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Chapter | 1

	I went running. Every day began with running now. So today, like every day, I ran as hard as I could, and as fast as I could, and the sweat that soaked my shirt threatened to freeze in the stiff, Wyoming wind. I’d started running when I moved here, only two months ago, because running was the next best thing to running away. For two months, I’d run alone. I always ran alone. Alone, I was pretty sure, was the natural state of everything in the universe.

	“Pick up the pace, Eliot,” Coach Zirkle screamed.

	I tried to pick up the pace. I really did. I pounded along the scuffed track, dodging bare concrete where the padding had peeled away. But the last week had been hard: tracking down my murderous half-brother, facing the ghost of Mr. Big Empty, and trying to wrangle my conflicted emotions for the two hottest boys in Vehpese. Sleep hadn’t been high on my list. Right now, I was paying the price.

	“Faster,” Coach Z screamed. He was a thin, short man, and even bundled against the cold in a bright red Vehpese High School jacket, he looked about as bright and lively as an old stick. Scabs showed on his scalp where he had cut himself shaving his head; during my two months in Vehpese, I’d never seen him with so much as a bristle, and every day there were fresh scabs. “Faster.” He clapped the clipboard against his knee, and the big, red Vehpese High School pen, chained to the board, whipped up and down. “God damn it, run!”

	I ran, but I ran about as fast and as well as if I’d been loaded down with a truckload of cement. As I crossed the finish line, I cut my pace, staggering into a gasping, sweating, heaving halt. Hands braced against my back, I made small circles, trying to convince myself I wasn’t dead. It was the end of tryouts, and I wasn’t the only one struggling to catch my breath. Becca, one of my only friends in town, looked different without her silver eyeshadow and lipstick. She was doing a funny little trot, as though she were practicing the cha-cha, and her cheeks were blown and red. I hadn’t known she liked running. I definitely hadn’t known she’d show up to try-outs.

	And then there was Kaden Decosse. Kaden somehow managed to look tousled and bushy-tailed, even at seven o’clock in the morning and in the freezing cold. He was the only one not panting for breath; instead, he made an easy lap of the rest of us, hopping up and down as though ready to run another mile or ten. Normally, I only wanted to punch his teeth out when he smiled and tried to be my best friend. At the moment, though, I was considering making an exception.

	I knew most of the other guys and girls by sight, even if I didn’t know their names. As they caught their breath, they watched me: some of them out of the corner of their eye, some of them straight on. In the last few weeks, I had been involved in three murders. Most people just stared out of curiosity. Some of it, though, was fear. I shrugged it off and, still making my little circles and trying to keep my heart inside my ribcage, I moved towards Becca.

	“Eliot,” Coach Z roared. He shot across the track like an arrow, clipboard waving, pen flying along its chain. “Are you always this lazy?”

	“I—”

	“Don’t interrupt me, boy. Don’t speak a word on your goddamn life, not if you want to live to tell your kids about it. Are you lazy, or are you stupid? Because if you’re lazy, you’re off this team, and if I catch you near my track again I’ll personally whip you until you think you see Jesus in the stars. And if you’re stupid, you’re off this team, because God knows I can’t have an idiot who doesn’t recognize a finish line on my team.” Coach Z’s bony chest rose and fell, and a moment ticked by. “Well, boy? Open that mouth, or are you dumb as well as stupid?”

	“I thought I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”

	He blew a frantic blast on his whistle, sharp enough that my ears rang, and grabbed me by the collar of the shirt. It was a new shirt. Sara, my foster mom, had bought it for me special for the try-outs, and I twisted, trying to save the shirt and free myself from Coach Z’s grip. He ignored me, dragging me towards the finish line. Becca met my eyes and shrugged. Kaden, damn him, was smiling. Yeah, I thought, losing sight of him as Coach kept hauling me, I’d like to pop out every one of those pearly whites. One by one, maybe.

	“You want to be smart?” Coach Z shouted over his shoulder. “You think you’re a genius, because any boy that talks back like that must think he’s Albert Einstein.”

	“I didn’t—”

	“What in Jesus’ name did you not understand when I said don’t speak a word? What?”

	It seemed like silence was the better part of valor.

	“What’s this?” Coach Z said, loosing my collar and putting the toe of his battered Keds, once-white, now the color of old underwear, to the finish line.

	“The finish line.”

	“He is a genius. He’s going to win himself a Nobel Prize. And what, Mr. Nobel Prize-winner, is the point of a finish line?”

	“It’s the end of the race.”

	“Wrong.” He grabbed my collar, turning me around so I had to face the rest of the kids. My face had turned to fire. Coach Z scanned the crowd until his gaze settled on Kaden. “Decosse, what’s the point of the finish line?”

	“It’s where you finish strong, Coach,” Kaden barked.

