are their biological parents. They’d entered their children into the study, and then joined CMT, his mother as a nurse, his father finding a dual role in human resources and public relations.

		Mrs. Martel had been committed to helping Tucker overcome what he’d done. Mr. Martel wanted to protect Tanya. He’d tried to separate the siblings—send Tucker into the experiment with different parents. Mrs. Martel refused. She would not give up her son, and separating the siblings was out of the question.

		I don’t know why Tucker’s mother left. The section on Mrs. Martel is riddled with notations about redacted data, available in sub-files that I don’t have. From what I can gather, she believed in a theory that had been proven false, and her continued insistence caused problems. Having no clue what that “theory” is, I can’t even begin to speculate.

		If she’d been so committed to her children, so firmly in Tucker’s corner, why would she abandon him? I remember her as cold and distant. I doubt I exchanged a dozen sentences with the woman. Even to her children, she hadn’t exactly been a font of maternal warmth.

		Now to see how hard she fought for Tucker, I wish I’d known her better. Wished he had, too, because the impression she left on her son led him to accept that she’d run away from him.

		Whatever traits set Tucker and Tanya apart from the rest of us, they came from Mrs. Martel. People call Tanya an ice queen. That isn’t fair. She’s just different. Emotionally detached. Like her mother.

		I don’t know what to make of this. I can only pass the entire file on to Tucker. As he reads, he frowns, almost imperceptibly. Tanya doesn’t notice. She’s fidgeting, glancing at him, and then away, as if trying hard not to hover.

		When he finishes, he says, “Well, that makes more sense.”

		“What does?” Tanya says.

		He passes over the laptop.

		“It wasn’t just some kid who mentored you,” I say to Tanya. “He was creeping on you. A budding pedophile. Tucker knew you were in danger, so he ended the threat.”

		“Killed the kid, Bliss,” Tucker says. “Don’t sugarcoat it.”

		“The point is that what Callum heard wasn’t the full story, and this makes more sense.”

		Tucker grunts. It’s agreement, but something more. A prickling burr just like my own.

		Yes, it makes more sense.

		Complete sense, though?

		“What the fuck?” Tanya says, her gaze on the screen. She looks up at Tucker. “Did you read this about Mom?”

		“Yeah.”

		“And you don’t have anything to say about it? I told you it wasn’t like Dad said. I told you she wasn’t afraid of you.”

		“You were right.”

		She stares at him. “That’s all you have to say, Tuck?”

		He considers. “Dad seems to have lied.”

		“Seems to? That bastard—”

		“We can work all that out later. For now, we have what we came for. Confirmation of the experiment. Histories for us and for Gabrielle. I’m not sure how it helps get her back, but at least we fully understand the situation. The question will be whether we use what we know.”

		“Use it to lean on CMT about Gabrielle,” Tanya says.

		He pushes to his feet. “We need time to figure this out. Decide our next move.”

		“Not so fast,” I say. “I have to see whether Sydney’s in here.”

		“No, you don’t. It has zero bearing on the current situation.”

		I look up at him. “Either I read it now with you here to support me, or I read it later on my own. It’s my laptop, Tuck.”

		“Not if I swipe it.”

		“That would be wrong.”

		“Mmm, not so sure, Bliss.”

		“Blythe is right,” Tanya says. “It’s her laptop and her sister. Better she reads it now while we’re here. If there’s a file at all.”

		“Four left to go,” I say. I click the top one. I don’t recognize that name or the one after it. Onto the next…

		Sydney Warren.
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		I skim the file as fast as I can. There was a fire. I’m sure of that. The experiment may have been designed to erase memories, but it’s not like pulling out a USB drive, the data gone forever. Vestiges remained. Tucker is always careful meting out his justice, as if knowing he once went too far. Tanya keeps watch over her brother, subconsciously remembering what he’d done. When Gabrielle’s walls cracked, what burst back first was terror of camera surveillance.

		There is a reason Sydney fears fire. She was in a fire, or someone we knew died in one, maybe a babysitter or—

		Or maybe the answer is a tragic mistake. A terrible, tragic mistake.

		Sydney fears fire now, but according to her file, she’d once been fascinated by it. Diagnosis: budding pyromania.

		At the age of three, she’d been living with her family in a rented old house that wouldn’t pass any modern fire code. She wasn’t allowed near fire of any kind, not after she set a pile of backyard leaves ablaze, but she’d found a pack of matches and hidden them in the basement.

		Late one night, she snuck down and set fire to old newspapers left by a former tenant. The brittle pages ignited rags used for paint and solvent. Sydney ran upstairs just as a neighbor burst in. The neighbor got her to safety, but he couldn’t get back inside, as flames ripped through the old walls. Sydney’s parents and older sister died in the blaze.

		Sydney’s parents and older sister died.

		That means I am not her older sister.

		Ice floods my veins, bringing with it a pain so sharp I can’t breathe for a moment. That’s all it takes, though. One moment where I realize we are not biologically related, and then a second realization—that it doesn’t matter. She is my sister.

		The important part is what she went through before she came to us, and here is where I see the unquestionable truth of the experiment. What they’d tried to do. Save a child from this. From growing up with the knowledge that she’d lit the match that killed her family. You don’t get over that. You just don’t.

		I show that part to Tanya and Tucker. Tucker finishes first, murmuring, “Poor kid.”

		“Damn,” Tanya says. “Yeah, poor kid. She was three.” She shakes her head.

		“You can’t tell her,” I say. “Either of you. Please.”

		“No shit,” Tanya says as she hands back my laptop.

		“Her nightmares must be about this,” I say.

		“The barriers are breaking down,” Tucker says softly. “Like with Gabi and Devon.”

		“That’s what happens in early trials,” I say. “Things go wrong.”

		Should I let our parents know about the nightmares?

		Our parents.

		Hers perished in a fire. That means I lived the first five years of my life without a little sister. Yet I remember Sydney. I very clearly do.

		Like Tanya, my memories have been tampered with to help another subject transition. I don’t quite understand that. Why not just make it an adoption? As uncomfortable as it feels, I’m angry.

		Even after what I’ve learned, I still trusted my parents. Trusted they did what they thought was best for their children and other people’s children. After all, they adopted a subject. Raised her as their own.

		When I think of Sydney’s nightmares, my instinct is to warn Mom and Dad that her memories are returning.

		I’m no longer sure that’s the right move.

		I’m no longer sure of anything.

		I take a deep breath. “Okay, one file left. Do I leave it?”

		Tanya shrugs.

		“There’s an advantage to opening it,” Tucker says slowly, as if working it through. “There are already a couple of subjects we don’t know. If this is another, then there’s no harm in looking. If it’s someone we do know—like Andre—while reading the file would be an invasion of their privacy, just looking at the name would be enough. We should know if there was someone else involved.”

		“Andre or Callum,” Tanya says. “That’s what you’re thinking, right? That Callum could be a subject brought back into the fold. He just doesn’t know it.”

		“I’ve considered the possibility,” Tucker says. “If he is, we should be aware of it.”

		“Agreed,” Tanya says.

		I click the file, and my heart stops.

		“Bliss?” Concern ripples through Tucker’s voice as he moves closer.

		“It’s my name. My file.”

		“Ah, right,” Tanya says. “We forgot that. They had to mess around with your memories to insert Sydney. Technically, that makes you a subject. Like me.”

		“Right,” I say, exhaling. I skim the first page. “Not only that, apparently, but they seem to have tampered with my memories after Gabrielle killed Meeks. There are redacted notes here, referencing other files.” I pause. “Plus, comments about my parents being pissed off. Asking questions. Demanding answers.”

		I remember those angry phone calls after my concussion.

		“They didn’t know,” I murmur. “They were told I suffered a concussion, and they didn’t know about Gabrielle and Meeks. They began to question, though.”

		They wouldn’t have agreed to a hasty memory wipe after the event. They’d have wanted to evaluate and proceed with caution. Except covering up Meeks’s murder meant CMT had to move fast. So, they tampered with my brain without my parents’ consent.

		Yet my parents had agreed to a memory manipulation for what is, arguably, an even less valid reason. To insert a sister who didn’t need inserting.

		I skim forward. I want to know why they made this choice. Why they couldn’t just adopt Sydney after her memory had been rebooted.

		I hit a line, and my stomach lurches. I read faster, my brain barely able to keep up, to process. When I reach the end, I stagger to my feet. Tucker grabs for me, but I’m already dropping to my knees, vomiting.

		Tucker’s there, kneeling and patting my back. Saying nothing, just patting.

		I lift my gaze to his and open my mouth. At first, I can’t form the words. But I need to. I desperately need to.

		When the ones I need don’t come, I grope for others and find only these. “I’m a subject. Not just because of Sydney. I…I…”

		The words evaporate, and then his hands are stroking my hair. “It’s okay.”

		“But—but—I…”

		“It’s okay, Bliss. Whatever you did—”

		“I killed my sister.”

		The words come, blurted so fast that his brows crunch together.

		“I killed my sister,” I repeat. “My little sister. I had a little sister, and I killed her.”

		“No,” Tanya says. “She died in an accident.”

		I look to see her holding my laptop.

		“Hey!” Tucker says. “Put that down.”

		“Her sister fell in an accident,” Tanya says.

		“Because I pushed her off a lookout,” I say.

		“You pushed her into a rotten wooden railing, and it broke.”

		“Shoved her. It says so, right there. We got into a fight, and I shoved her.”

		“You were four, Blythe. She was three. You didn’t mean for her to die.”

		But she did.

		I had a little sister once, and I killed her, and then my parents gave me another one. My early memories of a little sister aren’t about Sydney. They’re about Ansley, the sister I killed.

		I double over and retch again. Tucker moves my hair away from my face and tells me it’s okay, everything is okay.

		But it’s not.

		It’s not okay at all.

		“They were on vacation,” Tanya continues. “They’d hiked up to a lookout platform. The girls were fighting over the binoculars. It was Blythe’s turn to use them, and her sister wouldn’t give them back. Before their parents could intervene, Blythe pushed her sister against the railing. It broke and…”

		Even Tanya knows better than to go into detail here. I still see the words, though. The rotted railing broke. Ansley fell twenty feet. She survived the fall, and my mother tended to her while Dad ran to a cell service area and called for help. It was too late. Ansley died in the hospital.

		Tanya continues, “Blythe was inconsolable. She blamed herself. She was convinced she’d murdered her sister. She…” Her head jerks up. “Shit, Blythe.”

		Tucker doesn’t ask what she means. He’s focused on me, and I’m not even sure he’s listening to her. I hear it, though. I know what she’s talking about. What I did.

		I tried to climb onto a balcony and jump. My dad got to me in time. I’m not sure I understood what I was doing, only that my sister was gone and I deserved to be gone, too. My parents couldn’t let me out of their sight. They were desperate for a solution.

		And Dr. Washington had one. The germ of one, at least. She’d been trying to headhunt my parents and the Harrises to CMT, which had been working on a possible solution for kids who’d suffered early trauma. They already had a subject awaiting early trials. Gabrielle.

		My parents helped Dr. Washington develop the project, along with the Harrises, who later adopted Gabrielle.

		My parents came on board for me. They helped devise this solution for me.

		I push to my feet. Tucker rises with me, one hand on my arm, as if to steady me, but I feel the slightest pressure of restraint there.

		“I need…” I struggle for breath. “I need to be alone, Tuck.”

		“No, I don’t think you do, Bliss.”

		I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

		Liar.

		He doesn’t say it, but I hear the word clearly.

		I straighten and force myself to look him in the eye. “I’m not fine, obviously. But I will be. Just give me ten minutes. Please. I don’t want to run off and turn this into some big drama.”

		“It is a big drama,” he says, his voice low. “The biggest.”

		I nod, my eyes filling with tears. “You’re right. It is. I just need a few minutes, Tuck. Please?”

		He glances at Tanya, who says, “Let her go. We’ll be close by.”

		Tucker moves closer, fingers still on my arm as his voice lowers. “Whatever you need, just ask, okay?”

		Don’t walk away.That’s what he means. Don’t get down the hill and keep going, running as fast as I can, blinded by tears. Whatever I need, ask for it.

		“I will,” I say.

		“Ten minutes, then.” He lifts my arm and sets the timer on my watch. “If you aren’t back then, I can come look for you, right?”

		“You can.”

		

		—

		I desperately want to do exactly what Tucker feared. Race down that hill as fast as I can, keep running until my lungs burn, until I can’t think, can’t feel. Yet I made a promise, and I will keep it.

		Tanya and Tucker read their files without breaking down, and I need to do the same. I know it’s different. They’re different. For now, though, I’ll pretend they didn’t break because they’re too damned strong, and so I can’t, either.

		I’m not special here. Not enduring some unique trauma. This is all of us. Tucker, Tanya, Gabrielle, Devon, Sydney. Others, too. Andre seems to be the only one in our original group who isn’t a subject. He’s just Dr. Washington’s son.

		The point is that I am not special.

		Yes, it’s huge. Big drama. The biggest. But I am not alone in this, and so I can’t curl up in a ball of grief and confusion and fear. What I did is in the past. I will need to deal with it. Later.

		What am I going to do about my parents?

		I need to figure this part out. I need to tell them that I know. At the moment, that seems obvious and unquestionable. I want to confront them. Demand answers.

		I know you were doing what you thought was right. Using evolving medical technology to save me and others. Like enrolling a fatally ill patient in a drug trial.

		I should stick with that. Logic devoid of emotion.

		Yet I can’t be that detached, because I’m afraid. Afraid that in trying to save me, my parents unintentionally hurt others. They moved too fast. Took risks that weren’t theirs to take.

		So, they should have left Sydney to grow up responsible for the death of her entire family? They offered the alternative of a normal life and a loving family. Didn’t she deserve a chance at that?

		Then there’s Tucker.

		Oh God. Tucker.

		My stomach twists, and I am furious with that. It feels like betrayal. I knew what he’d done, right? Veritas warned me, and I knew he was probably the boy in that story, but I didn’t care. Then Callum confirmed it, and I didn’t care. I know Tucker. I know…

		Memories flash, of that night last spring.

		I want to be okay with this. I want to tell myself that the experiment worked, and he is fine, and I am okay with what I read in that file.

		Am I okay with it?

		Am I okay with what happened last spring?

		I stop, shivering. Then I lean against a tree, draw in deep, shuddering breaths, and when I look up again, the forest is gone, and I’m in a backyard, huddled against another tree, listening to the music and laughter of a party. The patio door slides open, and I convulse, shrinking back.

		“Bliss?”

		Tucker. I want to collapse in relief, but instead I hold myself very still, hoping he’ll go away. I don’t want him to find me. Not like this.

		Footsteps on the back-deck stairs. I press myself into the tree and close my eyes.

		“Bliss?”

		I want to text and say I’m okay. Tell him I caught a lift home. My phone is beside me, in my purse, but I can’t make my hands move to it.

		The deck stairs creak. The swish of grass underfoot. Then running footfalls.

		“Bliss?”

		Tucker thumps to the ground in front of me. His fingers tentatively touch my knee, and I jerk back, flailing. Then I open my eyes, and I see him, crouched there, and it’s like we’re ten again, with me crying under a tree.

		“I…I…I…”

		I’m fine. That’s what I want to say. I’m okay. The words won’t come because I’ve never told a bigger lie.

		“Who did this, Blythe?”

