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To the Hansen-Youngs, and every girl whose sense of justice is far more powerful than her sense of self-preservation
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It’s All Fun and Games Until Someone Gets Cursed

The first thing I ever stole was a diary.

I know, I know. Stealing is wrong. Everyone says that, though it hardly stops anyone. It sure didn’t stop me. Not once that diary was in my hands.

It was one of those real grown-up ones, with a leather cover that smelled like pipe smoke and unlined pages so you could write or draw. But I’m no writer, and less of an artist. I stole that diary to read.

I know, I know! Reading a diary is wrong, too. Even a practiced thief might consider that off limits, though I wasn’t a practiced thief back then. But this wasn’t any old diary. It belonged to my hero. My great-great-(great?)-grandfather. The archaeologist.

He had visited a hundred countries, some no longer on the map. He had seen a thousand cities, many of them lost. He had hacked through snake-infested jungles and outsmarted ancient booby traps on his hunt for priceless artifacts. He had even sipped from the spring of eternal life so he could live forever.

Back then, I wanted to be just like him. What I found in the diary changed my mind.

See, I wasn’t afraid of snakes, I was pretty clever with booby traps, and who wouldn’t want to cheat death? But curses were a whole different can of worms.

The misfortunes of the men who plundered Tutankhamun’s tomb . . . the blues that bedeviled every owner of the Hope Diamond. In archaeology, curses come with the territory. Even so, most people don’t take them seriously. They shrug them off as bad luck (for themselves) or bad decisions (for other people). Half of them are probably cursed and they don’t even know it.

See, curses are tricky little things, ruining your life so patiently that you might never realize there was a curse to lift. Some can even be passed down to your children . . . or your great-great-(great)-grandchildren.

I learned all about the family curse in the diary I’d stolen. Thankfully, I also learned how to break it. Which led me to my second theft: a Chachapoyas idol.
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The Chachapoyas Idol

The diary didn’t blame the Chachapoyas idol directly, but Pops had stolen the ancient clay relic from a mummy’s tomb in Peru. If that wouldn’t curse a person, I don’t know what would.

I only hoped that stealing it back would have the opposite effect.

Sneaking down a rocky tunnel, I pulled my battered fedora low. It wasn’t the one he used to wear on his adventures—Pops would have died before giving up that hat. Mine was from a street vendor on Fifth Avenue, but it was the same deep brown, and I wore it everywhere I could get away with it.

Ancient carvings lined the stony walls—zoomorphic, geometric, anthropomorphic, or “animals, shapes, and people,” for those who didn’t grow up wanting to be archaeologists. Had my great-great-(great)-grandfather seen the same carvings when he’d come to the Altiplano of Peru, where the Cloud People once lived? I wanted to run my hands over the walls—to touch them as he would have—as countless ancient hands would have done. But I was old enough to know to keep my hands to myself. Otherwise I might have left fingerprints.

If I had stretched out my arms, I could have brushed the tunnel on either side. The layout was inspired by the ancient settlement of Kuelap, built to funnel invaders into single file so they could be picked off one by one. I was fairly sure there were no Kuelapian warriors lurking in the shadows, but treasure as rare as the idol was always well protected.

The path led to a stone doorway carved with sacred serpents. In the room beyond, figures loomed in the corners, their painted faces lost in the sharp shadows of their wide jaws. The Sarcofagos de Karajia, built to contain the mummified bodies of revered Chachapoyas elders. They watched me warily, as though they remembered their brush with my own revered ancestor.

Respectfully, I tipped my hat as I approached the pedestal in the middle of the room. Atop it sat a rounded clay figurine, glowing in a ray of light: the idol.

It didn’t seem cursed. There was no roll of thunder, no chill down my spine. The relic just sat there, like a free sample at the supermarket. It would have been easy to take it. Too easy. I was inches away when I saw the thin lines of the pressure plate underneath.

A weight sensor—but I’d come prepared. From the leather bag at my hip, I pulled out an identical figurine. The same pale clay, the same round belly . . . fingers crossed the forgery was the same weight.

Crouching beside the pedestal, I brought the imitation right beside the real figurine. The Sarcofagi watched over my shoulder. I could do this—I could do this.

I took a deep breath. Then a voice from the hall almost made me drop the fake. “Our art department faithfully re-created the sacred serpents on the lintel—”

“Facite,” I cursed. It was now or never. Grasping the idol, I rocked it sideways and tipped the forgery into place in one smooth motion. I half expected the ominous rumble of an earthquake—or a giant rolling rock—but the alarm didn’t even chirp. Still, I barely had time to tuck the real statuette into my messenger bag before a mixed-race woman in a designer gown stepped backward through the stone doorway.

