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        The Game isn't over. The rules have changed.

      

        

      
        Miki Jones survived her first missions in the Game.

      

        

      
        Barely.

      

        

      
        The alien war is escalating. The missions are deadlier. The casualties are mounting. And the mysterious Committee that controls the Game is hiding secrets that threaten everyone Miki loves.

      

        

      
        This time, the enemy isn't just the Drau.

      

        

      
        It's the Game itself.

      

        

      
        As impossible missions blur the line between reality and nightmare, Miki discovers that nowhere is safe—not even home. The Game is reaching farther into her life, hunting her friends, manipulating the rules, and forcing impossible choices where every victory comes at a terrible cost.

      

        

      
        With trust unraveling and humanity's future hanging in the balance, Miki must decide how far she's willing to go to protect the people she loves—even if it means risking everything.

      

        

      
        Because surviving was only the beginning.

      

        

      
        With relentless action, shocking twists, unforgettable characters, and a slow-burn romance that deepens under impossible circumstances, PUSH raises the stakes in every possible way.
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      “Miki!”

      There’s a boy calling my name.

      Déjà vu. Sort of.

      “Miki,” Luka Vujic says. “You okay?”

      Wrong pitch, wrong tone.

      Wrong boy.

      There was a moment weeks ago when a different boy was calling my name, his voice inside my head, where no one else could hear.

      That was the beginning, and the end. End of the known and familiar. Beginning of my new reality, where I jump between my life as plain old Miki Jones, and an alternate world where I fight the Drau—beautiful, terrifying alien predators bent on conquering Earth.

      I don’t understand it. I don’t get how it works. All I know is that one minute I was trying to save Janice Harper’s little sister from getting hit by a speeding truck and the next I was lying in the road, broken and bloody.

      Dying.

      Dead.

      I woke up in a grassy clearing called the lobby, alive, healed, not hurt at all, lying on my back, staring up at a handsome face and old-school, mirrored aviator shades—both of which belonged to Jackson Tate.

      Everything that’s happened started because of him. He was the one calling my name inside my head that day in the field behind Glenbrook High. He was the one crouched beside me when I came to in the lobby.

      He tricked me, betrayed me, traded my freedom for his, offering me up to the Committee to take his place in the game.

      Game. God, I hate that word. I can almost hear Jackson’s voice, insisting it isn’t a game. He was right. So right.

      It’s life and death, horror and fear, and dragging me in was his only way out.

      Maybe I should hate him for that.

      But I think of the way he watched my back and saved me more times than I can count. He made me find the strongest parts of myself deep inside. He teased me, challenged me, believed in me.

      He climbed through my bedroom window, made me laugh, made me smile.

      He kissed me.

      Told me he cared about me⁠—

      my heart feels like it’s being crushed by a giant fist

      —and then he⁠—

      the pain almost makes me scream

      —died—

      I force a breath past the lump in my throat

      —for me. He died in my place. He died protecting me.

      He just needed to hang on for thirty seconds after he took the Drau hit. He just needed to siphon off enough of my energy to hang on for thirty stupid seconds. But he didn’t. I wonder if he chose not to because it might have meant killing me.

      Am I supposed to be grateful for that? Am I supposed to forgive him for leaving?

      I snap the thought in half.

      I’m not so great at forgiveness.

      I glance around, forcing myself to focus on something—anything—to help me keep it together. Slate tiles, yellow walls, the smell of cheese and grease, a woman behind the counter, a man making pies in the back. The pizza place is exactly as I left it before I got pulled. That was days and days ago. Seconds ago. Time passes differently in the two distinct versions of my current life.

      “Miki,” Luka says, urgent now. He’s about ten feet away, standing beside the empty booth we were all sitting in…before. Before the battle, the terror, so many people dead.

      I nod to let him know I hear him, and the tension in his shoulders eases just a little.

      I’ve known Luka since we were kids. We were friends until fourth grade, until his mom died. I was a clueless nine-year-old who understood next to nothing about loss and grief, and I let our friendship fade away. He moved to Seattle for sophomore year. We lost touch. Now he’s back, but we really only found each other again in the game. We’ve both been conscripted. I don’t know how Luka’s been balancing the crazy for a whole year. Between the time shifts and alternate realities, the aliens and the body count, I can barely keep it together after just a few weeks.

      “Bam, we’re back,” he says, his night-dark eyes focused on me. Three little words that tell me I need to pull my shit together before I give something away. There are rules that say we don’t talk about aliens and battles and scores in real life. Breaking those rules might get us killed.