		His voice is low, deep with a sound that is almost like a growl, and I want to fall into that sound. I don’t want to say I’m fine. I want to tell the truth, and I want to hear that growl, see his anger, feel it.

		That’s what I want, but I can’t do it. Won’t do it. I will not set Tucker on that boy, however satisfying it might be. He’s not a weapon; he’s a person and he’s my friend, and I will not use him like that.

		“I’m…not hurt,” I say finally. “Not like that. I…I stopped him.”

		He ducks his head to catch my gaze, hair flopping over his eyes, then shoved back.

		I meet his gaze. “I wouldn’t lie to you, Tuck. Not about that. I’m just…I’m…I tried to help him clean up. He spilled a cooler on his shirt, and I offered to help and he…he…”

		“He tried to…” Tucker’s mouth works, as if he can’t find the words.

		“Maybe I misunder—” Images flash, slamming that word into oblivion. “No, I didn’t misunderstand. I tried to help, and he set me up, getting me into an upstairs bathroom and…” I inhale sharply. “I got away.”

		Not before he kissed me. Not before he groped me. Not before he ripped my shirt and pushed my skirt up, and I thought—I really thought I was going to be—

		“Do you want to call the police, Blythe?”

		I shiver, imagining that. They’ll ask why my skirt is so short. Why I’d been upstairs with a boy I didn’t know. How much I’d had to drink.

		I shake my head.

		“If you insist, I’ll drop this,” he says. “But I really don’t think it should be dropped.”

		“It shouldn’t.”

		“I can teach him a lesson. He’ll never try that again.”

		I shake my head.

		“Tell me what you want,” he says, and I tell him.

		Twenty minutes later, I’m in the back corner of the yard, hidden in shadows. The party rages inside, music booming. Laughter cuts through the night. Two boys appear on the back deck. Tucker, his figure unmistakeable, with his arm slung over the shoulders of…my gut seizes, seeing the boy who attacked me. He’s laughing and chugging beer. I am ready to puke and I haven’t stopped shaking in the last half hour, and he’s laughing, like nothing happened, just a hiccup in his night.

		Tucker’s steering him into the backyard, and the boy just lets him. They always do. Total strangers are sucked into the vortex of Tucker’s quirky charm. Did the boy not see me talking to Tucker earlier? If he did, he’s presumed Tucker was just making his play. That’s the only reason you’d talk to a girl, right?

		They’re close enough for me to hear them over the din of the party.

		“Trust me,” Tucker says. “This is the good stuff. You ever done coke?”

		“Too rich for my blood.”

		“Too rich for mine, too. I steal it from my dad.”

		The boy laughs like that’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard. They’re fifteen feet away from me, and then ten, and then five.

		“Okay,” Tucker says. “So, the thing about coke is…”

		He turns and slams his fist into the boy’s nose. The boy falls back, gasping and sputtering in shock. Tucker grabs him by the shirt front and hits him again. He holds nothing back, and blood flies, and the boy makes this keening sound, struggling to get his arms up to defend himself. He makes no move to hit back. I don’t even think he’s fully processed what’s happening.

		Tucker drags him to where I stand.

		The boy sees me. Sees me and blinks, as if my presence there makes no sense. Then it hits. I see it in his eyes. He slumps and shakes his head.

		“Fuck, I’m sorry,” he says. But he doesn’t say it to me. He says it to Tucker. “I didn’t know she was yours.”

		“You really think that’s why I brought you here?” Tucker says.

		“It was a misunderstanding. She seemed up for it, and then she changed her mind, and I’ve had a few drinks, so I didn’t get the signal in time. She freaked out.”

		Tucker hits him again, the blow so sudden that the boy staggers back and trips, dropping to one knee.

		“Try again,” Tucker says.

		“Fine. I made a play. She wasn’t interested. A misunder—”

		Tucker hits him again. This time, I put my hand on his arm and shake my head. He wants the boy to confess. He won’t. He’s already told himself a story, one he might have believed even when it’d been happening.

		Tucker walks behind the boy, still on his knees, grabs his collar, and yanks him up.

		“Go on,” he says.

		The boy lurches, as if to walk away. Tucker shakes him.

		“Not you. Her.”

		Do you want to do something bad?

		Absolutely.

		I stand in front of the boy. Then I hit him with everything I have. I hit him, and I keep hitting him, the rage boiling over. Keep hitting him until he is on the ground, doubled up and whimpering. When I consider kicking him, Tucker stops me. He asks whether it’s enough, and I calm down and see the boy, writhing on the ground, and I realize it is.

		Tucker dials 911, and we leave the boy, sobbing and gasping on the ground.

		That is the truth of that night. It’s not the version anyone believes because it’s not the version the boy told. He said it was Tucker, all Tucker. I tried to correct the story, but Tucker wouldn’t defend himself against it, and so everyone believed that Tucker Martel put a boy in the hospital for attacking me at a party.

		Veritas warned me about what Tucker had done nine years ago. So did Callum. I stood by Tucker. Then tonight I read the file and…and my conviction wavered as I realized I hadn’t fully believed it before. I hadn’t wanted to believe it. I wanted to stand by his side, his staunchest supporter, and then when it turned out to be a misunderstanding, I would be vindicated.

		It’s not a misunderstanding. Tucker slit a boy’s throat when he was eight. And that horrifies me. But what I did that night horrifies me, too, and if Tucker hadn’t eased me back, would I have stopped? I think I would have, but the important part there is that it was Tucker who stopped me.

		Tucker once killed a boy who tried to molest his sister. When a boy tried it with me, I’d seen his fury, felt his white-hot outrage. But he had controlled it. He had stopped me from meting out a punishment worse than the boy deserved.

		That is the Tucker I know.

		That is the Tucker I love.

		I’m lost in my thoughts, walking along the wooded road, when my watch vibrates, the alarm telling me it’s time to head back. I squint around and try to gauge how far I am from Tucker and Tanya. Should I text and say I’m running late? I don’t want Tucker to worry.

		I can’t see their car down the road, meaning I’ve walked farther than I expected. I tap in a quick “heading back” and “I walked east along the road,” in case Tucker wants to come meet me. I hit Send and start to pocket my phone, but it pops up with a warning that it can’t send the message. I try again—same thing. That’s when I realize I don’t have cell signal. Weird. We usually get it out here. I really did walk farther than I thought.

		I clutch my phone in one hand. I’ll try again in a minute. I really don’t want Tucker worrying. I asked for ten minutes, and I don’t want to put him into the awkward position of trying to decide whether it’s okay to come after me. That’s extra hard for someone who struggles with appropriate social behavior.

		I’ve gone about five steps when a twig cracks to my left. I stop and peer into the forest. There’s a thick patch of it, hugging the road tight, and I’m suddenly aware of how empty it is here. Empty and dark with shadows.

		I give myself a shake. It’s a forest, and it’s only early evening, with a bright moon. I’m getting spooked by some woodland creature.

		I take three more steps, but my gaze is partly fixed on that side of the road, and when I spot something moving in the trees, I stop again. I glance over.

		Someone’s there.

		They think they’re hidden, but I can see a human shape between the trees.

		That’s all I can make out. A human shape. Yet it reminds me of the football reaper at the party. The same height, maybe? Or something about it? I’m not sure—I only know that’s what I immediately think of, which makes me also immediately think of who it could be.

		Callum.

		He didn’t want to separate earlier. He’d grumbled, but had he let it go just a little too easily? Not put up enough of a fight? Because he decided not to argue…just follow and spy on me again, like he did at the party?

		Spying on us is his job, after all. I should have realized it’d been too easy to blow him off after the lab.

		“Callum?” I say. “If that’s you, I can see you.”

		The figure doesn’t move.

		Am I sure it’s a person? It is dark and shadowy. Maybe I’m talking to a tree stump.

		I give a short laugh, and I’m about to step closer for a better look when my watch alert goes again—I’d set a backup. I turn it off, and then look up to see the figure is gone. The hairs prickle on my arms, and I rub them down.

		“Callum? Don’t pull this shit.” I add, “Please,” hoping that might do it, but there’s no response from the forest.

		I check my phone again. Still no service. That really is weird when we get excellent service on the hill.

		Is Callum blocking the signal?

		Why would he do that?

		To keep me from calling for help.

		I shiver and tell myself I’m being silly. I know Callum is spying for his mom, and so, as pissed off as I am right now, I’m not surprised. Also not surprised that he isn’t answering when I call out—he wants to deny later that it was him. As for the cell service, well, it’s going to be better on a hill, right?

		I march into the forest and pause just past the tree line.

		It’s darker in here than I thought.

		Dark, quiet, empty.

		I take another step into the forest and peer around, even as a voice screams at me to run. Stop doubting and run. Even if I’m wrong, the only thing I’m going to do is look foolish, and in front of who? Callum? I don’t care about that.

		Yet I can’t run. If Callum is a threat, I need to know. If he’s a threat, it could mean he’s the one who attacked Sydney. He could even have kidnapped Gabrielle—or worse. She likes him. She trusts him. If he showed up saying I sent him to get her, she’d have gone with him.

		“Bliss…”

		I jump and spin. The voice came from behind me. I want to say it’s Callum using Tucker’s name for me, trying to trick me, but it was definitely Tucker’s voice.

		“Tucker?” I say.

		The voice comes again. That single word, drawing out the name in a sibilant s. Almost a sigh. That’s what it sounds like. Tucker saying my name when I’m annoyed, or I’ve turned away from him. Exactly the same tone both times.

		It’s a recording.

		Someone recorded Tucker. Someone who knows us well enough to be near when we’re talking. Now that someone is using that recording to lure me into the forest.

		Just like Sydney was lured into the forest by a figure she mistook for Gabrielle.

		Earlier, I thought the figure reminded me of the football reaper. Because the football reaper was supposed to remind me of Tucker, which it did. This figure is also supposed to make me think of Tucker.

		I steady myself and consider my options.

		Confront Callum? Or get the hell out of here?

		Option two. It has to be option two.

		“Tucker,” I say, with a sigh. “I’m not in the mood for games, okay? I just want to go home. I’m heading back to the car.”

		There. Now Callum will think his ruse at least partly worked. I don’t suspect danger. I can get back to the road, and then run like hell. I turn and take a single step, and voice behind me says, “I’m sorry, Bliss.”

		I’m spinning when the blow catches me in the side of the head.

	
		TWENTY-SIX

		I stagger and turn, and I catch sight of blue jeans and a gray hoodie. Just like Tucker was wearing.

		Not Tucker. I know this isn’t Tucker. Still, seeing that clothing makes me hesitate a split second. I’m still turning, still trying to get a look at the face under the hood, seeing only a blur, and then something hits me full in the face. Not a blow. A cold spray. Then pain. Agonizing pain, as the spray blasts my eyes. I bend over, howling in agony.

		A hand grabs my shoulder, and I fling it off as I fall back. I can’t see anything. My eyes stream, and the pain is incredible.

		Pepper spray. I’ve been pepper-sprayed.

		I’m okay. That’s the message my brain chooses to send, and it is the correct one. I have not been hit by acid or poison. It’s just pepper spray, and it is agonizing, but it will not kill me. I can fight.

		I can’t see, but I can fight. I was trained for this. I’m a karate brown belt, and I’m going to call on every lesson in those years of training to calm the fuck down and defend myself.

		I strike out. My attacker doesn’t expect that, and when I make contact, there’s an oomph, mostly surprise rather than pain. I zero in on the sound and strike again. Fist, then foot. My fist misses, but my foot hits and hits hard. A gasp of real pain now as my attacker falls back, and with the next fist, I strike. A sharp intake of breath, as if I struck them in the stomach. I kick, and feel them fall back, and then I turn and run.

		I’m in no shape to fight. I’m blind and in agony and moving on pure adrenaline. I need to get out of here. I run for the road, my arms sweeping my path.

		“Tucker!” I shout. “Tanya!”

		My attacker hits me from behind. I stumble and I fall to one knee, and my hand smacks down on a sharp rock. I yelp. My attacker grabs my shoulder. I catch their hand and yank hard, pulling them into my sphere. A fist hits the side of my head, and I nearly go down, but then I come back fighting, half proper training and half pure animal fight response. I barely know what I’m doing beyond hitting and kicking. Then my foot snags a leg, and I yank hard. They go down, and I run. Three more steps and I reach the road, my sweeping hands no longer hitting anything. I break into a run.

		“Blythe!”

		It’s Tucker, up ahead. Clearly Tucker. His running footfalls thunder toward me, and he catches me in his arms. I fall against him, my eyes streaming.

		“Attacked,” I managed to get out. “Pepper-sprayed.”

		He pulls me into his chest, and while he’s comforting me, I can tell from his rigid body that he’s looking around, too.

		“Can you see anyone?” I whisper.

		“No. Did you?”

		I shake my head. “I suspect that was the point of the pepper spray. I think it was Callum.”

		“He pepper-sprayed you,” he says, his voice low and tight.

		When I look up, trying to see him, he hugs me tighter.

		“I can go look for him,” he says. “But I’d rather not leave you alone, and I have a feeling he’s long gone.”

		“He will be.” And I don’t want Tucker being attacked, either, not while I’m blinded.

		“We’ll handle it later,” Tucker says grimly. “There’s water at the car. Let’s get your eyes cleaned.”

		

		—

		We meet up with Tanya at the car, where Tucker helps me wash out my eyes. It seems I wasn’t the only one lured to the forest. Tucker got a text, allegedly from Veritas. It said that Veritas knew what Tucker had done, and now Tucker knew it, too. That suggested Veritas was nearby, watching.

		Tucker texted Tanya to discreetly explain that he was going to scout around, and then—for Veritas’s sake—he announced he was going in search of a “tree in need of watering.” He’d headed down to the forest, the most likely place for someone to be hiding. Then he heard the commotion down the road.

		That was a setup. Veritas wanted Tucker looking for them, then to hear me and run for help, making it seem as if he’d been my attacker.

		I’m sitting on the roadside with Tucker beside me. Tanya prowls along the road, turning a murderous glare on every squirrel that dares peer out in curiosity.

		“That means Callum is Veritas,” I say, as I wipe my still-­streaming eyes. “Veritas sent me the news article and police report, and Callum admitted he knew your backstory. He has access to security through his mother, especially if he really has been trained as a spy.”

		Tucker doesn’t say anything. He just gets up and goes to the car. When he returns, he hands me a pair of sunglasses.

		I put them on, feeling a little silly wearing sunglasses at night, but it dims the moon and car lights, and my eyes relax.

		“Thank you,” I say.

		When he sits beside me, I continue, “You think I’m wrong about Callum being Veritas? Or being my attacker?”

		“I think you’re right. But I was already furious with Callum. There’s no excuse for what he did—buddying up to Andre, dating you, spying on you at the party. I’m biased. But I’m biased because he betrayed our trust, which means he’s the perfect candidate for all this.”

		“So, what are we going to do about it?” Tanya says, as she paces back our way.

		“Talk to him.”

		She rolls her eyes. “Seriously, Tuck?”

		“Talk to him sternly.” He meets his sister’s gaze. “Very sternly.”

		CALLUM

		Callum walks into the garage and lifts his key fob. He unlocks the Jeep, opens the driver’s door, and is climbing in when a creak has him jumping. He spins just as Tucker Martel slides into the passenger seat.

		“What the fuck?” Callum says.

		“Going somewhere, Cal?”