“And here you’ll see the gorgeous replicas of the Sarcofagi at Karajia,” she said to the well-dressed couple following her. “Their presence in the exhibit gives museum guests a sense of the importance ancestors held . . .” Her voice trailed off as she noticed her audience was not looking at the Sarcofagi but over her shoulder. Slowly, she turned, and the careful smile on her face faded. “Nat??”

I hid my grimace at the nickname. “Hi, Mom.”

“What are you doing here?” As she glanced down at my outfit, the surprise on Mom’s face melted into a look of horror. “And what on earth are you wearing?”

It was a fair question, considering she and her guests were dressed like they were at a fundraiser gala at the Cosmopolitan Museum of New York. Which in fact they were.

Just beyond the fake stone walls of the exhibit, the party was in full swing. It was the museum’s most important fundraiser of the year, and the guests were the most important donors, here for a first look at the museum’s newest attraction: Mummies in the Clouds. My own gala dress was in my leather satchel, cushioning the stolen idol, but there was no use telling Mom. She was a lost cause.

Instead, I stuck out my hand and gave her guests my best half-cocked smile. “I’m Cincinnati Lee.”

“Victor Garcia Belaunde,” the gentleman stammered—the very person I needed to find. We’d spent the last few weeks emailing about recovering this very Chachapoyas relic. “And this is my wife, Ariana Fernanda Belaunde-Perez.”

Their expressions were at least as shocked as my mom’s had been. I doffed my hat to the lady. “Charmed.”

“Likewise,” Mrs. Belaunde-Perez said, but I don’t think she meant it. “I would never have expected to see such a very . . . young person so interested in antiquities.”

Perhaps I had forgotten to mention my age in those emails. But Tutankhamun was nine when he took the throne of Egypt, and I was three years older than him. I was about to say so when my mom stepped in. “Nat practically grew up in the museum,” she said with an indulgent smile and a glint in her eyes that meant we’d talk later. “And of course this exhibit is all anyone’s been talking about.”

“My compliments to the curators,” Mrs. Belaunde-Perez murmured. The spotlight glittered on her tasteful gold jewelry as she approached the pedestal at the center of the exhibit—the one on which the replica now sat. “How did they ever get board permission to put such a . . . controversial relic on display?”

“Controversial?” Mom scoffed. “You can say it: ‘stolen.’”

“Stolen?” Mr. Belaunde’s face turned a sickly shade. He shot me a look, and my own stomach flip-flopped. The man couldn’t play it cool. Luckily my mom was just hitting her stride.

“You can’t have missed the protesters on the steps of the museum,” she continued, and Mr. Belaunde’s dismay faded into pleasant surprise. “You yourselves are from the Chachapoyas region; you’re well aware how much of Peru’s cultural patrimony has been lost to looters.”

That word shouldn’t have stung; sticks and stones, right? After all, it wasn’t like Pops had taken the relic for personal profit. He’d only wanted to protect it—to bring it to a museum for safekeeping lest it vanish into the shadowy world of antiquities dealers and private collections. But reasons aren’t excuses, and actions speak louder than words. So I held the idol a little closer and let Mom keep talking.

“Of course, the museum board knows that controversy makes the news,” she concluded with a shake of her head. “They feel that any publicity is good publicity.”

“Think of the headline if they gave the idol back,” I said, not quite under my breath. Mom shot me a look more deadly than any booby trap, but Mrs. Belaunde-Perez spoke first.

“The Utcubamba Museum has put in several requests,” she said, with just a trace of bitterness. “But the courts have sided with the Cosmopolitan every time.”

“I’m not surprised,” I interjected. Then I cocked my hip, calling attention ever so subtly to the lump in my satchel. “Finders keepers, right?”

Mrs. Belaunde-Perez’s expression didn’t change, but her breath hitched and I could tell she’d caught my meaning. Mr. Belaunde took longer, but when he did, the look on his face made me think it wasn’t so bad that he wore his heart on his sleeve. “That’s what they say!”

For a moment I was worried he was going to hug me, but his wife laid a hand on his arm before he could. “Well, Ms. Lee,” she interjected. “Thank you for the tour. Shall we return to the party? I think I’m ready for dessert.”