      I clench my teeth so hard I swear I shear away a layer of enamel, and I nod again to let him know I get it.

      Luka rakes his fingers back through his dark hair. His sleeves are pushed back and I stare at his forearm. No cuts, no blood. Last time I saw him was in the abandoned building in Detroit after the epic battle with the Drau. He had blood on his face, his hands, his arms. His shirt was torn, one eye swollen and purple. Scratches and cuts marred his skin in a dozen places.

      Now, he’s fine. No wounds. No bruises.

      I drop my hand to my thigh, half expecting to find sticky, warm blood and the shattered edges of my bone. But I find only smooth denim, soft from dozens of washings.

      Of course.

      We don’t bring our injuries back with us. Only our regret.

      “Hey,” my best friend, Carly Conner says as she squeezes my arm.

      With a jolt, I turn toward her. Until that second, I’d forgotten she was there, right beside me. For her, no time has passed. For her, it’s been seconds since I jumped up from the booth and darted for the door. But for me it’s been days of battle and blood.

      The first time I got pulled, a girl on my team—Richelle Kirkman—told me that the hours we spend in the game get banked, that we get them back. We do. We restart our paused lives down to the precise second and reclaim the missing hours.

      If we’re alive to come back at all.

      Richelle was kick-ass, the best player on the team. She made it out every time. But not that last time. That mission ended with Richelle gray and still on the cold floor in a Vegas warehouse, her con full red.

      Red like Jackson’s con.

      I can’t think about that yet.

      “I’m okay,” I mumble to Carly. A lie I need her to believe. I don’t dare freak out right now. I don’t know who’s watching, listening. Judging.

      One brow arches delicately in that special Carly way, the pink streak in her #11 Extra Light Blond hair falling forward over her cheek. She just put that streak in a few days ago, but it’s already fading. No big deal. Carly will probably change it to purple or blue before the week’s out.

      “You’re okay? Really?” she asks, the words dripping attitude and snark. It’s a front. She’s worried, and I hate that I’m the cause. She’s been so angry with me lately, our friendship yet another victim of the game and the secrets I’m forced to keep, but right now the only emotion mirrored on her face is concern.

      A face so familiar. So special to me. She’s not part of my other reality. I never want her to be part of it, to fight, to die. I want to grab her and crush her in the tightest hug, but that would just make her worry more.

      “I’m fine,” I say, trying to force my brain back up to speed. Missions demand one kind of focus. Real life demands another. This is my real life, the one where I run five days a week at the crack of dawn, vacuum the carpet in tiny, neat sections, iron the bedsheets, and wipe the kitchen counter even when it isn’t dirty.

      Because I can. My choice. Mine. No one else’s.

      Those little things give me a sense of control.

      “Do you want to go outside? Get some air?” Carly asks, then glances over her shoulder at Luka, either looking for approval or making sure he heard her.

      “You think fresh air will help?” he asks Carly, but he’s watching me, his fingers curled into tight fists, the muscles of his forearms corded and taut. “You’re fine, Miki. Everything’s fine.” He dips his chin to the table beside him. There’s a pizza there and four unused plates, a key ring, and some bills that Luka must have tossed down to cover the cost of the meal no one will eat.

      Nothing important there to see, so why did he want me to look?

      Luka scoops his keys from the table and walks toward us. His gaze holds mine, his expression intent, and he lowers his brows like he’s doing a Mind-Meld thing. Problem is, the connection’s down at my end.

      “Earth to Miki.” Carly snaps her fingers near my face. The faint scent of cigarettes carries from her fingers, a reminder of the distance that’s been building between us. She knows my history and she’s been smoking anyway. A lot of people who get lung cancer aren’t smokers, but Mom was. A pack a day. And now she’s dead.

      Like Gram and Sofu and Richelle. And Jackson.

      Everyone leaves.

      I swallow, but the lump in my throat stays exactly where it is.

      “Miki.” Carly tightens her hold on my arm as Luka steps up on my other side. “Breathe. Just breathe. It’s a panic attack. You know what to do. You’ve done this a million times,” she says.

      I have. In the two years since Mom died I’ve had tons of panic attacks. I know the signs, and I’m experiencing a bunch of them right now: the feeling that a sword of doom’s about to cut me down, the urge to escape, get out, run. The trembling. The shaking. The vise squeezing my chest.

