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Chapter One

 


Echoes

 


Audrey watched the knife go in. Alex’s
Swiss Army knife, from Scouts.

That’s right, sis,
Alex’s ghost said. You’re doing it. Good girl.

Blood welled up from her wrist, at
first in bubbles and droplets, then in a line.

Ignore the pain. Block it
out. Deny it, like it’s not even there.

And it wasn’t. Weird. This was
supposed to hurt.

Her reflection in the computer screen
showed black hair. And that, too, was weird. She hadn’t had black
hair in months. Not since her first days in the
hospital.

Nor was she supposed to be
seeing him. She’d
beaten him—banished him.

She had to saw to break the vein. A
small, red jet squirted over her keyboard.

On the screen, Val—her
one-time best friend—was reaching out to her. Audrey? Audrey, don’t be dumb. Come on.

Alex stopped talking, stopped
coaching. From behind, he held on to her shoulders and
squeezed.

She still had the strength to use the
knife again, going down from the wrist. There was no pain, after
all. She had the strength for that and for one more
thing.

She set down the knife in a puddle of
her own blood, then picked up her cell phone and took a picture,
even as her wrist squirted again.

She hooked the phone to a USB cable
and to the computer. She posted the picture, unhooked it, and let
it drop. It clattered off the side of the desk and onto the floor,
but Audrey didn’t even notice.

She tried to put her chin
in her right hand. She wanted to watch the responses. See what Val
thought. See what Maggie
thought.

Maggie, who had started
all of this. Maggie, who had ruined Audrey’s life because she’d
thought Audrey had been ogling her in the locker room at school.
Spoiled, rich little Maggie Lassiter, with the angel earrings—it
had been those Audrey had been staring at—and the countless followers that
Maggie called her friends. But it hadn’t been enough. No, she had
to steal Audrey’s friend, Valerie Mills. Her only friend….

Putting her chin in her hand didn’t
quite work out. Her elbow slipped in the blood on her desk. She
felt her face hit the hard wooden corner of the desk on her way to
the floor.

 


****

 


But instead of hitting the floor,
Audrey sat up in her own bed, awake and breathing hard and holding
her left wrist with her right hand.

She looked… scarred, but
whole.

Her parents had purged her bedroom
nearly to emptiness, but her computer was still there, a shadow
near the window.

Audrey kicked her legs over the side
of the bed and went to it, powered on, and thumbed the monitor.
And, amazingly, she yawned, even as her heart began to settle back
toward its normal speed and rhythm.

She found her water bottle and Geodon,
and checked her clock as the computer slowly hummed to life. Yep,
close enough. She took her pill.

Taking a breath, she tried to access
her Twitter account.

Blocked.

Instagram, next.

Blocked.

Facebook.

Blocked.

She smiled, rather sleepily.
Everything was still normal. She’d just had to be sure.

Sunlight began to peek tentatively
through her window. Audrey set her chin in her right hand and
waited for it.

Daylight could not come soon
enough.

 


****

 


Alastair Hutchinson lay flat on his
back on top of his perfectly made bed, but he did not sleep. Had
not slept.

Never slept.

He watched the sunrise.

We should be
looking, said one of the voices that lived
inside of him. We’re wasting
time.

“Why look?” he asked.
“There’s an unsettled account at the school we’ll be attending.
I’ve found everything we need.”

Audrey is not an unsettled
account, the voices protested.
She’s alive.

“I’m not talking about
her,” Alastair said. “You haven’t been paying attention. There’s
another.” He laughed, softly. “Three days from now, we’ll be
sitting in her first period class.”

But not as Alastair
Hutchinson, he thought.
No. As a name she’ll recognize.

The host stirred.
We need to move the line, said another voice. This isn’t
helping.

“I’ve got that covered
too,” said Alastair. “You won’t have to wait long. Trust
me.”

 


****

 


Maggie powered up her new tablet and
set it on her knees.

It was a birthday gift from Cody, who
was currently half-lying on the bed, back propped against a pillow.
Like her, he was logging into Facebook, just as he had instructed
several of their friends to do at exactly 7:00 p.m.

She wasn’t concerned about being
interrupted by her parents. From the age of thirteen, Maggie had
lived in the basement. They granted her total privacy when she was
down there, even when Cody—two grades higher than her—came over to
“study.” They could do whatever they pleased.

He shifted, seeming uneasy. “Are you
sure you know what you’re doing?”

“You learn a few things in
jail,” she said slyly. The truth was, it was no more complicated
than creating a new account under a bogus name. Going online from a
source other than her old computer was a plus too. She’d learned
plenty in juvenile detention, but as for how to make a new account,
she had known that already.

“Maybe we should switch to
Instagram,” Cody reasoned. “That’s where everyone is most of the
time, anyway.”

“Wouldn’t be the same, and
you know it.”