“Of course!” My mom’s voice was a touch too bright. Had she caught on, too? No—Mom often said that the richer people were, the weirder they were allowed to act. Too bad I was broker than the Sphinx’s nose. Mom took me firmly by the wrist. “Why don’t you walk with me, Nat?”

I could think of a few reasons, but none as persuasive as her iron grip. So we continued through the rest of the exhibit side by side. Tasteful spotlights illuminated the funerary goods on display: woven regalia, knotted khipu, bone beads, and animal skins. The Belaundes didn’t even look. Maybe they were too excited at the thought of finally getting the relic back—or maybe they didn’t want to see all the other Chachapoyas stuff the museum was keeping.

Finally we passed through the gift shop and entered the massive rotunda. The room echoed with classical music and stilted laughter; the other guests had long since finished their chocolate lava cakes and were impatient for their own look at the new exhibit. I could tell my mom was impatient too. As special guests from the Chachapoyas region, the Belaundes merited a private tour, but there were lots of important museum donors in the waiting crowd.

“Go do your song and dance,” I said to my mom, trying not-so-subtly to shake her off. Her grip only tightened. “I’ll wait for you at the table.”

“You need to change first,” she said, steering me toward the bathrooms. “I don’t know what could get me in more trouble: your sense of style or your smart mouth. Tell me your gala dress is in that dirty old bag, Nat.”

I ground my teeth; she was lucky I had no time to argue about names. “My fancy shoes, too.”

“Good.” With a little push toward the ladies’ room, she released me at last. “I better see you in your dress and in your chair when I get back. And if you speak to the Belaundes while I’m gone, just don’t mention him,” she added.

“I won’t,” I promised; it wasn’t even a lie.

He was Pops, of course. Mom was under the impression that the Belaundes had no idea we were descended from the man who had spirited the relic out of Peru, but it was one of the first things I had told them. I wanted them to know I was serious—which is also why I hadn’t brought up my age.

Good thing, too, because I was one repatriated artifact closer to lifting the family curse—or I would be, as soon as I put the statue into the Belaundes’ hands. I could almost taste my victory, and it was sweeter than any chocolate lava cake.

There was only one other person in the ladies’ room, but of course she was in the extra-wide stall. I was hoping for a little elbow room to change, so I tried to wait her out, but she didn’t so much as shift her feet and the Belaundes were waiting, too. Finally, I gave up, stepping into the first stall, and stepping out again when I saw what the last guest had left behind. I spared a thought for the overnight cleaning crew—poor Ms. Truvello—and slipped into the middle stall instead.

Locking the door behind me, I hung my fedora on the coat hook. Then I set the satchel down carefully on the bathroom floor; the last thing I wanted was to drop the figurine on the tile as I pulled out this year’s gala dress.

It was the opposite of what an archaeologist would wear. The knee-length skirt made it impractical for acrobatics, and the fabric was the eye-catching blue and gold of a pharaoh’s mask. Almost as expensive, too—at least, it had been before it hit the clearance rack. A gown with a missing button was like the holy grail of Bloomingdale’s. Especially since our friends in the museum’s art department could make up a matching button in their sleep.

Wrangling the dress over my head was a struggle. Zipping up the back was worse. As I grunted and muttered, the person in the stall next to me flushed and left in a sudden hurry. After what I’d seen in the first stall, I guess I couldn’t blame them.

At last I got the gown where it needed to go. There was a full-length mirror on the wall near the sinks, so I went to make sure I’d pass muster. I fixed my hat hair and smoothed out the wrinkles in the dress; now all I needed were the shoes. Returning to the stall, I pulled my gold sandals out of my bag. I was buckling the last strap when my heart started to pound.

Slowly, I turned back to my satchel, still lying on the bathroom floor. It was made of leather, with two compartments split down the middle and three smaller pouches on the front. I searched all of them. Then I picked up my white shirt off the tile floor, followed by my cargo pants, and then the bag itself. Lastly, I lifted my hat from the hook, but the only thing behind it was the stall door.

There was a metallic taste in my mouth, and a buzzing in my ears. Someone had stolen my stolen Chachapoyas idol.
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Two Wrongs Make a Fight

When my alarm went off the next morning, I snoozed it three times before I got out of bed.

I’d tossed and turned all night, plagued by the sound of a flushing toilet and the quick footsteps of the person who had plucked the priceless relic right out of my bag. They must have reached under the divider while I’d been distracted by my dress. But who had been lurking in that extra-wide stall?

The only other person who knew my plan was my best friend, Felix Cordova. He’s the one who had made the forgery that now graced the pedestal at the center of Mummies in the Clouds. But his interest in the cursed idol was purely artistic. Besides, Felix was terrible under pressure—there was no way he could pull off a heist like that.