		“I don’t know how the hell you got into our garage, but get your ass out of my car.”

		“Or you’ll do what? Call your mom?”

		Callum’s jaw clenches.

		Tucker only gives him a look. “What? She’s the head of security. Perfectly reasonable that you’d call her for a security issue. I wasn’t impugning your manhood, Cal.”

		Callum’s teeth grind. What high-school senior goes around saying things like “impugning your manhood”? Worse, Tucker doesn’t say it to show off. The words trip off his tongue as if they’re the only correct ones to be used in this particular circumstance. And they are correct, which makes it worse.

		A fucking psychopath just ambushed you in your garage, and you’re getting pissy about his vocabulary?

		Callum can’t help it. Tucker should be the illiterate oaf whose vocabulary is fifty percent profanity. He should be the raging maniac, frothing at the mouth with anger and resentment and jealousy. Instead, that’s Callum, while Tucker takes his role—the calm, well-spoken, fair-minded guy. Worse, this is the real Tucker. So, is the other guy the real Callum?

		“What are you doing here?” Callum says, struggling to keep his tone even.

		“You first. Where are you going?”

		Callum wants to say it’s none of Tucker’s business. But that just plunges him back into the cycle of anger and jealousy.

		“I was going to talk to Blythe,” Callum says. “She was supposed to check in after she read the files. I gave it two hours. Then I texted. She’s not answering.”

		“How do you know where to find her if she’s not answering your texts?”

		“FriendTag, of course.”

		“Blythe never added you, and she’s turned off the GPS. You’re using another way to track her. That’s how you knew where to find her an hour ago. You lured her into the forest, and then attacked her. You dressed like I am now and lured her in with recordings of me calling her Bliss. Then you pepper-sprayed her when she tried to get a better look.”

		“What?” Callum realizes he sounds like an idiot, his face screwed up, but he can’t think of what else to even say. “Wait, someone attacked Blythe? Is she okay?” He pauses, realizing that the answer must be yes. Otherwise, Tucker wouldn’t just be sitting there, talking to him.

		Callum shakes his head. “It wasn’t me, though if I thought that’d work, I’d be tempted to do it. Not pepper-spray her, of course. But if I could make her see the truth about you, I’d do it, for her own good.”

		“For her own good.” Tucker rolls the words around, and something like shame darts through Callum. He pushes it back. Tucker is dangerous. And if a tiny voice says Tucker isn’t that dangerous, and not dangerous at all to Blythe, Callum silences it.

		“Yeah,” Tucker says finally. “Pepper spray might oversell it, at least as a starting point. For that, you’d send news articles and police reports, saying the guy who killed that kid is someone she knows, someone she trusts. The obvious answer is me, but when she failed to see that, you’d have to outright tell her what I did. Then if that fails, maybe it’s time to step up to stalking, terrorizing, and pepper-spraying.”

		“I didn’t send any articles and I sure as hell didn’t attack her today.”

		Tucker nods, relaxed and calm. Then, in a heartbeat, he has Callum pinned to the seat by his throat. When Callum tries to fight, Tucker’s hand presses on his windpipe.

		“Stop struggling,” Tucker says, still calm. “I’ll ease off when you stop.”

		Callum glares, but stops fighting, and the hand eases.

		“I didn’t mind you, Callum,” Tucker says. “You seemed harmless enough.”

		Didn’t mind. Harmless. Not exactly high slander, but it cuts deeper than any true insult. Tucker is saying he dismissed Callum. Not in danger of being a shitty boyfriend, but not in danger of being someone Blythe would fall for, either.

		Tucker continues. “My opinion has obviously changed. You betrayed her trust. I don’t want you around us anymore. If you attacked her tonight, honestly trying to ‘protect’ her from me, then I would strongly suggest you switch schools. Apply for early college admission or something. Get out of Darlington Hills. Do that, and we’re square. But if you did more? If you hurt Gabi? If you hurt Sydney?”

		“What?” Callum says, and his voice comes out squeakier than his ego cares to admit.

		“I’m not convinced you did, which is why we’re having a relatively civil conversation.”

		“You’re choking—”

		Tucker squints out the window. “Have you wondered why we’re still here? Why I didn’t ask you to drive somewhere? You’re in your car, in a closed garage, Callum. I want to know everything you do, about Gabi, about the attack on Sydney, about what’s happening to Blythe. Everything you’ve done for your mother. If I don’t believe you, then I am choking you to unconsciousness, turning on the car, and putting down the windows before I go.”

		“Wh-what?”

		“You will asphyxiate. Carbon monoxide poisoning. Suicide, apparently. Your girlfriend dumped you. Your friends discovered you were a spy. You snapped and took your own life.”

		Callum struggles then, madly struggles, but that hand only calmly presses on his windpipe until the world dips toward darkness. Then he stops, and it eases off.

		“Would you like to talk now, Callum?”

		“Fuck you.”

		Tucker doesn’t press again. He just waits. And then Callum starts to talk.

		TANYA

		Tanya has read stories about fear allowing people to perform incredible feats of strength. Like mothers able to lift cars off their trapped child. A simple surge of adrenaline, Blythe would say. Gabrielle would murmur that it might be something more, a higher force at work. Then there’s Tucker, who’d make up a wild superhero origin story. Tanya called bullshit. No amount of fear can turn a human into Wonder Woman. What about anger, though? Rage?

		Consumed by rage. Seeing red. Blinded by anger. All those old clichés that never made sense until this moment, when fury granted her a superpower. Clarity of vision. Logically, that shouldn’t make sense. All those clichés are about emotion overwhelming reason. For her, though, fury had set her synapses firing, making connections at superhuman speed. And every one of those connections only stoked the fire of her rage.

		The anger began with that file. With reading the story of what Tucker had allegedly done. Those words had opened tiny cracks into Tanya’s memory. Dreams she’d never understood. A guilt she’d never understood. A kernel of anger she’d never acknowledged. Anger that had waited twelve years to see those words and blossom into a ball of rage, half aimed at herself and half at her father.

		At her mother, too? No. Not anymore.

		Now Tanya understood. Understood so much.

		She wants to confront her father with what she suspects. Suspects? No, with what she knows—with every fiber of her being—is true. The truth about her mother. The truth about Tucker.

		The truth about her.

		That last part should be the most important, and somehow, it is not. For normal people, it would be. That’s the mark of someone with her particular psychological traits, right? They don’t give a shit about anyone except themselves? Most people who know Tanya would say that’s dead accurate, but in reality, it’s the opposite. She cares about others—more than she likes—but when she contemplates her own needs, it’s like considering the needs of a near stranger. Not meaningless, but not as important as the rest.

		For now, though, she needs to shove all that aside and focus on something else. On the identity of this so-called Veritas. Tucker and Blythe presume it’s the same person who attacked Blythe in the forest. Tanya isn’t so sure. That seemed to be Callum. But it’s not necessarily the person who sent Blythe those emails.

		She’d made up a bullshit excuse about investigating something while Blythe and Tucker went to confront Callum. Now she’s pacing along the lane behind the library when a motorcycle roars in. The bike stops, and Andre opens his helmet visor.

		“I need to talk to you,” she says.

		He takes his time getting off the bike, and then removing his helmet. He’s making a point, and she scowls but resists the urge to rush him along. That would work for Devon or Gabrielle and sometimes even for Blythe. Andre would just give her a look that warned her to cut out the shit or he was getting back on the bike.

		“I need to talk to you,” she repeats.

		“Got that impression from the text.” He makes a show of taking out his phone and opening the message app. “Need to talk to you. Behind the library. Now.”

		“It’s about Devon.”

		“Has he finally decided we’re friend-worthy again? I heard you and Blythe were seen talking to him at the party.”

		“There’s a problem. We’re resolving it. It has nothing to do with you.”

		Both brows rise. “Did it sound like I was butting my nose in?”

		“I didn’t mean it like that. There’s shit going down, and for now, you’re better off staying out of it.”

		“If there’s a problem…”

		“There is, and when you find out, you’ll be glad you’re not part of it.”

		He leans against the wall. “That sounds ominous. Is Tucker in trouble?”

		“No, we didn’t do—” She shakes it off. This is taking too long. “I need to talk to you about Devon, and I couldn’t do it by phone.”

		“Also ominous…”

		“Do you remember when we were at camp, and he came to me about an issue, and I blew him off? I told him to talk to Blythe, but he ended up talking to you.”

		“Oh, yeah. I remember it. Hard to forget.”

		“I thought it was a gender identity crisis, but now, thinking back, he never said that exactly.”

		“Gender identity? Devon?” He looks at her, and then bursts out laughing. “Oh my God, Tanya. He told you he was having identity issues, and you jumped to that conclusion because Gabi was his best friend and he hung out with you girls more than us guys?”

		She glares at him. “I made a mistake, okay?”

		“A totally stereotyped one. Nah, it wasn’t gender identity. It was actual identity issues.” He sobers. “Serious stuff. A borderline breakdown. He’d been having weird dreams where he was someone different. Different parents and all that.”

		“Because he was adopted.”

		“Oh no, it went way beyond that. He was adopted when he was, like, a toddler, and in the dreams, he was older. He had a different name. It was just him and his mom. His dad would pass through now and then, but they weren’t married. Then his mom got sick and died, and then a man came and took him to a hospital.”

		“What?”

		“Right?” Andre shakes his head. “It was weird and elaborate, and I was worried. Devon was freaking out. I told him to talk to my mom, only she was in Europe at a conference, so they had him talk to Dr. Kenner. Devon left camp. Don’t you remember that?”

		She didn’t, but now she does. “How come you never told us about that? What he said?”

		“Tell you what he said to me in confidence? Yes, he tried talking to you, but only because he wanted someone to tell him he was losing it, and you seemed the best candidate. My approach was a little more helpful. And he sure wasn’t going to talk about it later. Hell, I tried discussing it with him, and he shut me down. Acted like he had no idea what I was talking about. It was kind of weird, actually. He said he had a bit of a meltdown, stress over something, and he started having identity questions because he’s adopted, that was it.”

		“He didn’t remember the rest?”

		“He must have, but I got the clear signal that he didn’t want to talk about it.”

		Because he didn’t remember it. Dr. Kenner got a hold of him and suppressed those breakthrough memories. But the first set of breakthrough memories didn’t mesh with the second set. How was that possible? What exactly was going on—?

		Oh shit.

		“Tanya?” Andre waves a hand in front of her face.

		“Gotta go.” She turns and starts walking away.

		“You’re welcome!”

	
		TWENTY-SEVEN

		BLYTHE

		Tucker and I are in the park. Not the playground. Not our hill. We’re in the park where we’d first connected seven years ago, where I’d overheard the babysitter talking about me and thrown a rock through her car window.

		This is where we began. This is where, too, in his mind, he first tempted me to the dark side. “Talked me into” doing something bad. That’s bullshit. He showed me that maybe it wasn’t healthy to be so bottled up, to always be so good. That maybe it was tearing me up, just a little. Shredding me from the inside.

		That moment, under these trees, Tucker sitting silently with me as I cried, marked one of the biggest turning points in my life.

		Remember how it started? With something bad.

		Remember how it almost ended? With something bad.

		Except he didn’t throw that rock, and he didn’t put that boy in the hospital. I did.

		Tucker tells me what happened with Callum, and I listen.

		Callum fell for the threat, and he talked.

		“You believe him,” I ask.

		“Yeah.” Tucker stretches his legs. “He really thought I was going to kill him.”

		“Because he’s convinced himself that you’re a psychopath.”

		“And I’m not?” Tucker rubs his mouth. “Don’t answer that. We’re talking about Callum, not me.”

		“We can talk about you.”

		The corner of his mouth rises in a humorless quirk. “This is about who attacked you. Who attacked Syd. Who may have hurt Gabi. It’s not about making Tucker feel better.”

		“It could be.”

		“Do I think Callum was lying? No. I went at him hard. Even before that, I knew he hadn’t done it.”

		“So, who did?”

		Tucker throws up his hands. “No idea. I’m going to figure it out, though. Callum will help.” Tucker uncrosses and recrosses his legs. “We presume what happened to you tonight was a scare tactic, but he considers it an actual attack. He wants to help find out who did it.”

		“He doesn’t think it was you?”

		“Weirdly, no. If it really was me, the pepper spray wouldn’t make sense. That was to be sure you didn’t see your attacker. It’s ham-fisted, when you think about it. Callum would have done better.”

		We sit quietly for a few minutes. Then I say, “Callum wants to believe you’re a psycho, Tucker. He…” I take a deep breath. “Feels threatened.”

		“Feels threatened by me?” Tucker’s brow furrows. “Personally? Like I’m going to hurt him?”

		“He felt threatened by our friendship.” I hesitate, and then push on. “Romantically threatened.”

		“By me?” Tucker sounds even more confused now. Then he snorts. “Oh, the bad-boy cliché, right? Clearly, you’re going to throw over the homecoming king if the bad boy looks your way.” He rolls his eyes. “If he thought I was a threat, he really doesn’t know you at all, does he?”

		“No, he doesn’t.”

		Do I imagine it, or does disappointment flicker in Tucker’s eyes before he gives a resolute nod?

		I continue, “He doesn’t know me if he thinks I’d want anything to do with an actual bad boy. But he also doesn’t know you. He has this idea of what he thinks you should be, what he wants you to be, because it justifies keeping me away from you. When the truth is…” I take a deep breath. “The truth, Tuck, is that he had reason to feel threatened.”

		Tucker’s brow furrows. “I don’t understand.”

		Something inside me plummets, but I manage to keep my voice steady and even find a tiny smile. “Yeah, I think you do, but if you’d rather not understand, then we can go with that. Pretend I’m tired and not making much sense.”

		“No, I…I really don’t think I understand. Or if I do—”

		“Don’t,” I say, pulling back a little. “Let’s drop it before this becomes really awkward. I’m just glad to have you in my life again, Tuck, and I don’t want to do anything to jinx that.”

		“Wait. No. Back up. Are you saying—”

		His phone vibrates, the sudden noise making us both jump. He shoots an annoyed glance at his pocket.

		“Check it, Tucker.”

		“No, I want to talk about—”

		“Check it. Tell Tanya we’ll be back soon, or she’ll just keep texting.”

		“Hold that thought, then.” He lifts a finger as he pulls out his phone. A grunt of annoyance. “It’s Callum.”

		Tucker turns the phone to show me the messages.

		
			Callum: We need to talk.

			Callum: In person. I think I know who attacked Blythe.

			Callum: Come to the playground.

			Callum: Come alone. I don’t want anyone knowing what I suspect until I’m sure—especially not Blythe.

			Callum: And no, I can’t tell you in a text. I don’t dare. Meet me here. Now.

		

		I glance at Tucker. “That’s bullshit, right?”

		“Maybe? But he was furious about the attack and determined to solve it, so he might really have an idea, and he might really want to run it by me first.”

		“Then we need to go to the playground.” I push to my feet. “Find out what he’s up to, either way.”

		CALLUM

		Someone attacked Blythe. Someone who was not Tucker. Oh, Callum still wants to tell himself he’s wrong. Of course it was Tucker. It was Tucker being demonically clever, making Blythe think that someone was impersonating him when really—plot twist!—it was actually him.

		However warped Tucker’s brain is, that scheme would make no sense under the circumstances.

		Callum wants to help, and this is about more than winning a girl he likes. It’s about apologizing to a girl he genuinely hurt. And, yes, maybe it’s also about salvaging this mission.