      They’re known and familiar enemies, and that’s why I recognize the subtle differences. This is no simple panic attack. It has extra special layers. It’s me battling for control, trying to balance the game with my life, locking the door against the agony that’s scratching to get in.

      Jackson.

      No. I can’t think about him. If I think about him, whatever bits of control I’m clinging to will dissolve.

      “Outside sounds like a plan,” I say.

      Carly wraps her arm around my waist and I cling to her, aching to spill it all out. The lobby. The battles. The aliens. The scores.

      Her pupils are dilated, huge and dark, leaving only a thin rim of green. Because of me. I’m scaring her.

      I’m scaring myself.

      I feel like I’ve been through a wood chipper and the slightest puff of air will scatter all the bloody, raw bits of me across the floor. And there, at the edges of my mind, is the numbness that’s shrouded my every moment since Mom died. It’s crawling back like a swarm of maggots to rotting flesh. Part of me wants to let it, to say: Yes. Welcome. Wreathe my world in fog. Make me numb. Make me feel nothing, nothing at all.

      But I don’t want to be that girl anymore. I’ve worked so hard to be normal.

      You were never just a normal girl. I hear his voice in my head, but it’s just a memory.

      Jackson’s gone. Forever.

      I thought I could save him like he saved me.

      I failed.

      I can’t bear it. I can’t mourn again, can’t do it, not right now. Not anytime soon.

      The guy in the back is singing off-key while he makes the pie. The woman behind the counter plants her fists on her hips. Her expression’s pretty clear. She’d like us to find the exit, like…now. Thanks for the concern, lady.

      The few steps it’ll take me to get to the door stretch like an abyss before me. I’m not sure that my legs won’t buckle before I hit the sidewalk.

      Carly shifts my arm from her waist and drapes it across her shoulders. She’s afraid I’ll crumble. I won’t. I refuse. I won’t let this break me.

      “Miki, it’s okay,” Luka says, drawing out the last word like he’s trying to tell me something. I watch the key ring spin round and round and round his index finger.

      “Slow breaths. You know the routine,” Carly says, and shuffles us both a couple of steps closer to the front door.

      My thoughts are a series of cyclones churning destruction wherever they touch down, then moving on, spinning out of control.

      From the corner of my eye, I see the keys go around again. The leather fob angles toward me so I can read the word on the round medallion at the center: JEEP.

      And then everything stops. No confusion. Just clarity.

      Those keys in Luka’s hand aren’t Luka’s. They’re Jackson’s. I remember him throwing them down on the table when we first settled in the booth.

      My gaze shoots to the table. Four plates. Four.

      I stop dead, despite Carly’s less-than-gentle urgings toward the door.

      “Find Jackson,” Carly orders Luka. “Where is he, anyway? We need to go. Like, now.”

      Go. We need to go. We need to…

      “Wait!”

      I break from Carly’s hold and turn to stare at her. She just said his name. Jackson. She remembers him. Remembers that he was here at the pizza place with us. My heart stutters, then starts to race double time. He’s not here now, but…he’s not dead.

      Because if he were, Carly would have no memory of him at all. That’s what happens when you die in the game. Your entire existence from the moment you were conscripted gets wiped out as if it had never been.

      When Richelle died in a Drau-infested warehouse in Vegas, everyone in her real life forgot all their interactions with her during the months from the time she was first pulled to the time her con went red. According to her memorial page, she died seven months before I even met her.

      The only people who remember those months are the ones who knew her in the game—me, Luka, Tyrone, Jackson. For some reason, our memories of her remain.

      If my con turns full red, I’ll go back to the moment where I’m lying in the road, my blood smeared on the truck’s bumper and pooling underneath me, warm and sticky. I’ll go back to my heart beating slower and slower until it stops. That will be the moment that all I am in this reality ends.

      My friends, my family will all forget everything about me from that second on. Like I’d never lived the intervening days, weeks, months at all. Not even memories of me from that time left behind. Just…nothing.

      For Jackson, his life would be snuffed years ago when he died in the real world in a car crash with his sister at the wheel. In that fraction of a second somewhere in the past, he would cease to exist.

      That would mean Carly never would have met him.

      He wouldn’t have been here with us, out for pizza.

      So while Luka and I would remember him from the game, Carly wouldn’t even know his name.

      But she does. In fact, she thinks he’s here somewhere, not gone at all.

      A tiny, terrifying seedling of hope unfurls. I clutch Carly’s forearm.