She didn’t worry about the
police either. Two months had passed, and being well coached, she
had said all the right things to her probation officer. Surely, the
cops had better things to do than to monitor her online activities.
There were real criminals out there.

The older girls at
Manassas Regional, for instance—not that Cody would ever hear
about them. Those
tattooed gang bitches hadn’t considered hers a “legit” crime, like
fighting or stealing or drugs. And as she had been warned by the
guards upon her arrival, they hadn’t taken kindly to a bully who
had needed fifteen of her best friends to drive one little goth
queen over the edge.

Maggie had spent five weeks looking
over her shoulder. She’d slept lightly—or not at all—positioned
herself near guards whenever possible, and actually begged for
solitary—and been refused. She could not have fought back even if
she had wanted to, for fear of having the rest of her suspended
sentence imposed on her. And with no fighting back, there had been
no end to the harassment. She’d gotten her left eye blackened once
and been stomach-punched in passing God only knew how many times.
Complaining to the staff had only made it worse.

On top of having all of her
possessions taken from her, being made to wear jail clothes, and
only being allowed to see her mom and dad twice a week, there had
been nights when she was certain she wasn’t going to make
it.

Kill
yourself, they had whisper-chanted to her
every night. Kill yourself, kill
yourself.

Finally, in the last week—the one she
had earned by throwing the tantrum in court—the guards had put her
in a cell by herself. By then, she’d almost wanted to do
it.

She was okay now, though. Or would be,
once she set matters straight. It would begin here, on the
Internet. For the first time since November 12th, she felt like she
was in control again.

Using the fields for first and last
name, she became Exile One. For her background and picture icon,
she chose a redheaded vampire from Google Images.

“I know we agreed on
this,” Cody said, moving in and looking over her shoulder, “but
isn’t that something Audrey
would pick?”

“Exactly. You already told
them the name I’d be using, anyway. Now, you get one. Find some
hunky bloodsucker.”

Cody found one and became Outcast
Nine. It had been his jersey number.

At seven o’ clock, they started
rolling in:

Salene Camacho has sent
you a friend request.

Hether Robberts has sent
you a friend request.

Randal Brown has sent you
a friend request.

Allie Wattson has sent you
a friend request.

Four. Out of all of them, only four.
Some of the others had told Cody they still weren’t allowed on
their computers. Most, Maggie imagined, were scared to associate
with her under any name. Naturally, Gabe, Val, and Jeff—Val’s
stupid ex-boyfriend—were among the missing.

Jeff had texted her, had given her the
news. It seemed, however, he was willing to go no further than
that. Such a wuss.

Thankfully, the four
who had come at
least followed instructions well. They had logged on with new
accounts, names deliberately misspelled. It was the oldest trick in
the book, something kids did to elude parent searches. Maggie
accepted their requests, then posted: Good
of you to come.

Four little vampire icons flashed
pointy teeth as they posted on her new timeline.

Hello. Is this who I think
it is? How ya been?

Girl, you gotta be outta
your mind doing this, lol.

Hey, long time, no chat.
Boyfriend there?

What’s the
news?

Cody chimed in:
I’m here. Good to see ya. He looked over to Maggie. “You want to tell them, or you want
me to?”

“Allow me,” she replied,
then typed: The news is, she’s
home.

At first, she got no
response. But before the silence made Maggie and Cody
uncomfortable, Salene answered: Took her
long enough.

And then, a welcome
surprise, albeit slightly overdue: Jeffry
Flynn has sent you a friend request.

“Better late than never,”
Maggie said, and accepted it.


Chapter Two

 


Fairy Dust and Shoe
Boxes

 


January
19th

 


Dear Gale,

 


Surprise! Bet you didn’t expect me to
keep this little tradition going, now that we’re both home. But you
left me with the purple pen and the power. And here it comes, back
to you. Tag, you’re it!

Mom and Dad took all my old clothes to
the Goodwill. They were gone before I got home, along with my
rings, posters, the lava lamp, black curtains, etc. Picture some
old bag lady wearing a Slayer shirt, pushing her cart around town.
I never would have worn that stuff again anyway, not while I have a
chance at playing normal at a new school.

No more cell phone either. But they
say that’s just for a while.

I got to keep my music. I still have
my computer too, but they blocked Facebook and Twitter, even
YouTube. Can’t blame them for that. I guess they don’t trust me all
the way yet. Not 100 percent sure how much I trust myself. Don’t
take that wrong. Still “adjusting.”

You should have seen my room when I
got home, almost totally empty. Got a new carpet, though—thank God.
Mom says we can shop for a few things this weekend, but I know it’s
tough, money-wise. Mom and Dad had to pay some of the bill for St.
George’s.

Makes me feel guilty guilty
guilty.