		Convince Blythe and the others that he can be trusted because, really, he can. He’s not here to tattle on them. He’s here to report on actual causes of concern, and he is free to interpret that as he likes, deciding what behavior issues are normal teenage stuff and what could be a concern for the researchers.

		All that presumes he still has a job, now that they know about the experiment. Now that he truly understands what he’s been asked to do. Are they going to confront their parents? If they don’t, is he comfortable hanging out with them, knowing the truth?

		All questions for later. Right now, he has a new mission: find out who attacked Blythe.

		His mother gave him those fake leads on Gabrielle. Now he needs to know if she has real ones. For that, he has to access her account. He knows how. That was one of his self-assigned projects. Once he had that access, he didn’t use it. His mom is head of security—there’s a damn good chance she’d know if he hacked in. Tonight, though, he will.

		He gets in, and he flips through case notes. Even here, in her heavily secured personal account, most of it is encrypted or redacted. He skims the rest, and as he’s doing that, something draws him up short.

		Holy shit.

		Is he reading that right?

		He is. He definitely is.

		But if that’s true, what did his mother do about it?

		Nothing, it seems. She questioned the person, who admitted to the interaction, and she accepted their explanation at face value.

		Admittedly, Callum understands why, but when you combine that with something that’s been poking at the back of his brain for hours now, it’s a clue. A huge one.

		Callum starts frantically scribbling notes. Making connections. Asking questions. Trying to poke holes in his theory. Then, when he’s finished, he makes a call.

		

		—

		Callum waits at the playground. The same playground where he saw Tucker and Blythe together earlier today. Definitely not his choice of meeting place, but he’s just glad he got the other person to agree to meet at all.

		He’s there when they arrive, hands shoved in their pockets.

		“You wanted to talk,” they say.

		Callum nods. “I know Gabi is with you.”

		The person slows. Then they shove their hands in deeper. “Is that some kind of joke?”

		“No, not a joke. Not a threat, either. I think you need help.”

		The other person bristles.

		Callum hurries on. “Not that kind of help. I mean with fixing this. You only wanted to help Gabi. She’d escaped from the hospital, and she texted you and Blythe. You came, and Sydney showed up instead of Blythe. That freaked Gabi out, given her state of mind. Gabi attacked Sydney. You intervened and put Sydney in that pipe, knowing the smell of smoke would keep her there if she woke up.”

		Which was a shitty thing to do, but Callum isn’t judging, not when it’s in his best interests to keep things calm.

		I’m on your side. I just want to help.

		Standard negotiation tactics.

		He continues, “You’re taking care of Gabi. You knew she needed help. You knew what happened to her, as a subject of the experiment. You even suspected what she did to Meeks, but she’s still Gabi, still a good person.”

		“She is.”

		Callum tries not to visibly deflate with relief. He’s been unable to read his target’s expression, unable to tell if he’s making headway. Those two words indicate a willingness to listen. To negotiate. They are a plea for understanding, and Callum does understand.

		“Gabi needs help,” Callum says.

		“She does. She didn’t mean it. Any of it. It’s not her fault. It’s the experiment.”

		“Exactly. You’re just trying to protect her.”

		“I am.”

		“Which is a noble cause…until it includes attacking Blythe.”

		The figure stiffens.

		“You wanted her to think it was Tucker,” Callum says. “You wanted her to understand that he’s dangerous.”

		“He is.”

		“Oh, believe me, I agree. The problem is getting Blythe to understand, which you tried to do, but when it comes to Tucker, she’s blind. The problem is that you actually made things worse. She was alone in the woods because she’d read the file, which confirmed what he’d done. She needed some distance from him.”

		“That’s not what spooked her. It’s what she did.”

		Callum pauses. “What Blythe did?”

		“She killed her little sister.”

		“Blythe?”

		“It was an accident. She pushed her off a lookout when they were little.”

		Holy shit. Blythe. Poor Blythe.

		“It wasn’t her fault,” the other person continues. “Just like the abuse wasn’t Gabi’s fault. But she still killed Mr. Meeks, and maybe that wasn’t her fault, either, but that’s not up to us to decide. Not up to CMT to decide.”

		“I…I don’t understand.”

		“Do you honestly believe it’s better for Gabi to go through life with her secrets? For Blythe to go through life denying her other sister ever lived? Denying the tragedy Gabi and Blythe both suffered? The truth was stolen from them. They need to take it back, and they need to be honest with themselves and with the world.”

		“You want them to come forward? With the truth? Tell the world what happened to them?”

		“What happened to them and what they did.”

		Callum’s gut recoils. Until now, he hasn’t considered how he feels about this experiment. In Tucker’s case, the answer is clear. He should have faced justice. But what kind of justice would apply to Blythe? Force her to go through life as the girl who accidentally killed her little sister? And what about Gabrielle? In trying to save her from her past trauma, the experiment seems to have caused her to kill Meeks, her fractured brain misfiring. That certainly isn’t Gabrielle’s fault. Should she stand trial for it? Hell, no.

		Callum had presumed whoever kidnapped Gabrielle had the best of intentions, like the experiment itself. They meant to save Gabrielle from herself and others. They meant to protect Blythe from Tucker. Good intentions that had spiraled into dangerous actions.

		Oh, they still think their intentions are good. The truth shall set you free, and all that. Which is bullshit.

		“What does Gabi say about that?” Callum asks, when he finally finds his voice.

		His target’s mouth sets, and that tells Callum everything he needs to know. This isn’t what Callum expected. This person isn’t hiding Gabrielle from Callum’s mother and the rest of CMT. They’re holding her hostage.

		Stay calm. Give away nothing. Remember your training.

		“So, Gabi doesn’t understand that you’re thinking of her?” Callum says. “That you only have her best interests at heart?”

		The figure relaxes. “No, but she will. She’s upset.”

		“Understandably so. I can’t imagine how difficult this is for her. Does she know the whole story?”

		“I had to tell her. She deserved that much.”

		Do not judge. I cannot let you sense judgment.

		Callum strolls closer, as casually as he can. The figure backs into the swing-set frame. Callum diverts course, as if he didn’t notice.

		Just pacing as I think. Not getting closer to you. Not at all.

		“All the subjects deserved to know,” Callum says.

		He says more, too, the connections he made, the other clues that led him here. Just idle chatter now, diverting attention as he closes in.

		“You did the right thing,” Callum says. “All of it. They’re dangerous, whether they mean to be or not.”

		The figure deflates with a soft sigh. “Yes. It’s not their fault.”

		“It’s CMT’s fault, and they need to be dragged into the light. Unfortunately, that means dragging everything into the light. But ultimately, it’s for the best.”

		“Exactly. It won’t be easy, but everyone will get the help they need—or the justice others need from them. They must face their pasts, consequences and all.”

		It takes every bit of Callum’s training to nod convincingly at that. He focuses on thinking about Tucker. Does he agree that Tucker should face justice? That his victim’s family should know the truth? Hell, yes. He stole his victim’s innocent life; he does not deserve a second chance at one himself.

		“Okay,” Callum says. “Here’s what I propose we do…” He looks around, as if CMT security lurks behind the bushes. Then he steps closer. “We need to—”

		He lunges. Grabs the figure by the shirt front, and slams them into the swing-set pole.

		“We don’t need to do anything,” Callum says. “You need to do something. You need to tell me where to find Gabi.”

		The figure struggles, but Callum jams his forearm into their neck, just as Tucker did to him. He presses on their windpipe.

		“You have two choices,” he says. “Either I turn you over to my mother, or you take me to Gabi, and we work out a way to get her back to her family safely.”

		“The Harrises aren’t her family. They’re—”

		“They’re her parents, who love her and are worried sick about her, and are committed to helping her get better. I have no idea what’s going on at the top levels of CMT, but I know Gabi’s parents care. Either we figure out a way for you to get out of this mess or—”

		His captive sucker punches him in the stomach. There’s a split second where Callum can’t believe he was so stupid. He hears his mother snapping at him.

		You didn’t secure their arms? Did you expect them to just stand there and let you choke them?

		Then he realizes he released his quarry altogether. That he’s doubled over, retching. That someone is grabbing him by the hair, holding him down.

		Callum’s instincts kick in. He slams his fist up into his attacker’s arm. The grip on his hair vanishes. His attacker wheels to run, but Callum grabs them and yanks them back so hard that his foot slides on the wood-chip-covered ground. He falls backward, flailing, sneakers skidding to stop his fall. His attacker kicks the back of Callum’s knee. His feet fly out from under him, and he falls backward, head cracking the concrete footing of the swing-set post.

		A flash of blinding pain.

		Then nothing.

	
		TWENTY-EIGHT

		BLYTHE

		It’s not until we’ve arrived at the playground that I realize the significance of Callum’s chosen spot. This is where I’d been with Tucker earlier today. He’d seen me. Now he’s called Tucker here for a private meeting.

		I’d hoped he really did have information. Seeing where we are, I know better.

		I won’t say this is about me. I don’t think it is. Otherwise, I’d be the one getting that summons. No, Callum has had time to feel the full burn of humiliation at Tucker’s hands. First at the school, and then in his garage. He wants to strike back, and so he’s chosen the location of yet another of today’s supposed humiliations: where he saw me alone with Tucker after I broke up with him.

		I tell Tucker that. He only nods in that way that says he understands my opinion while not necessarily agreeing.

		“I could be wrong,” I say, as we stand in the shadow of a neighboring fence.

		Tucker rubs a finger over his chin. “I don’t like Callum much these days, but I give him more credit than that. I don’t think he’s going to stew about what happened earlier and call me out to some kind of duel. Lure me in and jump me and beat the crap out of me.”

		“I’m not sure how well I know him, after all that’s happened, but I would agree with you. It still seems a weird choice of meeting place.”

		“Oh, it’s significant. He has something for me, and this will be his price. Back off from you. That’s the message.”

		“Maybe?” I say. I peer out at the playground, a hundred feet away. “But I’d still like you to be careful.”

		He smiles. “Careful is my middle name.”

		I snort at that. As he steps away, I melt back into the shadows. I don’t see Callum there. Is he hiding someplace? Waiting to make sure Tucker shows up?

		If Callum is hiding, I think it’s because he’s concerned about Tucker sneaking up on him. I squint around, trying to catch any sign of movement. Then I spot a shape near the swing set.

		A figure lies crumpled at the foot of it.

		I run out to stop Tucker. I recognize the college sweatshirt and long shorts Callum was wearing earlier. He’s pretending to be in trouble so Tucker will run over, and he can catch him off guard.

		Even as I call a warning to Tucker, I realize that makes no sense. Anyone who knows Tucker realizes there are a very limited number of people for whom he’d drop his guard and race to their aid. Callum isn’t one of them, especially now.

		Tucker has already slowed, his head tilted as he assesses. He hears me call out and lifts a hand to warn me back. Then he breaks into a slow and cautious lope.

		I run up behind Tucker. Hearing me, he glances back quickly, not long enough for Callum to catch him off guard. He doesn’t wave me off. He just continues walking, stops beside Callum, and stares down.

		“Bliss?” he says, not turning. “Would you stay right there, please? Watch my back while I check him? I can’t tell whether he’s unconscious or faking it.”

		I stop and hover there, watching, my fists balled as Tucker drops to one knee.

		Tucker says, “If you’re faking it, Callum, I’m ready for that, and you’re going to wish you hadn’t pulled this stunt.”

		No response. Tucker sighs, softly, and reaches for Callum’s shoulder. He shakes it. Callum’s head lolls back, his face turning our way, his eyes open and staring.

		“Tucker?” I say, barely able to get the word out. “Tucker?”

		Tucker hesitates a moment before his fingers go to Callum’s neck. His only reaction is a frown. As if to say, “That can’t be right.” He presses his fingers in harder.

		“He’s—” I say. “He’s— oh God, is he—?”

		I barely hear myself. My words don’t make sense. My thoughts don’t make sense. I fix on Tucker’s frown. On his confusion. See, even Tucker thinks this can’t be right.

		“I’m going to call 911,” he says, his tone even, if a little hollow. “I know CPR. I think I should try that while you go, Blythe. Get away from here, and I’ll look after it.”

		“Wh-what? No. Hell, no. You call 911, and I’ll try CP—”

		Tires squeal, and relief courses through me. Help is coming. Someone is driving far too fast for this neighborhood, which means they’re coming to help.

		I head in that direction as Tucker stays with Callum. With Callum’s body.

		I stop as I realize I don’t hear ambulance sirens. Just squealing tires and a roaring engine, and Tucker is kneeling beside Callum’s dead—

		Dead…

		Oh God, Callum is dead.

		I run back. Tucker is on his feet now.

		“Bliss?” Tucker grips my elbow. “Go on. I’ll handle this.”

		I stare at him. He’s perfectly calm, even that hollowness gone from his voice. His one trace of shock has faded as resolve settles in.

		You go. Let me handle it.

		Callum texted Tucker. He called him here, and that will be the last message on his phone. Come to the playground alone, Tucker.

		Now Callum is dead, and Tucker is about to be found beside his body.

		No. Hell, no.

		I grab Tucker’s arm and yank as hard as I can. “We need to run.”

		“I’ll be fine.”

		“What? No. He texted you. They’re going to think you did this.”

		“But I didn’t.”

		He says it so calmly. So fucking calmly that I want to shake him. Then I realize it’s not calm. It’s shock. Shock, and maybe more. He found out tonight that he killed a boy once, and now he’s about to be found near another murdered boy, and maybe in this moment, that seems like justice.

		“You didn’t kill Callum,” I say. “You were with me. Which means I’m your alibi, so I’m sure as hell not running. If you stay, I stay.”

		He shakes his head. “We aren’t doing that again.”

		“Again?” I look up at him. “I’m the one who put that boy in the hospital, Tucker. Not you. You’re the one who took the blame. I’m not doing that again.”

		“What happened last time was both of us, and you tried to take the blame. If CMT hadn’t gotten involved, you could have been charged. That would have kept you out of college. So could this.”

		“Do you really expect me to be thinking of college right now?”

		“You should be. You have a future, Bliss, and I won’t get in the way of that—”

		“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I start to rise and lift my hands to flag down the car roaring around the corner. Tucker lunges and pulls my arms down.

		I look him in the face. “If you stay, I stay.”

		He mutters something that sounds like actual profanity. Then he takes my arm, and we set out, running bent over, until we’re back in the shadow of that fence. He looks over his shoulder, whispers “Up,” and helps me over the fence. He hops it just as a car crunches into the small gravel parking lot. Another follows. Car doors slam. Footsteps pound.

		I peer through the wooden fence slats to see Ms. Kilpatrick running toward the swing set. My chest seizes, and I want to leap up, tell her to wait, race out, and stop her from what she is about to do. Stop her before she sees her dead son.

		She’s already there. She drops to her knees and reaches to check his pulse, and then she lets out the most horrible sound, one that makes me gasp, pain ripping through me. Tucker pulls me against him, and I bury my face in his chest as grief rocks me.

		Callum is dead.

		There is no doubt now, not after hearing that sound.

		Callum is dead.

		My brain keeps insisting I’m wrong. The last twelve hours have been a whirlwind of emotions swirling around Callum. Have I hurt him? Did he hurt me? Can we trust him? Whose side is he really on? Our side. In the end, he’d been on our side. In the end, he was who I thought he was, despite the lies and manipulations. He was a decent guy, one I liked. A guy drawn into something that didn’t concern him. A guy who has died for that.