      “Did—” My voice is little more than a croak. I swallow and try again. “Did you see where Jackson went?”

      “Would I be asking Luka to find him if I had?” She shakes her head and rolls her eyes. “It’s like he disappeared into thin air. Check the can,” she orders Luka.

      My gaze shoots to his. He smiles a little, holds up the keys, and jangles them. This is what he wanted me to figure out.

      Jackson’s alive.

      Tears sting my eyes, threatening to fall. I didn’t cry when I thought he was dead, but now that I think he’s alive I’m about to collapse in a sobbing heap. I bite the inside of my cheek hard until I feel like I can keep it together.

      Jackson’s alive.

      Which doesn’t make sense because his con was red. He was dead.

      I need to find him.

      “We need to find him,” Luka says.

      “That’s why I told you to check the can,” Carly says.

      But Luka wasn’t talking to her. We need to find him, which means I need to get Luka alone so we can figure out a plan.

      “Luka! Go check.” Carly sounds exasperated. “I’d do it but, hey”—she waves her fingers in the general direction of her fly—”missing some equipment here.”

      “He’s not in the—” With a shrug, Luka gives up and heads off to do as Carly ordered.

      But we both know Jackson isn’t in the little boys’ room.

      He’s…somewhere else.
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      Luka unlocks the door of the Jeep.

      “Miki, you take shotgun.” Carly the magnanimous. “Last thing we need is you having another panic attack.”

      “Bossy, much?” I mutter, mostly because she expects it. Yeah, she’s bossy and unpredictable, argumentative, pissy, sometimes even bitchy. But she’s also the friend who steps up when I need her, imagined wrongs forgotten, arms ready to hold me up when I feel like I’m going to fall.

      She smiles at me and I want to hug her—for sacrificing herself to the cramped space of the backseat, for being safe and here, in the real world. For being exactly who she is, the friend who’s been there for me through it all.

      So I do. I throw my arm around her shoulder and rest my cheek against her hair. She rubs circles on my back.

      “I know,” she whispers.

      But she doesn’t. She can’t.

      “Thank you,” I whisper back. “For always being there.”

      She hugs me hard.

      “Right back at you. BFFs, right? Remember when I got my tongue pierced? You sat there next to me and held my hand.”

      “And almost threw up.”

      “All the more reason that your attendance at the event was valiant.”

      The piercing didn’t last. It got infected and she had to take it out after two rounds of antibiotics did nothing to clear it up.

      Carly kisses me on the cheek and steps back.

      “Hey, I was just about to get in the group hug.” Luka waggles his brows.

      “You snooze, you lose,” Carly says, climbing into the backseat. “So, where’d you say Jackson went?”

      Luka shoots me a look. “He, uh, went out the back door. To the alley.”

      “That explanation is majorly sketch. You know that, right?” Carly pops the seat forward again and leans out to look at him. “Who’s he meeting there?”

      Luka shrugs.

      “Luka?” she says as I push the seat back into place and climb in.

      He still doesn’t answer, just closes my door and rounds the hood to the driver’s side.

      I stare out the window trying to come up with something plausible to say.

      Undeterred by the heavy evasion vibe hanging in the air—or, more likely, spurred by it—Carly keeps right on going as soon as Luka starts the car.

      “He managed to disappear without a trace in the few seconds while I got up to follow Miki? That’s weird.”

      She has no idea.

      “Can someone answer me?” She unhooks her seat belt and leans forward.

      Luka meets her eyes in the rearview mirror. “Seat belt.”

      Carly flops back and I hear a snap. “Who was he meeting in the alley, Luka? His dealer?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. Great. The second we drop Carly off, she’ll text Dee and Kelley and Sarah about her suspicions. She’ll swear them to secrecy. But they’ll tell two friends, who’ll tell two friends. Carly won’t mean for it to balloon, but rumors have a way of doing that.

      “Seriously, Luka…what’s Jackson into?”

      “Nothing,” Luka says at the same time as I say, “The queen of trying crazy shit is actually asking that question?”

      I reach back to give Carly’s knee a shove to let her know I’m kidding.

      She flicks my shoulder and says, “Is he in trouble? Should we do something?” She pauses, then asks, “Is he dealing? Maybe he’s getting his shipment in that alley. We really don’t know him that well⁠—”

      “I know him that well,” Luka cuts her off. His tone’s not like anything I’ve ever heard him use before. It’s a threat and a warning and an implacable statement. “Jackson is not into anything shady.”