Whoever had was well prepared. They’d known I’d have to change for the gala, and they’d waited who knows how long in that bathroom. They might even have sabotaged the first stall to make sure I’d use the middle one, and sabotage like that showed true commitment. Then they’d vanished without a trace. By the time I’d burst out of the ladies’ room, the only people left in the rotunda were the waitstaff and the poor Belaundes.

Telling them had been the worst part. Mrs. Belaunde-Perez had excused herself with tears in her eyes, and Mr. Belaunde himself had turned a shade of green I’d only ever seen on the jade burial mask of Lord Pakal the Great (third floor, Mayan wing). He had put his hand on my shoulder. “We would never have put you in this position if we’d known,” he’d said. “You’re just a little girl.”

If he’d meant to help me feel better, he’d failed, but I didn’t want to feel better—I wanted to find the idol. So I’d spent the rest of the evening with my eyes on everyone’s shoes, looking for the light brown leather loafers I’d seen under the stall door. It was only once I’d changed back into my sneakers at the end of the night that I remembered how easy it was to stash an extra pair of shoes in a bag.

There was always the security camera in the hall, though I’d have to think of a way to convince the guards to let me review the footage. And I’d have to think fast, because by now the thief—and the figurine—could be halfway across the world.

I growled into my pillow. I should have known the curse would strike just at my moment of triumph. And if I was going to strike back, I had to get out of bed.

Or did I? Briefly, I considered pretending to be sick; that way I could focus on the idol instead of wasting time at school. But my mom had been wise to strategic illness for a few years now. Luckily, it was the last day before spring break; I could spend all next week on the idol if I had to.

As my alarm rang a fourth time, I dragged myself to my closet where the uniform for the Manhattan Academy of Arts and Sciences hung like a display: Cotton and Polyester, North American Schoolgirl, early twenty-first century. My eyes were drawn to the gold crest on the lapel: Acta, Non Verba. “Actions, not words.” Easy for them to say.

To be honest, that motto was the one thing I liked about Manhattan Academy. I’d just started there last September, and already I wished my mom’s donor friends hadn’t pulled strings to get me in.

It’s not that I wasn’t smart enough—I’d aced all the entry exams, and the curriculum didn’t exactly pose a challenge to a girl who spent her spare time studying cuneiform. It was the interview that got me. In retrospect, I shouldn’t have worn the hat.

But Mom was a lot more charming than I was, and the donors she worked with every day were some of the richest and most influential people in New York City. They were always offering her little favors—unused box seats for sporting events or weekends at otherwise empty vacation homes—and it drove me nuts that she always declined. I think it drove them nuts, too, so when she finally bit the bullet and mentioned my rejected application to a few of her contacts, every single one of them insisted on calling the principal’s office to “put in a good word.” Suddenly, the most exclusive middle school on the Upper East Side had an open spot just for me.

Mom had wanted me to be challenged at school, and I was . . . but maybe not the way she expected. All year, I’d felt like an anthropologist embedded in an inexplicable foreign culture, because at Manhattan Academy, most kids were heirs to financial dynasties, not archaeological ones.

Take the uniforms, for example. In theory, they should help us look like equals. In practice, more subtle status symbols evolved. Vicuna socks peeking out under trouser hems, or Alpine lift tickets left strategically on ski jackets. I could no more wear those than a Mursi lip plate (first floor, Sub-Saharan African Art). Though Pops’s adventures had been quite profitable, Mom had been cut out of the family fortune when she’d given up archaeology to spend her twenties as a waitress/actress in New York City.

To add insult to injury, my fedora was definitely off the school dress code.

Even so, I needed something to hide behind; Mom was always wired after a gala, and even in better times I’d never been big on chitchat. I grabbed a book at random, pretending to be reading as I skulked toward the kitchen.

Mom was already at the counter, her museum gift shop coffee mug in one hand and a fork in the other. She was watching her scratched-up crepe pan like a hawk. Our stove had two settings—too hot and too cold—so she had to constantly adjust the dial so as not to burn the jianbing. There was a perfect stack of paper-thin pancakes already piling up on a plate.

I wish I could tell you it was a family recipe, but the other half of my mom’s family was even more distant than Pops’s. All I really knew was that her mom had been a star in the Beijing Opera in the early eighties. Mom’s birth would have been a scandal if it hadn’t been a secret, and when she was just a few days old she was shipped unceremoniously to her dad, who had long since returned to California. (All I knew about him was that he’d left her upbringing to a string of nannies/girlfriends.) Mom had tried to connect with her Chinese side in fits and starts. Perfecting jianbing was one of her major successes.

