
Chapter 1

	My name is Mira Sutton. I am, comprehensively, a rich girl.

	My parents ran businesses on three continents. They were almost never home. I had gotten used to it. Honestly, on my own, I was perfectly content.

	One summer afternoon, I went downstairs to take out the trash and saw a thin figure curled up not far from the bins.

	I was bored. I wandered over to look.

	When I saw his face, I actually flinched.

	Brows like distant mountains. Eyes like stars. A high, sharp nose. Lips like the edges of two thin wings.

	He was startlingly, almost cruelly beautiful.

	He was still in a school uniform. Probably a kid from one of the nearby private middle schools. His frame hadn't filled out yet — there was still some unfinished, fifteen-year-old softness to him.

	"Hey," I said, drawn in by that face. "Why are you sitting out here?"

	He shrank back a little. Looked up at me, shy. "My parents are fighting."

	"Oh. So you're hiding out here?"

	"It's shady. Good for cooling off."

	"…"

	The corner of my mouth twitched. I glanced around at the row of single-family mansions. He wasn't wrong. There were no trees on this street.

	"So — you're, uh — pretty resourceful, then."

	"Yeah."

	A long, uncomfortable silence.

	Just as I was deciding the small talk had officially failed and starting to walk away, I heard a soft thud behind me.

	I spun around. The boy who had been calmly soaking up the shade was now slumped on the pavement, white as paper.

	There was nothing for it. I dragged him back to my house.

	I cranked the A/C, poured ice water into him, and he came back to himself.

	When he woke up, he told me his name was Damien Cole. His parents were in politics. They were getting divorced.

	I asked which of them he wanted to live with after the split.

	"Neither."

	I frowned.

	He gave a faint, bitter laugh. "Don't overthink it. They both feel the same way."

	"You can't expect two high-ranking public servants to want to keep dragging around the embarrassing proof that their marriage went sideways."

	There was nothing I could say to that.

	So I just sat there and listened. Like a hollow tree he could pour himself into.

	He told me how his mother had tried to abort him three times. The pills had failed every time.

	He told me his father had started staying out at night when he was five.

	He told me his parents were almost never home. They had handed him to a housekeeper. The divorce was a battle over assets, and only the assets.

	At some point during all of this, something inside my chest started to ache.

	Parents who weren't really parents. Family that wasn't really family.

	I wasn't sure if I was pitying him or pitying myself.

	After that, he came to my house more and more often.

	He needed a place to hide. I happened to be lonely and wanted someone to play video games with.

	Around the end of that summer, his parents finalized the divorce. Just as he'd predicted, neither one wanted custody.

	He was back beside the same trash bins.

	When I saw him there, something inside me, inexplicably, cracked.

	I called my father, who was somewhere across an ocean.

	Maybe he felt guilty for being a permanent absence. Whatever the reason, he made some calls. Within a week, Damien Cole's residence had been transferred. He was on our family's legal papers now.

	From that day on, Damien Cole became Damien Sutton. My adopted younger brother, two years younger than me.

	And I really did think of him as my brother.

	Two lonely, parentless children, propping each other up in the dark. Letting a little light in.

	


Chapter 2

	In the months that followed, I discovered that Damien wasn't just unfairly beautiful. He was unfairly brilliant. And — bafflingly — he could cook.

	Picture this: during my final-year cram for college admissions, I would be at my desk grinding through practice tests, and he would be doing my laundry, cooking dinner, then sitting beside me and walking me through every problem I'd missed.

	It was a curb-stomp at every level.

	When classmates asked how I had jumped fifty points in math, physics, and chemistry within a single month, I said: "It's not magic. It's just that I have an unfair advantage."

	I really did.

	Damien had taken the high school entrance exam the year before and finished as the top scorer in our entire state — five points off a perfect score. He had transferred to my high school. While I had scraped into our school on the last possible cutoff, he had been personally welcomed in by the principal.

	Devastating face. Genius brain. Plays basketball. He was the standard-issue male lead of every YA novel ever written.

	That first month, fan letters piled up outside our classroom for him daily.

	Once they found out I was his sister, my desk also started piling up with letters from girls hoping I could pass on their love.

	They say if God opens one door for you, He closes a window. Damien did have his closed window. It was just… a little unusual.

	He was afraid of thunder. On any night with a storm in the forecast, no matter what I said, no matter how I scolded him, he would crawl into my bed and stay there. He would not leave.

	He was afraid of strangers. In any crowded space, he had to be holding my hand. He could not have me out of his line of sight. He moved like a service dog, glued to me.

	And he could not — under any circumstances — handle being left without warning, or being abandoned.

	One morning I woke up earlier than usual and went out for coffee. I didn't bring my phone. When I came back, the house looked like it had been broken into. Furniture overturned. A vase smashed. And Damien was curled up on the couch with red-rimmed eyes.

	I spent an hour holding him before he calmed down. After that, I always left a note. I always carried my phone.

	"Hey. Mira. Earth to Mira. Didn't you want to ask me about that problem?"

	A hand waved in front of my face. I came back to myself.