	With a shove, Coach Z sent me stumbling towards the cluster of teenagers. “You,” he said, “Eliot, you stopped at the finish line. You finished. I saw you putter out. And that’s how a loser runs.” Raising his voice, he added, “We’re done here. List will be posted Monday.” The hum of conversation broke out as the other kids started to gather water bottles and shrug on jackets. “Not you,” Coach said, fixing me with a glare. I waited as the rest of the kids trickled away. Becca and Kaden lingered a few yards behind Coach Z, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Eliot, you see that?”

	I shrugged. Every time I opened my mouth, I got it wrong. I was a slow learner, but not that slow.

	“That, my boy,” Coach Z said, pointing at the pitted rubber track. “That is a beautiful five miles you’re going to run me. Right now, or I’ll put a line through your name this minute. And Eliot, anything over five minutes and you’re going to wish Jesus had a longer reach and a lot more love.” I hesitated, waiting to see if there were more threats or instructions, but he just screwed up his tiny, wrinkled face and screamed, “Now!”

	I took off like a jet. Well, a sagging, concrete-laden jet without much fuel. Five minutes average wasn’t that hard, at least, not if I were rested and fresh. But now . . . I wanted to groan, but I couldn’t spare the breath.

	To my surprise, footsteps sounded behind me. Perfect. Coach Z was going to pace me. I wondered if he carried a riding crop or a lash. Maybe he really was going to whip me all the way through the finish line.

	But instead, Kaden pulled up next to me at an easy lope and—of course—smiled.

	“Why,” I puffed. “Are. You. Here.”

	“Buddy, that’s what cross-country’s all about,” he said, as easily as if we were sitting on a porch swing. “You never run alone.”

	That, I thought as I set my focus forward, was going to take a hell of a lot of getting used to.

	


Chapter | 2

	I finished the five miles at a crawl, but my average was under five minutes, so I dragged myself back to the high school with Kaden jumping and prancing like a puppy. Coach Z wasn’t around, which should have surprised me but didn’t. His office door was open, though, and the lights were on. Fresh coffee sat in a pot on his desk, battling the locker room’s constant funk of sweat and dirty clothes and a lot worse. I guess teachers needed extra coffee on a Saturday morning. The rest of the kids from try-outs had vanished. Kaden and I cleaned up, and as we left the locker room, I found Becca sitting in the hall, her damp hair pulled into a ponytail, her fingers clicking away at her laptop.

	Becca was good at computers. I’m pretty sure Becca would have been good at just about anything she wanted to be good at, but she’d decided she liked computers, and, even with my limited knowledge, I knew she had talent. Over the last week, as we’d struggled to find the murderer in Vehpese, Becca had been invaluable—not just for her computer skills but because of her determination, and her intelligence, and her guts. I was pretty sure she could chew nails.

	“Took you two long enough.”

	Kaden laughed. Kaden was always laughing or smiling or clapping you on the shoulder, and he was always doing it with the kind of natural good will that, of course, made me think his face would look better rearranged. It didn’t help that he was Austin’s best friend and, although Kaden didn’t know this part, he was also Austin’s first crush. A guy can never beat the first crush; I was always going to be dog food as long as Kaden hung around.

	“I’ve got to grab some stuff from my locker. Want to come?”

	“No,” I said. “Austin’s picking me up.”

	“Way to go,” Kaden said, holding out his fist for me to bump. With an inward sigh, I knocked knuckles with him. This guy made hating him hard, but I figured I was up to the job. With another laugh and a wave, Kaden bounced down the hall.

	“He knows you don’t like him,” Becca said.

	“No, he doesn’t.”

	“Please. You roll your eyes every time he so much as moves.”

	I waved a hand in the direction Kaden had gone. “Did you see him? He’s like somebody pumped a toddler full of crack.”

	Becca laughed. “Help me up.”

	So I gave her a hand. “I guess I’ve got to get used to this.”

	“What?”

	“Becca without makeup.”

	She wrinkled her nose. “If I make the team.”

	“Coach didn’t drag you back to the finish line and make you run another five miles. I figure you’ve got a head start.”

	“I think he likes you.”

	“Sure.”

	Becca waved her phone. “Lover-boy won’t stop.”

	I took it and looked at the screen. “Don’t call him that,” I said absently. A series of text messages from Austin ran back for the last fifteen minutes. Is he there yet? I’m bored. Where is he? What are you doing? Tell him to hurry up.

	Becca had answered with only a single text: He’s in the shower with Kaden. Are you sure you want me to interrupt?

	Austin had sent back a smiley face and a thumbs-up.

	“You two are the worst.” But I was smiling in spite of myself.

	“Tell him to get his ass over here,” Becca said, “and take us to work. Sara’s already going to be pissed that I’m late.”

	Instead, I sent Austin a short text: Kaden and I, huh?

	Almost immediately, a response flashed back: a smiley face with huge hearts for eyes. I laughed. He was just such a dork sometimes.

	“Sara won’t be mad,” I said, responding too slowly to Becca’s comment.

	“She won’t be mad at you, because you’re her precious foster child now. She will, however, be mad at me, because I am just one of her employees.”