Still, hot breakfast on a weekday was a rarity. It only happened after gala nights or other events when Mom was too keyed up to sleep. Too bad my appetite had gone missing along with the idol.

At first, I thought I might be able to sneak out unnoticed, but as I tiptoed past the doorway, the floor creaked. I should have known the curse wouldn’t let me off that easy.

“There you are,” Mom said, glancing over her shoulder. Her eyes were like the Ain Ghazal statues (fourth floor, Art of the Ancient Near East), ringed in last night’s mascara. “You almost never sleep in.”

“Late night,” I said, pivoting to take a reluctant seat at the table.

“You can say that again.” Mom turned back toward the stove. “Did you have fun?”

“Of course,” I lied. “You?”

“We’ll see when we tally up the checks.” She took another swig of coffee and sighed. “You know, I really thought the Belaundes were going to make a contribution, in spite of the whole thing with the idol.”

The words struck me like a blow dart; I tensed. “What thing with the idol?”

“Your jab at the museum,” she reminded me, pouring more batter into the griddle. “About giving the idol back?”

I relaxed a little—but only a little. “I’m not wrong.”

“I didn’t say you were wrong,” she replied, though there was amusement in her voice. “But possession is nine-tenths of the law, and it’s not like someone can just waltz in and steal the idol back.”

“It’s what Pops would have done,” I said.

She only shook her head. “That’s exactly why we’re here in the first place. Two wrongs don’t make a right.”

“Good thing I’m not wrong, then,” I said, still feeling punchy.

At last she turned to look at me, pointing her spatula at my plate. “Less rights, more bites,” she said. “You’re going to be late to school.”

I looked down at the table. The jar of hoisin sauce was already out, and she’d sliced the scallions into ribbons, just the way I liked. I wished I were actually hungry.

“Everything okay?”

Mom was still watching me, jianbing be darned, and her face was full of concern. For a moment, I wanted to tell her about the idol—about the diary—even about the curse.

“Oh. Yeah,” I said instead. “Just . . . reading.” I gestured with the book still in my hand: Rites and Rituals in Aboriginal Australia.

Her eyebrow quirked. “You’re holding it upside down.”

“Well.” Quickly, I turned the book right side up. “It is the land down under.”

Now she laughed, turning back to the too-hot pan, which had started to smoke. As she pulled the extra-crispy bing off the griddle, I picked up the one she’d given me and dropped it into my satchel. Then I smeared a dollop of hoisin sauce across my empty plate and sprinkled a few stray scallions on top.

It was a passable forgery, but when Mom glanced back over, she stopped with the coffee mug halfway to her lips. Her eyes flicked from the plate to my face, then back. “That was quick,” she said at last. “Would you like another?”

“Sorry, Mom.” I stood, feigning regret. “Like you said, I’m running late.”

“Right,” she said, though her expression was suspicious. “Well. I love you, Nat.”

Maybe I was tired, or maybe I was still mad that I lost the figurine, but I finally snapped. “A gnat is just a bug, Mom.”

“I’m sorry. Natalie.” She shook her head, then took another drink of coffee. “I’ll try harder to remember.”

“Can’t you call me Cincinnati?” I’d meant it as a retort, but it came out like a whine.

Mom stiffened, and over her mug, her dark eyes got darker. “Cincinnati is just a city in Ohio, Natalie.”

“If it’s just a city, then why do you hate saying it?”

She stabbed another bing with her fork to avoid answering the question. “You’re going to be marked tardy.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” I pushed back from the table and stomped down the hall.

“Don’t stomp!” she called, but I ignored her till I slid my feet into my scuffed-up school shoes.

I actually did try to be quiet walking down the four flights of stairs; our first-floor neighbors had some kind of superhearing and a penchant for filing complaints with the management company. But when I got to the sidewalk, I started stomping again.

Cincinnati wasn’t just a city in Ohio—not to either of us. Because that’s where Pops was living. Yes, living. Present tense. He drank from the spring of eternal life, remember?

More inexplicable was how he’d ended up spending the last quarter century in middle America. Pops had traveled around the world, from Petra to the pyramids—places I’d only visited in virtual tours. No offense to Cincinnatians, but how had he ended up there of all places?

It was the curse, of course.