	"Oh, right — right, this one — Greg, can you take a look?"

	I was leaning on the railing of the school hallway, an open problem set in my hand. I held it out to the boy beside me.

	"This one? Let me see. So — we can try the algebraic approach…"

	I was listening attentively when I felt something settle on top of my head.

	I followed the pressure and looked back. There he was, a head taller than me — Damien.

	Standing exactly where the late afternoon sun broke through the windows. Otherworldly. Beautiful. But the look in his eyes was barely contained — irritation and hurt.

	"Sister. Ask me."

	


Chapter 10

	I stared at the two lines for a long time. Then, slowly, I typed:

	[Okay.]

	I called Theo. I told him exactly what Damien's condition was, that there could be real danger.

	His response — when I said the words "meet my family" — was to whoop with the enthusiasm of a man with no functioning prefrontal cortex. He said it was no problem at all.

	We both got our absences excused. We drove to the meeting point in his obscene Lamborghini.

	The car had the A/C on full and rock music at maximum volume. My heart was still pounding wrong. Something was off.

	We pulled up to a stoplight. My palms had gone cold.

	A truck slammed into us from the side.

	Glass exploded. Shards of windshield raked across my face.

	I felt my head connect with the door. The world cut out.

	I went into a deep black. Far-off sounds. Sirens. Voices. Then less. Then nothing.

	Here is the truth.

	I had been gambling.

	The internet had warnings about people with yandere personalities. They were unstable. They would do anything to get what they wanted. If their object of obsession chose someone else, they would kill both of them.

	I had bet that he wouldn't.

	I had bet that the boy I had personally pulled out of the dark would not be able to bring himself to hurt me.

	I had bet that Damien would rather suffer the pain of one of his episodes alone than drag me into the dark with him.

	I had bet that when the light walked into the cage, even the abyss would have mercy.

	Apparently I had overestimated myself.

	The only thing I regretted was that I had taken poor innocent Theo down with me.

	In that moment I realized: I wasn't afraid of dying.

	I was afraid that Damien could bring himself to hurt me.

	At the bottom of the dark, I heard myself laugh once.

	A laugh as bitter as Adam and Eve discovering, after the fruit, that no apology could put the garden back together.

	I stayed in the dark for a long, long time.

	Slowly, faintly, I started to feel light.

	Memory fragments raced past me. Like nineteen years of footage in reverse.

	Damien pinning me to the wall. Eyes closed. I was the only one with my eyes closed. But I was not the only one crying.

	Damien in the hospital, watching me hug Sienna. Eyes red at the corners with hurt. Nails digging into his palms to hold himself together.

	Damien in New York. Walking me through every neighborhood by day, locked in the hotel bathroom by night, biting down on a towel so I wouldn't hear him having an episode.

	…

	Math problems. Video games. The hair tie…

	It all rushed past me. A hundred needles, all to the heart.

	The memories rolled. They stopped on something from my childhood.

	I was four or five. In a hospital. Waving my small chubby hand around. Saying something — proud of myself.

	The sounds around me were getting louder. I tried to hold on to the image. White light swallowed it.

	Footsteps. Voices. Heartbeats.

	I forced my eyes open. He wasn't there.

	The hand holding mine belonged to Theo, also wearing a hospital gown, also bandaged. Usually unflappable — now stricken, guilty.

	"I'm sorry, Mira. This is my fault."

	I forced myself upright. "What are you talking about? It's MY fault—"

	He gripped my shoulder. He shook his head violently.

	"No. No no no. It was an enemy of my dad's. They were targeting me. You got hurt because of me."

	My head snapped up. I stared at him.

	"What?"

	


Chapter 11

	"All my fault — you got so badly hurt — but don't worry, they caught the guys—"

	Something snapped in my head.

	"Where is Damien?"

	Theo looked at me blankly.

	"Damien? Who?"

	"Damien? Oh, that good-looking kid who just left?"

	A nurse had come in. She looked concerned.

	"I thought he was some kind angel of a stranger. You should go check on him.

	"You two came in soaked in blood. During surgery, your blood loss was severe. We almost lost you. The blood bank was short. Six hundred milliliters. He volunteered to donate."

	It hit me like a falling sky. The strength went out of me.

	I ripped out my IV. I lurched across the room and grabbed the nurse by the shoulders.

	"DO YOU NOT UNDERSTAND BASIC TRANSFUSION PROTOCOL. The safe upper limit for adults is FOUR hundred milliliters. Six hundred is over one twelfth of his total blood volume. This is going to KILL HIM."

	"Ma'am — please, calm down — at the time the surgery was a matter of life and death for both of you. HE insisted. He signed the waiver—"

	It was already evening. Heavy clouds had blackened the sky. I was running through the rain in my hospital gown, ignoring my own injuries, sprinting toward one place.

	Tears and rain ran together. The world blurred.

	The hospital scene kept replaying.

	Theo had tried to stop me. "Mira — Mira — at least we're both okay—"

	"OKAY?"

	I had shoved his hand off. I had stared at the nurse.

	"Why
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