      “Okay. Fine. But I’m just saying it’s weird.” Something in Carly’s voice makes me turn. She’s looking at Luka with this narrow-eyed, sort of predatory look. Then she sees me watching her and her expression goes neutral.

      I press my fingertips against my temples. I need to get things under control. I need a plan. That’s the priority right now. Find Jackson. Get answers. Figure out what his absence means in the big scheme of the game. Figure out why things are escalating so quickly, why there were so many Drau in Detroit.

      “Hey, you okay?” Carly rests her hand on my shoulder. When I nod she says, “You’re right, Luka. I’m sorry. You know Jackson better than I do. If you say he isn’t doing anything questionable, I’ll take your word on it. Sorry. Really.”

      Carly the peacemaker’s back online.

      “No hay problema.” He grins at her in the rearview mirror and she grins back.

      “Jackson took off with some guys he has a group project with,” Luka says. “There was no parking on the street so they pulled in back. He asked me to get his car home because they’re going to drop him off.”

      Even I almost believe him. I hadn’t realized Luka could improvise with such aplomb. I always thought his inner Boy Scout kept him honest.

      “Well,” Carly huffs out. “Why didn’t you just say that?”

      “I just did,” Luka says.

      We’ve been driving for a few minutes, music on low, when Carly taps Luka on the shoulder.

      “What is that?” she asks.

      “The music? Dubstep.”

      “I’ve heard dubstep before, but this is darker, sort of experimental.”

      “These tracks are old,” Luka says. “Maybe from the nineties? Jackson turned me on to them.”

      “I like.” She taps my shoulder next. “You look better. You have some color back.”

      “I’m better.” So much better. Because Jackson’s alive.

      He might not have made it back from the mission, but he’s alive somewhere. The question is, where?

      Then I remember the cave, the gurneys, the clones lined up like cuts of meat in a butcher’s case. I think of the girl in the cold room, her brain removed, the shell of her body kept alive by machines. I gasp as my little euphoric bubble of hope bursts. What if the Drau have him? What if they’re going to use him as an original donor, create an army of clones from his DNA?

      My fingers clench, digging into my thighs.

      Luka cuts me a sharp look. I turn my face back to the side window, not wanting him or Carly to catch the resurgence of my panic.

      Jackson isn’t going to die like that.

      I’m going to find him. I’m going to bring him back. I’ve lost so many people I care about. I won’t lose Jackson, too.

      This time, I will get a say in how things pan out. This time, the ending of the story won’t shatter me. I won’t let it.

      A few minutes later, Luka pulls up in front of Carly’s house. I climb out, pull the seat forward, and hold it as she untangles herself from the backseat. She stares at my face for a few seconds.

      “You wanna come in and do the Friday night dinner thing?” she asks, not even trying to disguise the plea in her tone. Her mom has this thing about the whole family being together for dinner on Friday nights. She doesn’t mind if they have friends over or if everyone heads out after dinner. But she’s non-negotiable on anyone skipping out on it.

      Doing the Friday night dinner thing with Carly’s family would go a long way toward closing the distance that’s been growing between us for weeks, a crack that’s becoming a chasm.

      I hate to disappoint her, but every minute that ticks past could be putting Jackson’s life at risk. Getting Luka alone to brainstorm a plan has to be my priority right now, and Carly’s just handed me a golden opportunity.

      “Maybe tonight’s not the best,” I say. “I’m not sure I can handle the crowd.” Truth. I may be ditching her, but at least I’m not lying. I try to ignore the feeling that I’m letting her down.

      Carly skews her lips to the side but doesn’t argue. She looks disappointed but not pissed. My explanation’s plausible. I never want much company on the tail of a full-blown panic attack. Mostly, I just want my bedroom and my music.

      Then she glances at Luka and I have the crazy idea she’s going to ask him to dinner. With her parents. And her brothers. Is she kidding? A boy who isn’t related to her at family dinner night? They’ll chew him up and spit him out. I guess she has the same thought because the invitation never materializes.

      “You sure, Miki? I know Mom would love to see you.” That’s as close to begging as she’ll get.

      I almost cave. Then I think of Jackson, trapped somewhere in the game, and I say, “Sorry. Call me after, ‘kay? Maybe you’ll come over?”

      She brightens a little. “Okay.”

      Then she gives me a quick, one-armed hug. As she does, I catch sight of my backpack, rammed into the corner of the seat. I freeze.