Shrink won’t be free either, but Dr.
Littlefield says I have to have one for at least a year. “Terms of
release” and all that happy-crappy. She said a lot of totally
normal people see a shrink their whole lives, like going to
chiropractors or getting massages. Nothing new for me—been seein
Dr. Compton on and off since I was twelve.

So, we’re in the same boat
there.

I haven’t checked Alex’s room to see
if they cleaned out the closet. I’m afraid to go in there in case
they didn’t. And I’m afraid to ask. I have no idea why Mom and Dad
kept all that stuff so long. Or maybe I do. At least one of the
parental units still has issues, I think. Not just me.

School tomorrow. And here I just
finished the work they gave us at St. George’s. Did you, before you
went back to the world?

Battlefield is both a high school and
a junior high school. I mean, it’s, like, gargantuan. Four thousand
kids, grades 7-12. Even though everyone says Battlefield High, the
real name is Battlefield Secondary School. And here’s something
trippy for ya: that’s where Danny’s being transferred. He told me
when I still thought Mom and Dad had enrolled me at Antietam. So,
I’ll see him around the halls once he’s out.

I have to let him know.

Bet you got “the speech” from
Littlefield, too, about how we shouldn’t “base our social life”
around people we knew in the ward. I’ll make friends at school if I
can, but… I mean, friends are friends, right? So, anyway. Glad Mom
and Dad have my back on this. They love ya to death, like you’re my
sister. Which you are, of course.

And, when you get to your fourth sheet
of paper, you’re officially babbling, so I’m ending this letter
here.

Peace!

Audrey

 


****

 


Even though there’d be no
postal service on Martin Luther King Day, Audrey went outside to
drop off her letters to Gale and Danny in the mailbox. Like Mom
always said, Do it now, and you won’t have
to worry about forgetting later. Also, she
quite enjoyed the feeling of being outdoors without an
escort.

Gale’s letter was a little
overstuffed with the four sheets of paper and the pen, but Dad said
the post office would still mail it if she added an extra stamp, so
no need for packaging. As for Danny’s, he was a boy. The whole
sharing-a-pen thing didn’t seem quite manly enough for the
twelve-year-old. He’d either write back, or he wouldn’t.

She turned up the flag and absently
tossed her letters inside—and literally took a step back in
surprise.

There was a letter in there, a plain
white envelope without a return address, or even a recipient
address. There was only her name, typed, in bold black
lettering.

It hadn’t been mailed. It had been dropped off
in person.

Someone was either very brave or very stupid.
Audrey knew what had happened after the doctors locked her away,
the punishments served and the punishments still in place. She
tried not to think about it, and the restraining orders said she
didn’t have to.

She knew from therapy that it was no one’s
fault that she suffered from depression and (thankfully infrequent)
psychotic episodes. She couldn’t blame Val, or Maggie, or
anyone—not even herself—for that. As for the depression, like her
dead brother, she had a “chemical imbalance.” She had probably been
born that way.

However, what the so-called
“Facebook Fifteen” had done was zero in on her vulnerabilities and take advantage of
them, all for a laugh. And so, over time—and with a lot of help
from Dr. Littlefield—Audrey had compressed her hurt and angry
feelings toward those kids into a single imperative:
Stay away from me.

It wouldn’t trouble her conscience one bit to
turn the letter in to the police.

But it could be Val.

So what if it is?

Dread crept over her like wriggling insects.
Audrey stared into the open black tunnel of the mailbox. Then,
hesitating, as though approaching a coiled snake, she willfully
steadied her reaching hand. It took a full minute before she could
snatch the letter out.

She held it to the sun and tried to see
through it. Just a letter inside. Typewritten. Nothing
else.

What were you expecting? A bomb?
Poison fairy dust?

Don’t open it. Give it to Mom or
Dad. Let them deal with this.

“Goddamn it,” she said, holding the
letter at her side, wanting to cry.

And walked back inside the house with
it.

 


****

 


Audrey,

If my mom knew I was doing this, she’d skin
me.

I’m glad you’re home and hope you’re okay. I
know we can’t be friends anymore. Even if you let me off the hook,
you’re going to Battlefield now and your parents won’t let you near
me, not if we both live to be a million years old. If it makes any
difference, I don’t have anything to do with the others anymore,
not even Jeff.

But I have to warn you about something, in
case you don’t know. Gabe, Heather, Randall, and Olivia are all
going to Battlefield too. Be careful.

After you’ve read this, you’ll either give it
to the cops or tear it up. If you tear it up, maybe you’ve forgiven
me. If you give it to the cops, I’ll pay for it big time. I’m
scared to death, but I won’t be mad, whatever you do. I’m trying to
find a way to stop hating myself after what I did to you, the best
friend I ever had, and this is all I could come up with. I’d take
everything back if I could.

I betrayed you. I almost killed you. If you
could see me right now, you’d know I’m sorry. Really, really
sorry.