		I want to cry. I so badly want to cry for Callum. But I am too afraid. Scared of what is happening here. Frightened for Tucker and for all of us, because this isn’t someone pepper-spraying me in the forest. It isn’t even someone knocking out Sydney and stuffing her in a drainpipe.

		Someone murdered Callum, right after he texted—

		My breath catches.

		Murdered Callum after he texted Tucker? Am I sure of that? I’d known the texts seemed suspicious, but only thought they might be Callum plotting revenge.

		What if Callum didn’t send them?

		What if his killer did?

		I glance up at Tucker to say something, but while he holds me, rubbing my shoulders in comfort, he’s focused on listening to the scene unfolding beyond the fence.

		I slip from his grasp and move closer to the fence. When I peer between the slats, I can only make out two shadowy figures near Callum, both now out of the lights shining on the parking lot.

		“He murdered my son,” Ms. Kilpatrick is saying, obviously struggling against her grief. “That psychotic bastard murdered my son, and I swear he is going to pay. They are all going to pay. They knew exactly what he was, and they let him around the children. Around my child. Around your child.”

		When the other figure doesn’t answer, Ms. Kilpatrick straightens. “This could be Blythe lying here. You realize that, don’t you? You’re the one who raised concerns. Concerns they ignored.”

		I catch my name, and I freeze. Then the other figure speaks. “We don’t know Tucker did this, Denise.”

		Mom? I blink hard. I know that voice, and it is undeniably my mother.

		“What?” Ms. Kilpatrick says. “Are you actually defending that monster?”

		When Mom speaks, her words come slow, chosen with care. “We received an anonymous message saying Tucker had been spotted here arguing with Callum. That doesn’t mean it was true.”

		“And the texts? I checked Callum’s phone records on the way here. He texted Tucker.” A one-beat dramatic pause. “Texted him that he knew who attacked Blythe.”

		“Wh-what?”

		“Oh, did I forget that part? Yes, apparently someone attacked your daughter tonight. My son was trying to figure out who it was. He texted Tucker, and that sociopath murdered him, because he must have figured out that’s who attacked her.”

		Mom has her phone out. A second later, a text pops up on mine.

		
			Mom: Are you okay? Did something happen tonight?

		

		I quietly text back. “I’m fine.” Then I hesitate a moment and add, “I’m with Tucker.” Tucker sees the message and makes to grab for my phone, but I’ve already hit Send. Breath hisses between his teeth, but I only meet his look with a defiant stare. Then I turn back to the fence.

		“Does that make sense, Denise?” Mom says to Ms. Kilpatrick. “Callum always struck me as a smart boy. If he thought Tucker attacked Blythe, is he really going to confront Tucker himself? Or is he going to let you handle it?”

		“He’s a teenage boy. Who knows what was going through his mind? He…” Her voice catches. “Oh God, Callum.” She’s bending over his body, her head lowered, when her phone must vibrate, because she snatches it and snaps an angry, “What?”

		There’s a pause.

		“How?” she says.

		Another pause.

		“Stop them. Stall them. I need— Callum’s—” A sharp inhale. Then she straightens. “No, let them come. I’ll handle it.”

		She signs off and says to Mom, “The police are on their way.”

		“What?”

		“Seems they got a tip, too. Multiple tips, including one to the state police, and we don’t have any control over that.”

		“Which means whoever called in that tip really wants to make sure CMT doesn’t handle this themselves. Doesn’t that suggest someone is setting Tucker up?”

		“You seem hell-bent on defending him. Quite a change from your earlier tune, Maggie.”

		“I have always attempted to give Tucker the benefit of the doubt.”

		“Except when it came to your daughter.” Ms. Kilpatrick waves off Mom’s protest. “You need to go. I’ll handle this. If someone’s intent on involving the police, keeping them out is only going to make things worse. We can make it seem like an accident.”

		“At ten thirty at night in a playground?”

		“He was with friends. Maybe there was a friendly fight, and they panicked and fled.”

		“Are you actually trying to pass this off as an accident, Denise? Or do you want the police involved?”

		“My son is dead.”

		“And you understandably want revenge—”

		“I am not a fool, Maggie. I will make CMT pay for this, but not by dragging them and their experiment and even their pet monster into the light, because that would also drag your daughters and all the other children into the light, and with one exception, they don’t deserve it. I will handle this internally. They will do something about Tucker Martel, and they will compensate my family for this, and I will make it hurt them as much as this hurts me, but I will not—would not—hurt your daughters and the others.”

		“I’m sorry,” Mom says. “For everything. I don’t know who did this, and, yes, it could have been Tucker, but putting that aside, I am just so, so sorry. I know—” She inhales, pain searing her voice.

		Ms. Kilpatrick’s tone softens. “You know what it’s like to lose a child.”

		“Callum seemed like an amazing young man, and someone should and will pay for this. I’ll help you make sure of that.”

		“Thank you. Now, you need to leave. Let me handle this, please, and trust that I will.”

	
		TWENTY-NINE

		Mom leaves. We stay where we are. While Tucker wants to slip away, I need to hear what Ms. Kilpatrick says to the police.

		I want to believe her when she insisted she wasn’t going to throw CMT under the bus, but she is grieving and in shock, and in her place, I’m not sure I wouldn’t be tempted to do just that.

		Yes, my son was murdered. I even know who did it. Let me tell you a little story about my employer, and an experiment they’re running, and a boy who got away with murder.

		That is not what Ms. Kilpatrick does. The police arrive, and she skates the line between grieving mother and security professional. Her son was out with friends. She suspects there was an altercation, teen boys goofing around. Her son fell and struck his head, and someone—likely one of his friends—anonymously brought her here.

		I don’t know what the arrangement is between CMT and the Darlington Hills police. I only know that there clearly is one, because the police just say that they’ll need to take Callum’s body and have a coroner examine it to confirm that his death seems accidental.

		Does that mean they’ll drop the matter? I can’t imagine that. Ideally, they would never have shown up, but now that they have, they must investigate.

		Those messages are still on Callum’s phone. Can Ms. Kilpatrick remove them? Will she?

		I don’t know.

		When my phone vibrates with a text, it’s Mom.

		
			Mom: I need you home, Blythe.

			Me: I can’t.

			Mom: Something happened, and I need you home now.

			Me: Callum’s dead, and Tucker’s being framed for it. I know that for an absolute fact.

			Me: Callum texted Tucker, and we went to meet him and found him dead, and then hid when you and Callum’s mom arrived.

			Me: Tucker was with me all evening.

		

		Tucker shakes his head, and I glare at him, but still amend that.

		
			Me: Most of the evening. Since nine.

			Mom: I still need you home, baby.

			Me: I know about Ansley.

		

		Silence.

		
			Me: I didn’t mean to say it like that.

			Mom: And I didn’t mean for you to find out like this. Please come home. We need to talk.

			Me: I won’t leave Tucker. He’s in trouble.

		

		Tucker shakes his head again. I ignore him.

		
			Me: I’ll talk to you somewhere safe, as long as I can bring Tucker, and you come alone.

		

		I wait for the inevitable argument. When she just sends a place to meet, I hesitate.

		
			Me: If you bring anyone else, we’re leaving.

			Mom: I wouldn’t do that.

			Me: Right now, I’m not sure what you’d do, Mom.

			Mom: Nothing that would hurt you. If I betray your trust right now, I might never get it back. I understand that.

			Me: Good.

		

		

		—

		We meet up with Mom just outside the city limits, on a gravel road. She’s there when we arrive.

		“Hello, Tucker,” she says.

		He dips his head. “Hey, Ms. Warren. I know you don’t want me here, and I won’t intrude on this conversation, but Blythe is concerned, so I’m going to walk down the road, where I can’t hear your conversation but you can see me.” A tight smile. “Seems like I may need lots of alibis tonight, confirming my whereabouts.”

		Mom nods, and Tucker lopes up the road. When he’s gone, I say, “We know everything, Mom. What Tucker did. What I did.”

		“You didn’t—”

		“I accidentally killed my sister. I didn’t mean to, but I still did something, and now I’m going to need to deal with it. You wanted to spare me that.”

		Her eyes…an abyss opens, dark and bottomless, a grief so overwhelming that, for a moment, I’m standing on the edge, looking in and feeling…

		Ansley.

		Oh God, Ansley.

		Fractured grief washes over me, and Mom pulls me to her in a tight embrace.

		“You were—” Her voice cracks. “You were just so…we didn’t think you’d get over it.”

		I ease out of her hug to look at her. “I tried to kill myself.”

		“I don’t think you understood exactly what you were doing, but—” She struggles for breath, as if reliving those moments. “Your sister was gone, and you were distraught and trying to…”

		“Follow her.”

		She nods. “No one believed us about that. So-called mental health professionals insisted we were mistaken, that you weren’t old enough to form such an intent. Clearly, we were distraught, paranoid even, terrified of losing our other child. Then Nadine came to us with a proposal. An experiment she was working on. They had other children who’d suffered other tragedies.”

		“Like Sydney.”

		Mom flinches. “That wasn’t about replacing Ansley, Blythe. Please don’t ever think we tried to do that—to either of them. It was about Sydney. How we could help her and, maybe, help you at the same time. Both of you and other children.”

		“Like Gabi.”

		She glances down the road toward Tucker and lowers her voice. “Tucker and Tanya, too. Inititally CMT told us they’d witnessed a murder. They didn’t tell us…”

		“That Tucker was responsible for that murder.”

		She meets my gaze. “You do know, then. What he did.”

		“I know what he did, and I know the experiment worked. He’s not the boy who did that either, and I think you realize that. I heard you talking to Ms. Kilpatrick. You might worry about Tucker with me, but you know he didn’t kill Callum.”

		She says nothing, just glances Tucker’s way again.

		“You didn’t sign up to have your daughters grow up around a killer,” I say. “You found out the truth and felt tricked. But you trusted the science enough not to grab me and Sydney and run.”

		She nods.

		“What happened this spring wasn’t Tucker,” I say. “It was me. Yes, he helped, but he was doing what I wanted. He brought me the guy and held him and I…I…”

		She reaches for me, but I back up and meet her gaze. “I know you didn’t want to believe that, Mom. You thought I was covering for him. When he wouldn’t defend himself, CMT decided it was clearly him, because I’m the good girl, and he’s the bad seed. That’s not true. That guy tried to…tried to…and I wanted to make him pay. Not watch someone beat the shit out of him. I wanted to do it myself. There’s part of me that is so, so afraid of doing anything wrong that it let me believe Tucker did more than he did that night. Now I understand where that part comes from.”

		“From Ansley’s death,” she whispers.

		I nod. “And I can finally deal with that. I need to deal with it.” I pause a moment. Then I say, “Sydney has nightmares. About fire.”

		She blinks. “What?”

		“It started about a year ago. She dreams about what happened. She won’t tell me exactly what she’s dreaming—I think she doesn’t know herself—but the cracks are showing, Mom. It’s coming undone, like it did with Gabi.” I pause. “She killed Mr. Meeks.”

		“What?” The word comes out harsher than the last, a burst of true shock.

		“You suspected something. You and Dad did. I heard you on the phone.”

		“Gabrielle killed Mr. Meeks?”

		I tell her the story. When I’m done, Mom leans against the car, her face ashen. Then she pushes upright, her eyes hardening. “CMT snuck behind our backs. They didn’t tell Gabrielle’s parents what happened to her, and they didn’t tell us what happened to you. We are your parents, and we are their damned researchers, and they did that behind our backs, without our permission, without our knowledge.”

		Mom shakes her head hard. “And that’s not the point right now, though I promise you, we knew nothing about it. Not me. Not your father. Not Gabrielle’s parents. Whoever showed up at school, it wasn’t them. When Gabi had a breakdown, Mr. Meeks would have contacted CMT, who sent someone. Which, again, isn’t important now.”

		“What’s important is that we all know the truth. Except Sydney, who needs to know before something goes wrong, like it did with Gabi.”

		Fresh pain crosses her face. Then she goes still.

		“Wait,” she says. “Where did you get the files? Did someone give them to you?”

		I tell her about Callum, and how he’d been a spy for his mother and CMT, and while she hadn’t known that, I think she suspected that his mother was using him to monitor us.

		Then I tell her about Devon, and how he’d found out his truth, and how he’d already been working on a plan to break into the lab, so with Callum’s help, we did it.

		“That’s…that’s not possible.”

		“Getting into the lab?”

		“No, getting the files.”

		“We downloaded them from Dr. Washington’s computer. They were encrypted, but we had the key, and no, I’m not telling you how we got that.”

		“But you couldn’t just download—” She shakes her head. “Never mind. We have a lot to talk about, Blythe, and I don’t want to continue this conversation without your dad.”

		“I have questions—so many questions—but I’m not going home, Mom.”

		She flinches so hard, it’s almost a convulsion.

		I reach out and touch her arm. “I’m not running away. I want all those answers. But right now, I need you to trust me, and to understand that I don’t trust CMT. I have to stay with Tucker.”

		Her mouth opens.

		“Iam staying with Tucker,” I say firmly.

		“I don’t believe Tucker killed Callum,” she says. “Let me help him turn himself in to CMT. I’ll make sure it’s okay.”

		“Can you? You’ve already admitted they’ve done things behind your back.”

		Her jaw sets. Then she relaxes it and takes a deep breath. “I will fix this. We will. Your father and me and Gabi’s parents and everyone that I know I can trust. You stay somewhere safe with Tucker tonight. If it’s not resolved by morning, we’ll think of something else.”

		“Thank you.”

		She reaches out, tentatively, and I throw myself into her arms and hug her.

		“I love you, baby,” she says, her voice breaking. “If we made mistakes, we did it because we love you.”

		“I know.” I pull back and kiss her cheek. “Thank you for letting me go.”

		“Gotta start sometime.” She tries to smile, but her face crumples, and she hugs me again, kissing the top of my head. “Be safe.”

		“I will.”

	
		THIRTY

		I’m sitting with Tucker, and I’m not sure where we are. We don’t dare go to any of our usual spots. He drove until I said “here,” and then we tucked the car into a side road and walked until we found a trail and walked again until we found a place to sit.

		We started off sitting in our usual position, me leaning sideways against his shoulder. But it isn’t enough. Every nerve in my body feels exposed, and I need his arms around me, holding me and keeping me from exploding with grief and worry and fear.

		I don’t say that. I don’t need to. We shift until he feels me finally relax, and by that point, he has his back against a tree and I’m on his lap, curled up tight against him.

		“Maybe your mom’s right,” he says. “Maybe I should turn myself in.”

		I start to shake.

		Tucker rubs my arms and hugs me. “I won’t leave while you need me here, Bliss. It’s just something to think about. Maybe in the morning, if your parents can’t fix this.”

		Silence. Then I say, my voice barely audible, “Do you think you deserve to be punished, Tuck?”

		“I wouldn’t confess to killing Callum to alleviate guilt over what I did before. I’m not sure that what I feel about that is guilt.”

		He shifts, keeping his arms around me. “I can’t grieve for a boy I don’t remember. I can’t feel guilty for something I can’t even imagine doing. I do feel something, though. A sense of wrongness? In­justice? But it’s almost like I’m sitting outside myself, evaluating the situation and saying this kid got away with murder once, so maybe it’s right that he should go to prison for a murder he didn’t commit? Except that kid is me, and I don’t see the point of putting myself in prison for a crime I didn’t do, to cosmically balance the scales for a crime I can’t remember.”