      Jackson’s backpack. It’s in the trunk. I have a place to start, the seeds of a plan.

      As Carly heads for her front door, I expect Luka to start talking. When he doesn’t, I ask, “Do you know where he is?”

      “No.” He looks at me, then back at the road, his knuckles white where he grips the wheel.

      Disappointment and worry sit in my chest like an unchewed chunk of cold, greasy pizza.

      “But he’s alive, Miki. I know that much.”

      “Alive for how much longer? I keep thinking they have him. That they’re going to use him to make an army of shells. Like that girl in the cold room. The one he”—I break off, then force myself to finish—”killed.”

      “Terminated,” Luka whispers, then says, louder, “No.” He shakes his head rapidly from side to side. “No, I don’t think so. I don’t think they have him. They don’t need to keep him alive to make shells. They just need his body, hooked up to machines. If they took him, they’d have—” He breaks off, swallows. “He wouldn’t still be alive.”

      “And since Carly remembers him, that means he is still alive…somewhere.”

      “Exactly. So what are the chances that the Drau have him? Slim to none, right?”

      I nod. The weight that’s been crushing my chest lifts a little, but I’m afraid to hope, afraid of the hard crash that’ll come if we’re wrong.

      Luka touches my forearm, then puts his hand back on the wheel.

      “We don’t have much if we don’t have hope,” he says.

      I stare out the window, thinking about that, wondering if it’s true.

      As soon as we’re out of sight of Carly’s house, I say, “Pull over,” determined to follow the one possible lead we do have.

      “What are you doing?” Luka asks, following me when I get out and head for the trunk.

      I drag out Jackson’s backpack and start going through the pockets.

      “Looking for clues. There might be something in here that helps us find him.”

      Luka sighs. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to.

      “I know the chances of finding anything are slim, but I have to try,” I say, pulling out an empty water bottle and a ten-dollar bill. I shove them back in and move to the next pocket.

      “There won’t be anything, Miki. We can’t bring anything back with us when we respawn.”

      “Got a better idea?” I glance at him.

      His mouth compresses in a thin line. He shakes his head and mutters, “Knock yourself out.”

      I pull out Jackson’s textbooks one by one, fanning the pages in case there’s something hidden in between, then stacking the books in a neat pile.

      After a minute, Luka moves closer, picks up a book from the top of the pile, and double-checks in case I missed anything.

      I move to the smaller front pouch and find a paperback copy of Andrzej Sapkowski’s Blood of Elves. My copy. The one I lent Jackson.

      It’s the last thing in the bag.

      “There’s nothing here.” I start to shift everything back into Jackson’s pack when Luka reaches over and taps his finger on the textbook at the top of the pile. “What?” I ask.

      He stares at Jackson’s law book, his dark eyes unfocused.

      “Luka?” I ask.

      “No, it’s just—” He shakes his head. “I swear I thought of something, but it’s gone.” He waves a hand. “Poof.”

      “Don’t focus on it.” I push the rest of the books back into the pack, then shove it deeper into the trunk wishing I could shove aside my disappointment with it. “Think about other stuff and it’ll come to you.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You were right,” I concede as he gets the Jeep moving. “That was a waste of time.”

      “Now what?” Luka asks, sounding bleak.

      Good question. One I can’t answer. But I have to find an answer. Jackson’s life may depend on us.

      “We talk it out,” I say. “We list everything we know, every possibility. We look for a pattern, or something that doesn’t fit the pattern.”

      “It’s gonna be a short list.”

      “It’ll be an empty list if we don’t at least try. So what do we know?”

      “That he didn’t respawn with the rest of us.”

      “And that he’s alive,” I say, needing to affirm it as fact.

      Luka cuts me a sidelong glance. “If we figure out why he didn’t come back with us, maybe we can figure out where he is.”

      “Maybe because he wasn’t with us in the first place,” I say. “He was on a different team.”

      “And if his team’s still fighting⁠—”

      “Then he’s still there.”

      I’m allowed a millisecond of hope before Luka shakes his head. “Our team wouldn’t have respawned until the mission was complete.”

      Which means that even if he was on a different team, Jackson should have come back with us once the mission was done.

      “What if he got pulled on another mission?”

      “Without coming back at all?” Luka frowns. “I’ve never heard of anyone going directly from one to another.”

      “That doesn’t mean it isn’t possible.” Luka opens his mouth to answer, but before he can say anything, I contradict myself. “Yeah, it does. We always respawn at the exact second we left.”