I just need to know that you know that, even
if it’s not good enough.

Love,

Val

 


****

 


Audrey looked it over and over, one
hand in her hair, trying to decide how she felt about it. Upstairs,
Mom was just getting up, but Dad would be down any second, as soon
as he’d shaved and done whatever else it was that guys did to get
ready for work. Government employees, like Mom, had the day off,
but inventory managers at the local Wal-Mart didn’t.

She couldn’t get upset. These first
weeks at home were critical. Being “normal” wouldn’t cut it. She
had to be better than normal, prove she could handle things, or her
parents would never trust her again. And they’d hover.
Endlessly.

Giving the letter over to them and
keeping her cool would be major brownie points. But, whatever Mom
might do, Dad would certainly give that letter to the authorities.
Part of Audrey wanted him to.

The dead don’t cry,
lol, Val had typed that night, just as
Audrey had felt the tears threaten, as if her one-time BFF had been
able to peer through cyberspace and watch her melt.

Who’s crying now?
Audrey thought. The voice in her head was hers,
but it was venomous and nasty. You’re so
stupid, Val. I could give you a reason to cry. Just like that, I
could.

Also, her “warning” was pointless. She
already knew who had transferred to Battlefield. She’d been told
more than once, most recently at Battlefield’s front office the day
after she had come home. She’d been assured she wouldn’t have
classes or the same lunch shift with any of them. Really, she
worried more about Jeff, who lived just across the
street.

But as her father’s
footsteps thumped out of the bedroom toward the top of the stairs,
she remembered the other
Val. The younger one who had sat next to her in
the front row at Alex’s funeral, away from her own mom. She saw the
Val who had taught her to braid, who had tried to talk her out of
the black clothes and makeup before starting high
school.

The Val who had called 911.

Quickly, she tore up the letter. As
her dad started down the stairs, she jammed the pieces into her
pants pocket, to throw away after he was gone. She took a few
steadying breaths.

Dad went back upstairs again,
apparently having forgotten something.

I do forgive
you, she thought. It was almost a
prayer. Really and truly. Now, let me be.
Please.

By the time her father made it into
the kitchen, she was fixing herself a bowl of Cap’n Crunch. She sat
down to it as he thumped past her.

“Love you,” he said in
parting, kissing the top of her head, but then he stopped. “Hey,
you okay?”

That startled her. She had thought her
mask of calm was rather convincing. She managed a shrug and a
smile, pointing her spoon toward the bowl, saying, “It’s the little
things, you know?”

“You’ve had it three days
in a row, now. Little variety wouldn’t kill you.”

“Love you too,
Pops.”

He gave the back of her neck an
affectionate squeeze and left for work.

 


****

 


Jeff moved away from his bedroom
window, tired of waiting for Audrey to make another appearance.
He’d been awake all night.

He scrolled through the pictures he’d
taken with his dad’s digital camera. The quality wasn’t great—not
from this distance, not with a piece of crap camera like this—but
it was good enough. The ones at the mailbox might even be called
“average.”

I can’t believe I’m doing
this.

Now, looking at the
pictures in front of him, he could hardly believe the girl in them
was Audrey Bales. She wore an untucked bright blue shirt with a
brown-and-white fleece vest over top, white pants, and preppy
little felt boots. Her hair was short, wavy, and—hard to imagine as
it was—blonde,
with a few lowlights.

Even with the chipmunk cheeks, she was
kind of pretty.

Maggie and Cody
would not believe
this.

He had a feeling they wouldn’t be
happy about it either.

 


****

 


At 12:45 p.m., Val clicked Submit on
the final screen of her algebra midterm and saw she had scored a
B+. She shut down the computer, returned the calculator to the bin,
turned in her scratch paper, and packed her stuff.

She looked around before leaving.
Three of the original seven were still working. Up in front sat
sixteen-year-old Jamal, who’d smuggled a gun into school just to
“show his friends.” One row back sat seventeen-year-old Dante, a
recent parolee from Manassas Regional who’d served eighteen months
for dealing meth. And in the corner, eleven-year-old “Malice”
Alice, a known mathematical prodigy, taking a calculus final
halfway through the year. She liked to fight. Everyone.

The Braxton Alternative Education
Program dealt with clientele on an extremely flexible schedule,
which had allowed her to wait until the last minute to sit down to
her most worrisome test. They were closed Saturdays and Sundays and
there weren’t any classes on MLK Day, but the testing center had
remained open, monitored by two teachers and, as ever, a
rent-a-cop.

The grownups in the testing center
rarely said anything. They read test instructions and they could
get lively in a hurry when a kid got unruly, but that was pretty
much it. Even admittance and departure were automated.

Val put her card into the reader at
the door, waited for it to be spit back at her, and exited the
building, her hours logged. She allowed herself a satisfied
smile.

B+. Thank you,
Lord.

And sent
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