		He shifts again. “Does that make any sense?”

		“It might feel, objectively, like some warped kind of justice, but that doesn’t help Callum. It doesn’t help anyone if you’re framed for his murder while his real killer is out there. A killer who might come after any of us next.”

		That’s a low blow, but I’m using it. Anything to keep him from turning himself in, because I honestly do not trust Ms. Kilpatrick or CMT to dig through to the truth.

		I continue, “There’s no justice to be served by you paying a price for what you did before the experiment. You aren’t that kid. The experiment worked for you, but it failed you, too. The researchers—including my parents—failed you by not really giving you a second chance.”

		“Did I deserve one?”

		“That isn’t their call. They had a scientific responsibility to be impartial.”

		“Theoretically, yes, Bliss, but let’s be honest. They couldn’t be impartial because their kids were involved.”

		“They owed you a clean start, Tucker, and they didn’t give you one. I am.”

		He smiles. “I think you’re kinda biased, Bliss.”

		I meet his gaze. “I am totally biased. I am biased because I know you. I see you. And I am giving that guy the benefit of every doubt, because there is no doubt.”

		I twist to put my head on his shoulder and gaze up at the stars. “Earlier tonight, you heard what I said, right? About you? How I feel? Would you like to keep pretending you didn’t understand?”

		“I wasn’t pretending. I really wasn’t sure.”

		“And if you were?”

		He hesitates, and my gut drops, but I need to get through this, however it ends.

		“If you don’t feel the same, say so,” I murmur.

		His hands go around my waist as he turns me to face him and looks me square in the eye. “You’ve teased me about not dating. I’m sure you’ve wondered if I’m a bit like Tanya. Not ace, but leaning in that direction. That isn’t it. The problem is that the only girl I want to be with…” He takes a deep breath. “The only girl I want to be with shouldn’t be with me. If I care about her, then I need to care enough to keep her as just a friend.”

		My throat seizes, my brain spinning with his words.

		The only girl I want to be with…

		All the times I thought he was being so careful because he didn’t want me to get the wrong impression? He was being careful so I wouldn’t get the right impression.

		But that’s not all he said, is it? There’s more, and I need to focus on the words standing between us.

		“You think you’re dangerous?” I say.

		“Not to you.” His hands rise to my shoulders, draping over them. “I’ve always felt there was this anvil over my head, Bliss, and now I know I wasn’t imagining it. That anvil is teetering right now. Once it falls, I’m not just some troubled boy. I’m a killer, and everyone will know it, and I’ll need to face that.”

		“Then I’ll face it with you.”

		“I would never ask—”

		I press my fingers to his lips. “You didn’t. I make my own choices, Tuck, and I made this one long ago.”

		I bring my lips a half-inch from his and look into his eyes. “Yes?”

		He kisses me. I expect careful and tentative, and instead I get…

		Last week, Sydney poked me, musing about how Tucker might kiss. Have I ever thought of that? Hell, yes. How could I not think about it? I have thought about it all, far more than I would ever want to admit.

		I can say that I expected this kiss to start careful, but that’s more fear than expectation. After what he just said about his own concerns, he might hold back. Might be tentative and unsure.

		He is not tentative or unsure. He kisses me like I have said exactly the right words to bring that wall of doubt crashing down. His kiss is deep and searing, and sixty seconds into it, I’ve forgotten where we are and what happened tonight. I manage to get my hands under his T-shirt and feel his hands slipping under mine before we both stop, pulling back and laughing, the sound ragged and hoarse.

		“Whoa, Bliss,” he says. “What kind of guy do you think I am? Slow your roll.”

		“Me?” I squawk. “You’re the one who—”

		He presses my face between his hands. “Joking. I thought you said you knew me.”

		He kisses me again, long and deep.

		“Does that feel as good as I think it does?” he says.

		“Mmm, maybe. Let’s try again to be sure.”

		Another kiss, and this time, when it breaks, I’m gasping.

		He catches his own breath. “I think we should stop doing that, before we do something we’ll regret.”

		“Define regret.”

		“The state of allowing passion to overcome reason, between two people who are currently not in possession of protective devices and, even if they were, would later wish they’d taken things a wee bit slower, in recognition that at least one partner in this endeavor lacks the experience to make sure he doesn’t mess it up.”

		“Fine.” I give him a quick kiss. “We will slow down. For your sake.” Another kiss. “And maybe for mine, too, but I’m totally blaming you.”

		He leans in, as if to kiss me. “I love you, Bliss.”

		I hesitate for a nanosecond, and he pulls back, nose wrinkling. “Too fast, right?”

		“No, I—”

		He presses his lips to mine, and then takes my chin in his hand. “I’m going to mess this up, Bliss. I’m going to move too fast. Then I’m going to worry that I moved too fast. Then I’m going to move too fast again.” He taps his forehead with his free hand. “This doesn’t work the way it does for other people, but you know that, so I’m going to presume—hope—you’ll cut me some slack.”

		“I will cut you all the slack you need, Tuck. Yes, I didn’t expect that quite so soon, but only because…” I shrug. “No one wants to get hurt. No one wants to take a chance and be the first to say what they feel, either because the other person might not feel the same, or because the other person might not be ready to hear it.”

		I look up at him. “It’s different for us. Or it should be. I’ve known you long enough, and I’ve felt like this long enough, that I’m ready to hear it and ready to say it.”

		I lace my hands behind his head. “I love you, too, Tuck.”

		We kiss again, keeping it slow. Then we sit up, me wedged in between his knees and leaning back against him as we gaze up into the night. At least twenty minutes pass before he says, “Not to spoil the mood…”

		I sigh. “But it needs to be spoiled, because there are things to do, and things to discuss.”

		“I think Callum did know who attacked you, and I think it’s the same person who killed him, on purpose or not.”

		I twist to face him. “Then we need to find that person.”

		When he doesn’t answer, I say, “Tuck?”

		He takes out a phone. It’s unlocked, with anime wallpaper so familiar it makes my heart clench.

		Callum.

		“Yeah, it’s Callum’s phone,” Tucker says. “I took it while you were heading over to meet the car, and I unlocked it, and then turned off the lock using…” He shrugs, looking uncomfortable. “His face.”

		I scramble up. “You can’t have that. If they find it on you—”

		“I took out the SIM card. I already found what I needed while you were talking to your mom. I had to know who Callum was meeting tonight.”

		“And you do.”

		He nods. “I do.”

		TANYA

		Tanya is in her room, staring at the wall, trying to figure out what to do next. She’d figured out two very important things. Should she tell Tucker? Tell Blythe? Tell Devon? Or make sure she’s right first?

		She is right. On both counts. She’s sure of that.

		When the front doorbell rings, she checks the time. It’s almost ten. She frowns. Little late for a visitor.

		She opens her bedroom door and creeps to the stairs as her father answers the bell.

		“Denise,” he says. “What’s wrong?”

		“Callum’s dead.”

		Tanya blinks. Did she hear that wrong? She must have.

		“I…I don’t understand,” her dad says.

		“My son is dead, and I’m looking for Tucker.”

		Callum is really dead? Tanya should have a reaction to that, but she can only fixate on the second half of that line. Ms. Kilpatrick is looking for Tucker. She thinks Tucker killed Callum.

		That’s bullshit, and their dad should say so—should defend his son in some way—but he doesn’t, and that’s when Tanya’s true reaction hits. A kernel of white-hot rage, threatening to explode.

		You bastard.

		You absolute bastard.

		Tanya listens to her father talking to Callum’s mom. After Ms. Kilpatrick leaves, Tanya strides to her room and pulls out her phone. She flips to FriendTag. She gets a “no location found” message for Blythe, who has switched off her location services. Tucker has not, and she sees his dot show up five miles outside town.

		She’s about to call him when her door swings open.

		“Excuse me?” She lowers her phone fast.

		“Do you know where Tucker is, sweetheart?”

		“I’m not my brother’s keeper,” she says, flouncing onto the bed.

		“But you can find him, right? You two use one of those tracking apps?”

		Her gaze slips to her phone, and she tries to cover the mistake by picking it up and tapping to start a game, ignoring her father as she lounges onto her bed.

		“Tanya? This is important.”

		“Is it? It’s about Tucker, which means it’s never important. Not to you. Wait…” She lowers the phone. “Let me guess. You think he’s done something. You must. That’s the only time you give a shit.”

		“Tanya…” Her dad switches to his I’m serious voice.

		“Whatever it is, Tucker didn’t do it. You know that. You just prefer the charade.”

		“What—?” Dad shakes it off. “You’re in a mood, and I’m not in one to play this particular game. Callum Kilpatrick is dead, and your brother is wanted for questioning.”

		“Of course he is, because everyone thinks he slit some kid’s throat when he was eight.”

		Her father goes still.

		“We know about the experiment,” Tanya says. “We read the file.”

		Seconds tick past. Dad rubs his mouth, assimilating what she’s said.

		“All right,” he says finally. “You’ve read the files. So, you understand how dangerous your brother is.”

		“And me? Am I dangerous? I helped Tuck, right? Aiding and abetting a killer?”

		“You protected your brother. As you are doing right now.”

		“Huh. I’d say that’s not how I remember it, but I don’t remember anything, do I? The experiment made sure of it.”

		“Yes, they manipulated your memories. I never wanted that. It was your mother’s idea. For Tucker. It was all for Tucker. To save him, she sacrificed you.”

		Anger crystallizes into ice-cold shards. “She didn’t sacrifice anyone.”

		“She erased your memories. Sacrificed the person you were, so Tucker didn’t lose his sister. So you’d be forced to protect him forever. She stole you away, and by the time I caught up, it was too late. All I could do was join the firm and watch over you. Give you everything you needed.”

		“I needed my mother.”

		He nods. “I understand, but she left us, sweetheart.”

		Tanya nods at the phone in his hand “Call her.”

		“What?”

		“She royally fucked up our family, and I have a few things to say about that.”

		Her father rubs a hand over his mouth. Then his shoulders slump. “I don’t know where she is, sweetheart.”

		“You—”

		For a moment, words don’t come. Their mother has been gone for two years. She left without a word, and then called to say she loved them, but she needed to get away for a while. Needed time to herself to figure things out, and when she was ready, they’d hear from her.

		And now she knows that wasn’t true at all. Their mother didn’t need to “get away for a while.” She didn’t abandon them.

		How is Tanya going to process that? She doesn’t know yet. That must come later.

		When their mother disappeared, Tanya knows that other kids would have pushed harder for answers. They’d have bugged their father for updates—have you heard from her? Where is she? Is she coming back? Tanya and Tucker didn’t. Tanya was too angry, and Tucker too hurt, which only made her more furious and more determined not to give a shit. Despite that, she’d presumed her father was still in contact with her, at least occasionally, that he knew where she was, if they really needed her.

		“When is the last time you spoke to her?” she says carefully.

		“When she called and spoke to all of us.”

		“What? You haven’t talked to her since then?”

		“She did the right thing. She was making waves, and she knew it was dangerous. Either they asked her to leave, or she left before they asked. Either way, it was for the best.”

		Tanya stares. She replays what her father just said. Replays it again, and tries to wrap her head around it.

		“CMT, you mean? You think they had something to do with her leaving?”

		“She was asking questions, so many questions. She never could leave well enough alone.”

		“And you…you let her go? You never considered that she might have been taken from us? Forced to make that call?”

		He doesn’t answer. He’s considered it…and buried his head in the sand, telling himself this was for the best.

		Tanya can’t breathe. She’s forgotten how to breathe.

		This is worse than she thought. So much worse.

		She struggles to find her voice, and then says, “But you’ve looked for her, right? Tried to find out whether she’s still alive? Whether she needs help?”

		There’s this disgusting note in her voice. The plaintive cry of a child clinging to the faint hope that her father can still redeem himself in some small way.

		“Your mother made her choice when she refused to stop digging. I warned her, and she wouldn’t listen, and I was left with Tucker. That was my punishment. A life sentence raising a monster.”

		“Raising a monster, yes. Tucker, no.” She gets to her feet. “I read the file, Dad. I saw the notes attached to our files. Mom thought I killed that kid. Not Tucker. Me. We both confessed. One of us had to be lying. You presumed I was protecting Tucker. Mom thought differently. Maybe there was evidence that I did it. Or maybe she just knew her children better than you did. One was capable of cutting a boy’s throat with a razor. One was not.”

		“You were seven,” he says. “There is no way you killed that boy.”

		“Can. Did. I’m sure of it. I saw a threat, and I reacted. Tucker tried to cover for me. Tried to protect me. Tried to take the blame. That fits.”

		“Fits what?”

		“Fits your son. Fits your daughter. Do you know us at all, Dad? The clue was the razor. Tucker might have beat the kid and accidentally killed him. But luring him and slitting his throat? That’d be me.”

		“No, sweetheart. You’d never—”

		“Idid. Mom knew it. Everyone else presumed it must be my older, stronger brother, who’d probably been testing boundaries from the day he was born. In the end, Mom figured it didn’t make a difference who did it. We both needed our memories rebooted, and then we needed to be treated the same. That last bit was the part you couldn’t manage.”

		He blusters and sputters. Tanya watches him, her gaze impassive. Then she says, “Those notes weren’t actually in the file, Dad. I put the pieces together myself. But thank you for confirming my theory.”

		“Your mother didn’t know who killed that boy.”

		“No, but she knew her children. In my gut, I know I did it, and I don’t give a damn. Not about that. About what the hell happened to my mother? Yes. I care about that. About what you did to my brother? I abso-fucking-lutely care about that.”

		She walks to her purse and takes out something she bought and stashed in there after talking to Andre. When she lifts her hand, light glints off a silver blade.

		“Razors,” she muses. “They’re remarkably easy to get. Guns are tough. Even knives can be tricky. But razors.” She lifts the blade and turns it. “Memory is such a funny thing. I could swear I remember you using one of these when I was little. A straight razor. That’s what it’s called, right? I remember watching you shave, and this is what you used, but when we grew up, you always had an electric razor. I mentioned it once to Mom. We were watching an old movie, and a guy was shaving with one of these, and I made a comment. She said no, you’d never used one, but she was curious about why I asked. Just curious. Not afraid. Not the least bit worried that I might kill again. That’s the difference between you and her, Dad. She understood us.”

		Tanya blinks, tears stinging. When she speaks again, her voice is lower. “We didn’t understand her, either, did we? People call me cold. She was ice. I should have understood that better than anyone. I didn’t. I thought it meant she didn’t give a shit. But she cared. She cared so much.”

		“No, Tanya. I hate to say this, but your mother wasn’t capable of caring—”

		“Shut up!” she shouts, brandishing the razor. “Shut the fuck up. Maybe we misunderstood her, but you let us. You poisoned us against her. You were the good parent. The nice parent. The parent who’ll turn his son over for murder, without even giving him a moment to explain.”

		He shakes his head. “Tucker needs to explain to CMT, not to me.”

		“Bullshit.”

		His face hardens. “I’m letting you get away with this disrespect because I understand you’re upset, but I am doing what is best for all of us. You can’t see how dangerous your brother is because you’ve been brainwashed. Lied to your entire life.”

		“Lied to, yes. By you, asshole.”