      “And the world moves on from that second,” Luka says. “Which means Jackson would have come back exactly when he left, at the pizza place, before getting pulled again.”

      “Which means we still know absolutely nothing.” I slump in my seat, deflated.
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      “Damn,”  Luka mutters as we pull into a driveway. “I was gonna just leave the keys in the mailbox.”

      No chance of that now. There’s a woman coming out of the garage. She’s tall and very pretty, her honey-brown hair falling loose to her shoulders. She stops and shades her eyes as she walks toward us.

      “Jackson’s mom?” I ask.

      “Yeah. We need to come up with an explanation of where he is, stat.”

      “So I guess that means we can’t ask if she has any idea where her son is.”

      Luka snorts. “Like your dad knows where you are when you’re on a mission?”

      “Time’s frozen when I’m on a mission, isn’t it? I doubt my dad has a clue I’m even gone.”

      “Ditto for Jackson’s mom. It’s a waste of time to ask her.”

      “At this point, I’m a grab-any-straw kind of girl.”

      He shakes his head. “I know. But there’s no straw here to grab. And asking her anything is against the rules.”

      The rules that state we don’t talk about the game outside the game. Stupid rules that make no sense. Rules we’ve all broken, but only with each other, never with an outsider.

      I tip my head back, eyes closed.

      “You realize that we have big neon zero when it comes to leads,” I say. “Not an auspicious beginning to our rescue operation.”

      “Auspicious? Can you spell that?”

      I glance over and punch him in the shoulder, trying to match his halfhearted attempt at humor.

      Luka pushes open his door and climbs out. “Hi, Mrs. Tate.”

      “Hey, Luka.”

      I get out and linger by the passenger door, not sure if I should say hi or just fade into the background.

      Jackson’s mom walks over. She’s close enough now that I can see her eyes—not Drau gray like Jackson’s but dark, dazzling green. I’ve seen that color in my nightmare—Jackson’s nightmare—the one he shared with me about his sister and the car accident that dragged him into the game.

      There’s a hint of wariness in Mrs. Tate’s expression as her gaze darts to the Jeep, then back to Luka. It hits me that she’s already buried one child and now here we are, in her driveway, with her son’s car but without her son. That’s one thing Dad always says about Sofu dying before Mom, that parents aren’t meant to bury their children.

      I stare at my feet. Jackson’s mom isn’t going to bury another child. He’s coming back. I’ll find a way to bring him back.

      “Jackson asked me to drop off his car,” Luka says. “He decided to hang out with some guys.”

      She’s quiet for a second.

      “Are they drinking?” she asks.

      Nice one, Luka. Try to shovel us out and instead dig us in even deeper.

      “No, no, nothing like that. They already had a car and he didn’t want to leave his on the street.”

      “You didn’t want to go with?” she asks, and I hear the questions she doesn’t ask. Did Luka take off because Jackson’s involved with a bad crowd? Is he doing things he shouldn’t? I figure every parent thinks those things once in a while, even when they trust their kids.

      “It’s all good, Mrs. Tate. It’s a group project. I’m not in their class.” He’s sticking to the fairy tale he already spun for Carly.

      The frown fades. Mrs. Tate looks back and forth between the two of us, clearly waiting for an intro.

      Then she surprises me by smiling and saying, “Miki,” as if she knows me. “You’re the kendo champion.”

      I open my mouth. Close it.

      Jackson talked about me.

      To his mom.

      I don’t know how that’s supposed to make me feel, but I can’t deny the whisper of warmth that melts the edges of the ice that’s been riding in my veins ever since I realized Jackson didn’t make it back.

      “Um, yeah. Used to be. Not anymore. I mean, I don’t compete anymore. I still practice in the basement, though.”

      Could I be any more nervous meeting Jackson’s mom? And exactly why am I so nervous?

      Luka shifts his weight beside me—right foot to left, then back again. The silence stretches. Mrs. Tate tips her head, like she’s trying to figure something out.

      “We should, uh, get going,” Luka says.

      With a smile and a backward wave, Mrs. Tate heads for her front door and Luka and I grab our backpacks from the Jeep.

      “Shouldn’t we give those to his mom?” I jut my chin at the keys in Luka’s hand.

      He stares at the keys like they have fangs. “Shit.”

      I expect him to sprint for the door and hand them over. Instead he tosses them to me.