Ironically enough, it had struck him at a different gala: the Festival of Archaeology at the British Museum, nearly a quarter century ago. The distinguished guests—archaeologists, anthropologists, historians—had gathered at the world’s most famous museum to celebrate the accomplishments of their field.

The ceremonies were held in the gallery of Egyptian statuary, culminating in a lifetime achievement award for the guest of honor—none other than Pops himself. The podium stood directly in front of the massive granite bust of Ramses II. By comparison, anyone would look frail—especially a man nearing the century mark—but Pops approached the stage with a spring in his step and that old brown fedora on his head. The MC handed him the crystal trophy as the applause rose and fell like a tide. When it finally petered out, Pops leaned into the mic. “I won’t take anything else that isn’t mine,” he said.

Then he tossed the trophy over his shoulder.

Glass shattered—guests exclaimed—ushers guided him offstage, past the granite bust of the Egyptian pharaoh. “You don’t belong here,” he shouted at the statue. “And neither do I!”

As they swept him from the room, the MC retook the mic, laughing nervously about Pops’s “senior moment.” But I knew better. I’d seen the look on Pops’s face. His sharp-eyed determination shone through, even in the grainy video from the nineties.

It had been archived on PublicFreakout.com under a meme called “Old Man Yells at Crowd.” I’d only found it last year, once I’d defeated the parental controls on my tablet. The comment section was cruel, but I ignored it, as Pops had ignored the muttering of the crowd. I was far more interested in his own remarks.

What did he mean? Like any good archaeologist, I looked for context. Since fully half of his short speech had been addressed to the statuary, that seemed the obvious starting point. Wikipedia said that the ancient carving had been stolen from Egypt by a British diplomat and an Italian circus performer. The statue was the pride and joy of the British Museum; there was a famous poem written about it and everything.

Why had Pops said the statue didn’t belong there? The man had spent his life insisting that relics belonged in museums. What changed his mind? I never found the answer, but in this day and age, with protesters outside the Cosmopolitan and a near-constant stream of articles about smuggled antiquities, it didn’t take me long to change mine, too.

Unfortunately, his peers and colleagues were less enlightened. Pops went from a luminary to a laughingstock overnight, vanishing from the public eye. Not even Mom knew where he was—her break with her family had been complete. I might never have tracked him down (seriously—Cincinnati?) if I hadn’t wound up at Manhattan Academy, where, it turns out, I was not the only great-great-(great)-grandchild of the famous archaeologist in attendance.

Growing up, I’d always been vaguely aware of the sprawling network of distant relatives descended from a man with the soul of a wanderer and the charm of a heartbreaker. But until then, I’d never met so much as a half cousin twice removed. Though in the case of Sebastian Thomas, I wish we’d removed him a third time.

Aside from blood and an interest in antiquities, we had nothing in common. To make matters worse, his own father was the notorious antiquities dealer Jason Thomas, and if you know anything about antiquities, you know that dealers are barely a step above looters. But somehow I was the one who got sent to the principal’s office for pointing it out the day we’d met.

At least it led me to Pops’s whereabouts—but that was another story, and I had more pressing matters to deal with. Like the fact that when I arrived at school that morning, Sebastian Thomas was standing right outside my homeroom.

Normally I’d try to avoid him, but I’d already missed the first bell. Once the second one rang, the teachers locked their classrooms and stragglers had to report to the principal’s office. Luckily, Sebastian was facing the lockers. If I hurried, I could sneak past without him seeing. Then I noticed the girl he’d trapped in the corner: Parsley Pfeffer-Jackson, a slim Black girl with eyes like Horus, full of moonlight.

“She’s busy that evening, Sebastian,” she was saying.

“I haven’t even told you which evening,” Sebastian pointed out, but the girl seemed unbothered.

“They’re busy every evening,” she replied patiently. “And no evenings. Time is an illusion.”

Despite her clear disinterest, Sebastian didn’t move, so she couldn’t either. But what did he want with Parsley in the first place? The two could not be more different. Sebastian was one of the in crowd, and Parsley . . . well. Parsley was almost as out of place as I was.

Rumor was she was on scholarship, but she wasn’t in with the studious crowd any more than she was with the kids who collected lift tickets on their ski jackets. She was new this year, too, just like me; you’d think we could have been friends, except she was always lost in her own little world. Lucky for her, that world was off Sebastian’s radar. At least, until now.

“Don’t talk to me about illusions,” he said, leaning even closer. “Unless you want me to expose your own little make-believe image to the whole school.”

“You wouldn’t!” The words seemed to jolt Parsley out
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