		“Tanya…”

		She steps toward him, razor lifted. Then she turns it in her hand, her gaze on her father. “You aren’t even flinching. Do you really think I’m not capable of using this? I did once. Killed a boy with your razor.”

		“If you did, then Tucker helped.”

		“Tucker would never help me do that. He’d help me cover it up, though. He would try to make it look like some pedo killed the kid, and then tell everyone he did it. He was the troublemaker even then, I bet. I tried to tell the truth, but no one listened to me. Except Mom.”

		“Maybe that’s true, but whatever you did, it isn’t you. Not the real you.”

		She stares at him. Then she blinks. “Repeat that, please, Dad.”

		“I said that whatever you did, it’s okay.”

		“Okay for me, but not okay for Tucker? How the fuck does that work? For ten years, you’ve treated him like a rabid dog. He feels like one. Abandoned by his mother. Rejected by his father. Then he finds out he apparently killed a kid in cold blood, and it all makes sense finally. Of course, you’d be scared of him. Of course, you’d hate him. But now you’re telling me that it’s okay if I’m the killer. You forgive me?”

		His lips twist in a sad smile. “You’re my little girl.”

		She lunges at him with an animal scream. She slams into him, knocking him flying. He hits the floor, and she looms over him, razor raised.

		“Defend yourself.”

		“I—”

		She slashes, the razor inches from his head. “Stop acting like I won’t do this. I will. I swear I will.”

		“No, you—”

		She slashes again, and this time the blade nicks his cheek. It splits, blood welling.

		“Defend yourself!” she roars, and when she slashes again, he lifts his hands. She stops short of cutting him and rocks back on her heels. A deep breath, nostrils flaring. Then she says, “Where is my mother?”

		“I told you. I have no—”

		She falls on him, kicking with all her might.

		“Where is my mother?!”

		“I don’t know.”

		Rage fills her. Absolute rage, as if every emotion she should have felt in her whole life has been shoved into a pit, and now that volcano erupts, rage spewing forth.

		“Tell me where my mother is now!”

		She goes to slash at him. Then she sees her phone, open to the lock screen, with a photo of her and Tucker as kids. In that moment, Tucker is there, in the room, watching her attack their father. He doesn’t interfere. He just looks at her.

		Stop me, damn you. You know what I’m capable of. Stop me.

		But even if Tucker really were here, he wouldn’t stop her…because he does know what Tanya is capable of. What she can do, and what she will not do, and he would trust Tanya to make the right choice.

		The anger bubbles again. Tanya wants to prove him wrong. She wants to hurt her father. Wants to be the girl who slit a boy’s throat. But when she slashes, she pulls herself short, unable to follow through. Then she howls. A howl of pure fury.

		She throws the razor aside and pushes up to walk away. To grab her phone and find her brother and tell him the truth—the real truth.

		Something hits her in the jaw. Even as she sees her father with his fist raised, she thinks she’s mistaken. Surely, he didn’t hit her. He wouldn’t. But when she struggles to rise, his fist slams into the side of her head. She smacks into the bed, head hitting the post, pain blinding her.

		“Don’t you ever threaten me again, Tanya. I know you are angry, but I am still your father, and I am going to do what is right.”

		She blinks, unable to focus. A flash of something that looks like a phone in front of her face. Her father gives a grunt of satisfaction.

		She’s still struggling to think when her door smacks shut. She sits up and her head throbs, bile rising. A moment later, there’s a scraping sound. Then her father’s voice on the phone, telling someone where they can find Tucker—

		Shit!

		Tanya moves then, gagging on bile and ignoring it as she runs for the door. Her father unlocked her phone. He found Tucker. He’s calling it in.

		She grabs the knob and tries to yank the door open, but he’s jammed something under the knob. A scan of the room shows no sign of her phone. He took it.

		She needs to get to Tucker. Now.

		Tanya turns to the window. Then she marches over and yanks it open.

	
		THIRTY-ONE

		BLYTHE

		Tucker and I are talking when we hear the car. We both jerk up, listening.

		“No one’s going to find us,” I say. “You took the SIM card out of Callum’s phone, and we disabled location services a while ago.”

		His gaze slowly turns my way.

		“Tuck?” I say. “We all turned off our location services before the lab break-in. You did, too, right?”

		“I did, but when we split up with Tanya, I turned it on for her.”

		Tanya would never betray Tucker, but Callum’s mom could have CMT access to her phone.

		We’re already on our feet. Tucker tugs me back when I start for the road.

		“It’s probably nothing,” he says. “But I’m going to check it out.”

		I shake my head. “We’re going to—”

		“No, Blythe,” he says, more firmly than usual. “If we don’t trust Callum’s mom or CMT, we can’t both walk out…”

		The sound of the car passes by. We go still, listening to it, and then both relax.

		“Okay,” he says. “I’m texting Tanya, and then turning off my location services.”

		He reaches for his phone, only to pat his empty back pocket.

		“Did you leave it in the car?” I ask. “Or did it fall out where we were sitting?”

		“Either?” He shakes his head. “I’ve been playing it cool but, yes, I’m a little distracted. Can you use your phone light to look around here while I run back to the car?”

		I nod, and he takes off. I shine my light around the grass as I head back to where we were seated. I’m about to give up when I catch a glint. I lift it.

		“Tucker?” I call. “I found—”

		There’s a shout. A curse. A man’s voice barks, “Against the car, Martel. Hands on your head.”

		I run down the trail. I reach the end to see headlights illuminating Devon’s dad—Mr. Sharpe—and another CMT security officer. The other man has Tucker bent over the hood of their car, hands behind his head.

		We’d heard a car coming. We’d heard a car pass. We hadn’t considered that there might have been two.

		I step out.

		“Blythe Warren,” Mr. Sharpe says. “Good. Get in the car.”

		I shake my head. “Let Tucker go. I’ve already told my mom that he was with me all night.”

		“Yes, I heard that. Apparently, your mother thinks that gives Tucker an alibi, but all it really means is that you two killed him together.”

		“What?”

		He starts toward me. “I know what you two did to that boy this spring. I read the report. Your parents think it was all Tucker, but that wasn’t your story. You’ve fooled a lot of people, Miss Blythe, but you’re not nearly as good as you pretend.”

		He takes another step my way. “I hear you’ve seen your file. You know you pushed your sister off a cliff.”

		“I—I didn’t mean—”

		“Oh, I think you did. You got a free pass. You and Devon and your little sister. Even his little sister.” He hooks a thumb at Tucker, who’s trying to gesture to me, but he’s pinned with a gag over his mouth. “She watched her brother kill a kid and did nothing. Probably helped him.”

		“Nah,” says a voice from behind me.

		I wheel to see Tanya walking down the empty road.

		“Where did you come from?” Mr. Sharpe says.

		“Hell.”

		Tanya pauses and makes a face. “Too much? Maybe. Sounds about right, though. You said my name. Summoned me. Either that, or I caught a ride-share and got dropped at the corner, but that’s not nearly as dramatic, so let’s go with demon summoning.”

		She continues walking past me. “And you’re wrong, Sharpe. I didn’t help my brother kill that kid. I killed him myself.”

		Tucker’s head jerks up, gaze swinging his sister’s way.

		“That makes more sense, doesn’t it, Tuck? Some thirteen-year-old kid tried to molest me. I saw a threat, and I ended it—with my dad’s straight razor. Tucker found me. He tried covering it up, making it look like a perv, but we were children—we didn’t know the first thing about staging something like that, so he didn’t do anything more than undress him. When the cops obviously knew it wasn’t some pedo, Tucker tried taking the blame, and everyone believed him because, well, he’s Tucker. I’m just a girl.”

		No one speaks.

		“Let my brother go,” Tanya says.

		“The hell—”

		She advances on him, lifting what looks like a straight razor. A chill slams through me.

		“Let him—”

		An engine roars. A car careens around the corner, lights blinding. Before anyone can react, it stops, tires spinning in the dirt. It’s my dad’s car. The doors open, and my parents get out.

		“What the hell is going on here?” Mom says to Mr. Sharpe and his partner. “You! Let that boy up. Is that a gag?”

		“I know who did it,” I whisper, loud enough that only Tanya can hear.

		She turns my way.

		I keep staring at Tucker, at my parents arguing with Mr. Sharpe and the other officer, getting them to back off.

		“I know who killed Callum,” I say. “But I’m afraid they won’t believe me, and I’m afraid he has Gabrielle, and if he does…” I swallow. “I’m scared.”

		Tanya stalks back and grabs my arm. “We’ll get her.”

		I shake my head. “Tucker…”

		“Do you trust your parents?”

		“Yes. So, I should tell them the truth?”

		“I trust them to make sure Tucker isn’t hurt. I don’t trust them to get to Gabi in time, if what you say is true.”

		I think about that. She’s right. One of my friends is in more danger here than the other, and as much as I want to stay and watch over Tucker, I know my parents believe he’s innocent, and they will make sure Mr. Sharpe and Ms. Kilpatrick don’t do anything to him. The one they can’t help is Gabrielle, and if I’m right, then Callum’s killer has her. And we can get to him.

		I glance over at my parents, arguing with Mr. Sharpe. Then I send up a silent apology and sneak away with Tanya.

		

		—

		When we’re safely away, Tanya takes my phone and sends a text.

		
			Blythe: Everything is going to hell, and I’m scared.

			Blythe: I think Tucker killed Callum. Cal tried to spook me in the forest, pretending he was Tucker. Tucker went to confront him, and I think he killed him.

			Blythe: Tanya doesn’t believe me. She won’t even talk to me.

			Blythe: I don’t know what to do.

			Blythe: Can you meet me? Talk to me? Please? I need help.

		

		Two long minutes pass. Then the answer comes.

		
			Meet me behind the library.

		

	
		THIRTY-TWO

		I want to be wrong. Especially after what Tanya just told me. I so badly want to be wrong about this. I know I’m not, and I’m just so damned confused. Confused and angry. I’m angry with myself for not seeing the clues, but that’s easy to do in retrospect, isn’t it? Once you know who’s responsible, you look at all their past behavior and cannot believe you didn’t spot the clues. So, I need to give myself a pass on this. There’s only one person who deserves my anger, and he’s standing by the trail in the woods behind the library, looking the other way.

		“Hey,” I say, and if my voice wavers, well, I’m supposed to be scared, right? Scared and confused and desperate.

		Devon turns, and for a moment, I don’t see the boy who came back from California. I see the boy I knew before. The quiet, sweet kid I grew up with. My friend. Gabrielle’s best friend. I see that Devon, and I want to scream at him. What went wrong? What happened to you? But I know, don’t I?

		Devon looks behind me. He scans the forest, and then grunts, satisfied that I’m alone.

		“Callum’s dead,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself. “They’ve arrested Tucker.”

		Devon shakes his head. “Could have seen that coming.”

		“I guess so. Considering you set him up for it.”

		Devon’s head shoots up. “What?”

		“They’re going to find out that Callum called you before he died.”

		He relaxes. “They already did. My dad talked to me. I told him the truth. Callum was worried about Tucker, about how he’d been acting.”

		“Short phone call for that conversation.”

		“I said we’d talk tomorrow, which I guess isn’t happening now.”

		“So, you didn’t kill Callum?”

		“Of course not. Tucker did. You’ve read the file. You know what he did.”

		I tilt my head. “But you haven’t read his file. You got called home before we opened them.”

		Devon rolls his shoulders. “Fine. I’d read his file already. I tried to warn you about it. I’m Veritas.”

		“Just Tucker’s file? Because my mom seems to think it would have been impossible for us to access the lab computers and download all the files from Dr. Washington, encrypted or not.”

		“Okay. I already had the files. I got them in California—when my dad had online access—and I hired a guy to decrypt it. So, yes, we didn’t need to break into the lab, but it was your idea, and Callum had access, so I went along with it.”

		“You volunteered to download the files, using a USB drive with an encrypted copy already on it. If you had our files the whole time, then you knew we were all in the experiment. Instead of just telling us, you dropped a trail of breadcrumbs and made us follow it.”

		“Would you have believed me if I walked up and said we’ve all had our minds wiped because we killed people when we were little kids?”

		He doesn’t wait for an answer, just shoves his hands into his pockets. “I knew since California. That’s why I kept my distance when I got back. You guys all seemed fine. I was still working it through, deciding what to do about it.”

		“Then Gabi had a breakdown.”

		He shoves his hands in farther. “Yeah.”

		“And when she escaped, she contacted me and you. That’s what Callum found out.” Tucker had found a screenshot of Gabi’s call log on Callum’s phone. “That’s why Callum confronted you. He was probably also suspicious about the lab break-in, how easily we got those super top-secret files.”

		His mouth tightens, but then he says, “Yeah, Gabi texted me after she escaped.”

		“And you went to see her. Only Sydney was also there, and you panicked.”

		“Gabi panicked. She knocked Syd out, and, okay, I put Syd in that drain, but only until I could get Gabi away. I was going back to make sure Syd was okay, but by then, she was in the clinic, so I went there to check on her. Gabi’s lost it, Blythe. Totally lost it.”

		“Where is she now?”

		“Someplace safe.”

		“Can I see her?”

		“That depends. Do you understand how dangerous we all are now? The experiment was a failure. Gabi killed Meeks and attacked your sister. Now Tucker killed Callum, and they’re going to cover up that, too. They’ll say it was an accident, and Tucker will be released, and we’ll all go back to normal. Until someone else dies, but then they’ll cover that up, too. In the interests of science.”

		“Because the experiment is too valuable. They’re covering up the failures, so they can eventually sell the science.”

		“Exactly.” For the first time since I arrived, his eyes light up with actual emotion. Finally, someone understands.

		“So, what do we do?” I ask.

		“Turn ourselves in. Not to the local police. CMT has that covered. We need to go bigger. Federal police. National media. Get the truth out there, so big CMT can’t stuff that genie back in its bottle.”

		“But what about us?” I say.

		He sobers. “Society will do whatever it thinks is right for us. Jail for Tucker. Jail for me. Jail for Gabi. Or institutions for all of us, until they figure out whether we’re safe to go back into the world.”

		I open my mouth, but I can’t find words. He believes what he’s saying, and I see truth in what he’s saying. Veritas. Justice, too. Devon didn’t “crack.” He isn’t a raging killer intent on hunting us all down. That might be easier to handle than this. He is trying to do what he thinks is right. Bring the truth into the light, and sacrifice ourselves for the greater good.

		Except I don’t want to sacrifice myself. I don’t want to sacrifice my sister or Tucker or Tanya or Gabrielle. Is that selfish? It would be if I thought we were seriously a danger to anyone. Yes, Gabrielle killed Meeks, but we can make sure we get whatever help we need and, if we do need to step into the light, we can make that choice. But it won’t be our first step.

		Devon thinks he deserves this. And if Tanya’s right about something else, the irony of that is horrible and breathtaking.

		“Did you read your file, Devon?” I say softly.

		“Of course.”

		“We didn’t, at first. Then Tanya told me something she learned, so I read it before I came here.”

		“And you saw that I murdered my father. In cold blood.”

		“No, your file just says that your father died at your hand, reason unknown. Since no one treats you like they do Tucker, I suspect they think it was an accident.”

		“It wasn’t. I remember it. I stood over his bed and shot him.”

		“You have read the file, right?”

		“I said that, didn’t I?” he snaps.

		“The file says you were alone with your father, while your mother was out. It didn’t happen at night.”