      “I don’t think I can spew one more lie without breaking,” he says.

      Leaving my backpack on the driveway, I jog toward the door just as Jackson’s mom is closing it.

      “Mrs. Tate,” I call. She pauses and looks at me, leaving the door wide. I can hear a phone ringing somewhere inside the house. “Jackson’s keys.” I hold them up.

      She holds up one finger in the universal sign for wait, then gestures me inside and hurries down the hall to grab the phone. Not sure what else to do, I shrug in Luka’s direction and step inside. After a few seconds’ deliberation, I leave the door open behind me.

      Mrs. Tate’s voice carries to me, a murmur of sound without words. I wonder if she rushed to answer because she thought it might be her son calling. That’s what my mom would have done—run for the phone if she thought it was me.

      But I know it isn’t Jackson calling.

      And my mom will never again run to catch my phone call.

      With a sigh, I take a couple of steps deeper into Jackson’s house, curious. On the outside, it’s a few decades old, like mine. But inside, it’s been renovated. I think a wall or two has been taken down to create an open flow from the living room near the front of the house to the dining room near the back. Slate tiles in the foyer. Hardwood floor stretching down the hallway and through the rooms I can see. The walls are the color of cappuccino.

      I sidle in another step, my gaze darting to the staircase. I wonder if I could get away with running upstairs, finding Jackson’s room, searching it. I could say I lent him some school notes. Or a textbook. Maybe a copy of One Piece. Or⁠—

      Right. Like I’ll get away with that. Back on the driveway, I got the feeling that Mrs. Tate’s already suspicious or, if not suspicious, wary.

      I take a step back toward the door, which brings me alongside a narrow, rectangular console table with a bunch of photos with brushed-nickel frames. I step a little closer, wondering if I should just drop the keys on the table and go.

      But I can’t resist those photos.

      Leaning in, I examine each one. A little girl and an even littler boy, holding hands, smiling wide, impossibly cute. Same girl and boy a few years later, standing in the surf as it laps across white sand, bright pails in their hands. A family of four: mom, dad, older sister, younger brother with the Grand Canyon in the background. I’m guessing I’m looking at twelve-year-old Jackson. That would be around the time he was first pulled into the game.

      I can’t help it. I trail my fingertip lightly over the image of him, then move to the next, a picture of the girl, looking about fourteen or fifteen, sitting in a kayak, smiling at the camera, the sun reflecting off the water around her. Her hair’s light brown, streaked gold by the sun, tied back in a ponytail, her eyes hidden by sunglasses.

      The final picture is a close-up of the same girl’s face—a face I recognize. I’ve seen it before, eyes closed, skin pale. I’m dragged back to the cave where dozens of clones with that exact face lay lifeless and rotting on rows and rows of gurneys.

      Please don’t let Jackson be somewhere like that. Please.

      I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly chilled.

      “We took that shortly before she died,” Jackson’s mom says softly, right beside me. I almost jump through the roof. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “No, I…I’m sorry.” I hold the keys out to her and drop them in her upturned palm. I can’t stop myself from shooting a last glance at the picture.

      “Lizzie,” she says. “My daughter.”

      I nod. I almost say I’m sorry again. But I know how I feel when people say that to me. Why are they sorry? It isn’t their fault.

      Instead, I say, “Time doesn’t heal all wounds. It’s a lie people say to make us feel better. Make themselves feel better.”

      As soon as the last syllable trails away, I want to reach out and catch it and take it back. I don’t know why I said that.

      The expression on Mrs. Tate’s face is an odd combination of sad and surprised.

      “No,” she says, drawing out the word, “time doesn’t heal all wounds. But it dulls them. Remembering hurts less. The good stays bright and sharp. The bad gets pushed to a place it can’t hurt us as much anymore. You’ll see.”

      She touches my arm in sympathy.

      I open my mouth only to find that I don’t know what to say.

      Jackson must have told her about my mom. I haven’t even told my dad that Jackson exists, never mind anything personal about him.

      “The time will come when memories of her bring joy before they bring sadness,” she says.

      I should go. But I take a step toward her instead of away and before I know it, I’m hugging her. Really hugging her. And

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Book Description
      


      		
        Praise for PUSH
      


      		
        Also by Eve Silver
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Also by Eve Silver
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Beginning


      		Also by Eve Silver


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/chatgpt-image-jun-27-2026-at-10_38_39-am.jpg
LHE [6AME: BOOK @2






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