		“Then he must have been having a nap.”

		“Have you researched the case?” I ask. “You had the real names. You looked up Tucker’s. Did you look up your own?”

		His mouth sets.

		“I take it that’s a no. Well, I found nothing. I can find my own case.” My gut spasms, but I push on. “I found my sister’s obituary, and a brief mention of the accident, and that the overlook was permanently closed after that. But you? There’s nothing on you. Nothing on your father, under the real name in your file.”

		“It’s a common surname.”

		“Do you remember that summer camp, when you were having identity issues, and you talked to Andre?”

		He stiffens, but shrugs it off. “Sure.”

		“Do you remember what you told him? That you kept dreaming about a different life. You had another name and a mother who got sick and died. Then a man took you to a hospital. You were really freaked out, but after you talked to CMT, you were fine and didn’t want to talk about it. Because you forgot it. You forgot the dreams.”

		“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

		I step toward him. “Do you know what this experiment lacked, Devon? Control subjects.”

		“What?”

		“They put us together, in a group. All of us who’d had our minds wiped. Andre hadn’t, so he’s a partial control subject. But what about someone whose mind was wiped? Someone believed to have killed—accidentally or otherwise—his father? Oh, they won’t tell the subject what he supposedly did. That’d be unethical. Well, it’s all unethical, especially for that control subject, and the other researchers wouldn’t have agreed, but they don’t know. That’s part of the control. The researchers believe the boy did what’s in his file, and so they treat him like the others. Maybe, if this organization was even more unethical, they’d implant false memories before they wiped him.”

		“That’s—” He straightens. “You’re making shit up now, Blythe. You don’t want to go public, so you’re giving me a reason to change my mind. I won’t. We are dangerous. Even Gabi killed someone and attacked your sister and would have killed her, too, if I hadn’t intervened.”

		“Is that how it happened?” A hoarse voice says from the bushes.

		Gabrielle steps out. There’s a gun in her hand.

		Devon stumbles back.

		“I’m not going to shoot you, Dev,” she says, her voice low. “Not unless I have to. I only kill people when I snap, and I’m thinking straight now. Straight enough to escape when you took off so fast that you forgot this…” She waggles the gun. “Tell me again who attacked Sydney.”

		“I—”

		“You just told Blythe that it was me. I did kill Mr. Meeks.” She convulses, grief contorting her features. “I accept that, and I will pay the price, but I didn’t attack Sydney. You did. I asked you for help, and you hurt Sydney, and then kidnapped me and held me captive until I agreed to your plan.”

		“To turn yourself in,” I say.

		“To turn us all in. I understand that I should stand trial for what I did, and I would hope the court would understand that I need psychiatric help, not prison. But that’s my choice. Mine alone, and I cannot—will not—make it for my friends.”

		“How do you expect to get help without turning in all the subjects?” Devon says. “Unmasking the whole experiment?”

		“That’s a question I want to discuss with my parents.”

		“They’re not your parents.”

		“Yes, they are.” Her voice hardens. “If I doubted that, I was angry and hurt, but my mind is clear now, and I can look back and see only parents I love, who love me back. I trust them—”

		“You trust them to do the right thing? To let you go to prison? They’ll do anything to keep you out. So will CMT. They won’t even let Tucker stand trial for killing that kid. Or killing Callum.”

		“Tucker didn’t kill anyone,” Tanya says, as she steps out from the woods. “I killed that kid. Tucker just took the blame.”

		Devon blinks at Tanya, then he rolls his eyes. “Everyone’s here, apparently. Hello, Tanya. What bullshit are you spinning now?”

		“Tucker didn’t kill that boy. I did.”

		Another dismissive eye-roll. “He’s the violent one. The sociopath. Everyone knows it.”

		“Do they?” She lifts the straight razor. “Are you sure about that, Devon?”

		“Tucker killed Callum. Callum called me saying he was afraid—”

		“No, Dev,” I say. “Tucker was with me. You should have checked that before you framed him. He has an alibi. You don’t.”

		“What? No. Tucker—”

		“—was with me. Callum was hunting down whoever attacked me in that forest because even he knew it wasn’t Tucker. He contacted you. You met him. You killed him, and then used his phone to text Tucker before calling the police, who were supposed to find Tucker on the scene. Except I was there, too. We found Callum together. You killed him. He confronted you and—”

		“He fell,” Devon blurts.

		Tanya snorts. “Sure he did.”

		Devon spins on her. “He did. He grabbed me, and we struggled. I pushed him to get away, and he hit his head. I swear it.”

		“And then you framed Tucker?”

		“Because something has to be done. He’s a killer. We all are.”

		“What if you’re not? What if we’re right, and you’re a control subject who didn’t do anything wrong? Just a kid whose mom died, and there was no one else, so CMT took him.”

		“Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?” Devon snaps. “All you care about is stopping me, and you’ll say anything to do it. Maybe we didn’t mean to hurt anyone. Maybe they were accidents. But that doesn’t change the fact that we all killed someone and we will do it again. Just look at Gabi.” He nods her way, where she’s been silently listening, gun at her side.

		“Gabi didn’t kill anyone until she snapped with Meeks,” I say.

		“Right, but she snapped because of the experiment. It’s not her fault, and the court will see that and help her. It’ll help her and help you, and it’ll get Tucker off the damn streets.”

		“My brother didn’t kill anyone,” Tanya says.

		“Of course he did. Everyone knows it. He’s a psycho. A murdering—”

		Tanya rushes at Devon. I don’t see it coming, but Devon does. He sees Tanya lunge, and he charges Gabrielle. Gabrielle has the gun lowered, and when Devon charges her, she doesn’t raise it because that’s not Gabrielle. The real Gabrielle—our Gabi—might threaten Devon, but she wouldn’t hurt him.

		Gabrielle falls back, and Devon slams into her and grabs the gun, and by the time Tanya gets there, Devon has Gabrielle with a gun to her head. I’m already running to help, and we both skid to a stop.

		“You’re going to kill Gabi, too?” Tanya says. “I don’t think we’re the dangerous ones here, Dev. You didn’t kill anyone before the experiment. Just like Gabi. It fucked you up. That’s your enemy. CMT. Not us.”

		“Tanya’s right,” I say. “Don’t let CMT make you someone you aren’t. Let Gabi go, and we’ll talk.”

		Devon snorts. “Good old Blythe. The voice of reason. The girl who wants everyone to be happy. That can’t happen here, and you know it.”

		“I do, which is why we need to negotiate a solution.”

		“There’s only one solution,” he says. “Turn ourselves in. Expose the experiment.”

		“If that’s what we need to do—”

		“That’s what we will do. Right now. You’re going to make some calls, Blythe.”

		“Or what? You shoot Gabi?”

		His face hardens. “I’m not a killer. Callum fell. I couldn’t save him. I tried.”

		“Right, you’re not a killer. You’re a control subject. CMT did this to you, and they need to pay for that. Whoever made you a control subject. Whoever covered up Meeks’s death. That wasn’t our parents, and it sure as hell wasn’t us. We are not going to pay a price we don’t owe. Let’s find the people responsible—”

		“Make the calls, Blythe. Or I’m taking Gabi—”

		Gabrielle elbows Devon, fast and hard, and I race in, aiming for his gun arm. Tanya does the same, but the gun swings up before we can grab it. Suddenly, we’re all on the ground, Tanya trying to get the gun, me trying to pin Devon, Devon struggling with Gabrielle.

		The gun goes off. Tanya falls back, hands raised as if to say, “I didn’t do that.” Gabrielle scrambles out of the way. The gun lays on the ground, and I shove it out of everyone’s reach.

		Then I see Devon. His eyelids flutter, and his mouth opens, but only a bubble of blood comes out.

		“Tanya!” I say. “Call…”

		She’s already on his phone. Her lips are moving, but I can’t hear what she’s saying.

		I drop to Devon’s side. Blood pumps from his chest. From his heart.

		Oh, Devon. Oh, Dev.

		I grip his hand as tight as I can.

		Devon blinks. Then his eyes focus, and he’s looking straight at me. “I didn’t mean to kill Callum,” he whispers. “He fell. It was an accident. I swear it. I’m sorry about Syd. And Gabi…I wouldn’t have hurt her. Ever.”

		He did hurt Gabrielle. He held her captive for days. But I don’t say that. I understand what he means, and I understand that he really did do what he thought was right.

		“I’m fine, Dev,” Gabrielle says, as she kneels on his other side. “I knew you wouldn’t hurt me.”

		“Just hold on,” I say. “Help is coming.”

		“Don’t cry,” he whispers, as tears stream down my face. “I deserved this.”

		“No, you didn’t,” I say fiercely. “You didn’t deserve any of it. You didn’t kill anyone, Dev. Just hold on. The ambulance is coming, and you’re going to be fine.”

		“Fine,” he whispers, as his eyelids flutter. “Just fine.”

		His eyes close. His face goes still. I press my hands to his chest, and I start to perform CPR. I know it won’t help, but I do it anyway.

		Fine. Just fine.

		No, Devon, you’re not, and I’m sorry. I am so sorry.

		Help arrives. It’s not a regular ambulance. It’s from CMT. The paramedics take two minutes to check Devon’s vitals, and then they call it.

		Devon is gone.

	
		THIRTY-THREE

		Devon is dead. Callum is dead. And the rest of us? I won’t say we’re fine, because we can’t be, on so many levels. We will be fine. Eventually. That’s the expectation and the hope.

		Tucker doesn’t spend even a night in CMT custody. It’s clear that Devon killed Callum, and whatever else Devon may have done, he deserves the benefit of our doubt in accepting that Callum’s death was accidental, at least in the sense that he didn’t mean to kill him. He still set the circumstances of his death in motion. So did CMT, and that is where we must lay the most blame.

		The problem is that CMT isn’t—as far as we can tell—evil. Not mad scientists doing horrific things for their own gain. Oh, of course they weren’t philanthropists only interested in the greater good. They expected to make a fortune on their research. For those at the top of the corporate structure, it was pure capitalism. But that’s a very everyday sort of evil, isn’t it?

		CMT saw a chance for profit, and we believe that led to some very unethical decisions. Like covering up Meeks’s murder and mind-wiping Gabrielle and me. Some knew about that. Who? Maybe Dr. Washington, though our parents haven’t determined that yet.

		What about Tucker and Tanya’s mother? We don’t know what happened to her. Something did, and we’re damned well going to find out what.

		As for Devon, my parents and the others think Tanya was right that he was a control subject. If so, they knew nothing about it. Dr. Washington swears she didn’t, either. What they—someone—did to him was unforgivable. Yes, experiments need controls, but they took a kid who had, we believe, experienced some other form of trauma, and enrolled him as if he were a killer. He’d been raised by people who thought he was a killer. And what happened? Devon found out his fake backstory and he believed it and he became a killer.

		Every time I think of that, the pain threatens to overwhelm me. There are tragedies here, but none as big as Devon’s.

		The rest of us had terrible things happen to us, things that some of us did ourselves. We experienced trauma, and the experiment tried to erase that. But wiping our memories didn’t erase the trauma. It left it there, free-floating, stealing our ability to deal with it. You can’t deal with something you don’t remember. Now we need to deal with all of it—the guilt and the horror and, yes, the trauma.

		So, what next?

		No one knows, really. None of our parents want to stay with CMT, but the corporation owns the data and the science that might be needed to get us through this, and they insist they’re going to find Mrs. Martel and discover who was responsible for Devon.

		If it seems like we’re in endless meetings, it’s worse for our parents. Meetings with each other, meetings with CMT. Can they still trust the company? Trust that they hadn’t all signed off on Devon being a control subject? Trust that they didn’t have something to do with Tanya and Tucker’s mom disappearing?

		So many meetings.

		It’s night now, two days later, I’m in bed, staring at the ceiling. Tanya sleeps beside me. Tucker and Tanya refuse to go home to their father, and no one blames them, however much he insists he understands the truth now—that Tanya killed that boy, and they are both experimental successes, no true danger to anyone. Well, not a danger to anyone who doesn’t deserve it.

		They’re living with us temporarily, Tanya staying in my room and Tucker in the spare one. Having him here feels like an apology from my parents. They acknowledge that not only were they mistaken about Tucker, but even if they hadn’t been, they didn’t truly grant him the second chance the experiment promised. They allowed Mr. Martel to influence their attitude toward Tucker. After all, his own father had been the one warning them that he was dangerous. He’d be the best judge of that, wouldn’t he?

		I rise from bed and tiptoe from the room. I’m not sure where I’m going. I just know that I can’t sleep, and staying here is only going to wake Tanya.

		I’m heading to the kitchen when I spot Tucker sitting on the sofa.

		He doesn’t hear me approach. He’s just sitting there, staring into the backyard. Staring without seeing. Lost in his thoughts.

		I’m about to retreat when he turns and smiles.

		“Hey,” he says.

		“Hey, yourself. Can’t sleep?”

		He doesn’t answer. Just reaches out, and I fall into his arms, kissing him, both of us being careful not to let it get too heated. There will be plenty of time for that later, when we aren’t on my parents’ couch and aren’t still dealing with everything that’s happened. For now, these stolen kisses reassure us that, despite everything else, all is fine between us.

		When the kiss breaks, Tucker pats the spot beside him, and I curl up into it. His arm goes around my shoulders, and I lean against him. We sit in silence for a few minutes.

		Then he says, “I am going to need so much therapy, Bliss.”

		I stifle a laugh, but my eyes fill, too.

		He notices the tears and shakes his head. “None of that. Yeah, it sucks, but the really sucky part is over. Dad is out of my life, and my job is to unravel the mess he left behind.”

		A moment of silence. Then he says, “Do you have a little voice in your head? One that warns you not to do stuff?”

		I nod.

		“Well, I need to figure out how much of that voice is my conscience, and how much is my father.” He leans back, tugging me against him. “I’ll work it out. It’s just…weird, you know?”

		“It’s more than weird, Tuck.”

		“Yeah, but I don’t like the other words. Tragic. Traumatic. Identity-crushing. Soul-suffocating.” He gives a short laugh. “Yep, I definitely prefer weird. But it’s good, too. I feel like…like I might actually be able to plan stuff. Careers, college, a future.”

		I twist to glance at him.

		His brows rise. “What? That’s not sexy enough for you? My big takeaway is that I might finally be ready to apply for a college?”

		“That’s not what my expression means, Tuck. I know you never liked talking about college. You always made jokes, fluffed it off. I figured maybe you just weren’t interested in going. Are you saying you feel as if you can plan now? Have a future?”

		His gaze slides away with a half-shrug. “It seemed like a waste of time. Like planning for a trip you might never get to take.”

		“Tucker. Why the hell didn’t you tell me—”

		He touches his fingers to my lips. “Because you’d have freaked out, like you’re doing right now. Tonight’s talk is about you not needing to worry about me. Yep, there’s some serious therapy incoming—for all of us—but for me, there’s good, too. I’m not the ticking time bomb Dad thought I was. I can plan a future. A future for me. A future for us.” He pauses. “If that doesn’t sound too creepy.”

		I kiss his cheek. “It doesn’t.”

		He nods toward the window. “I also see a night-swim in my future, but I also know the rules. No swimming without a buddy.” He looks at me, his face half in shadow. “Do I have a buddy?”

		I look up at him. “Always.”

		Another kiss, long and slow, and then we slip from the sofa and head out to the pool.
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