	“Hey, I’m an employee too. She treats me the same as everyone else.”

	Becca raised an eyebrow.

	“Mostly the same as everyone else,” I amended. I was going to say more, but the phone buzzed in my hand as another text came through. Austin had sent me a string of a million emojis: flowers and a wrapped present and the sun and the moon and a string of hearts and kissing faces and red lips and on and on. I laughed again and responded: Just get that cute butt over here!

	I closed the messaging app and handed the phone back to Becca. When I saw the look on her face, I said, “What?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Don’t do that. Come on. What is it?”

	“Nothing.” She tried to stop there, but a smile was growing on her face. “It’s just . . . it’s cute. And it’s nice to see you happy for once in your miserable life.”

	I blinked. “Thank you?”

	“You’re welcome. Now, if you’re done making me sick with all your cutesy, lovey-dovey horse crap, let’s go wait for Austin.”

	“Yeah,” I said, shouldering my bag—just about the only thing I had left from my old life. Sara had replaced everything else. It was a good thing she hadn’t taken the bag, though. It had my knife and my lock picks. “Also, I’ve never been lovey-dovey in my life.”

	“Really?” Becca said as she put away her laptop. “Let’s just take a look at those texts.”

	“No,” I shouted, grabbing for the phone.

	She was still laughing, and still dodging me, as we headed towards the high school’s side doors. This wing of the building must have been newer: the scuffed linoleum tiles still lined up at the edges, and they were all still the original brown with splatters of gray and green. The walls, painted a mustardy yellow color, held posters inviting students to go to Costa Rica, or to learn ASL, or to join the coding club, or just about anything else under the sun. The bulletin board at the end had a single advertisement: Homecoming.

	“An Enchanted Masquerade,” Becca read as we passed the sign. She mimed sticking a finger down her throat. When I didn’t respond, she rolled her eyes. “Oh sweet Jesus. You’re going?”

	“Well, Austin hasn’t asked me yet.”

	“He has to ask you?”

	“Uh.” I felt myself blushing hot enough to light up the hallway. “Not necessarily, I guess. But I just thought . . . I mean, we hadn’t talked about it, and it’s his high school, so—”

	“It is not his high school.”

	“I just meant he’s been here longer.”

	“You haven’t talked to him about this?”

	“No.”

	“And you think he’s going to ask you?”

	“Yeah. Why? Did he say something?”

	“You are either hopelessly stupid or completely, blissfully ignorant.”

	“What? Why?”

	Becca ignored me. We came to a stop at the doors, neither of us eager to step out into the freezing morning until Austin arrived. I planted myself in front of Becca, arms crossed over my chest. “He is going to ask me. I know he will.”

	She rolled her eyes.

	I tightened my arms across my chest. “He is.”

	“Fine. God, I don’t care. I hope he does.”

	“What’s the matter with you?”

	“Nothing.” She glanced back up the hallway. On a Saturday morning, the school didn’t seem familiar anymore. It seemed creepy. The lights were off, and only the windows high overhead allowed any light into the corridor. Our voices echoed along the linoleum and plaster, feeling too loud in the silence, as though we were trespassing. Even the smell was different: the air had a dry, recycled quality to it, instead of the normal mixture of colognes and perfumes and deodorants and hairsprays and gels and whatever else other teenagers used. “Where’s Kaden?”

	“He probably went out another door.”

	Becca shook her head. “Coach Z specifically said to use this one. He said the rest of the building was locked up.”

	“Maybe Kaden didn’t know.”

	“Well, even Kaden would figure it out eventually when the door didn’t open.”

	“See,” I said, pointing a finger at her. “You don’t like him either.”

	“I only said that because if I didn’t, you would have.”

	Before I could respond, a horn blared outside. I peered through the window; Austin had pulled up to the curb in his electric blue Charger. I liked the car a lot, but I liked the boy behind it even more.

	“Come on,” I said.

	Becca shrugged, but as we turned to go, a clatter sounded somewhere deeper in the school. It was distinctive, loud, and it went on for about fifteen seconds.

	“Maybe it was books,” I said. “They were stacked wrong and eventually . . .”

	Becca shook her head. She was still looking down the hall.

	I tugged on her arm. “Maybe Coach Z knocked over something in the equipment room.”

	“Go on with Austin,” she said. “I want to see what it was.”

	“Why?”

	She wriggled free of my grip and, without answering, started down the hall. I stared at her, cursed, and darted down the door. When I reached the car, Austin rolled down the window.

	“What’s up, babe?”

	The important things about Austin were that when we first met, he had picked a couple fights with me; he had been the primary suspect in the murder of his ex-girlfriend; and he had, after coming out, managed to turn himself into a good person. Not just ordinary good. He was sweet, and kind, and patient. It was like coming out had undone a lock he kept around some secret part of himself. He was easy on the eyes, too: a swirly mess of sandy-brown hair, blue-green eyes the color of the ocean in a beer commercial, and built like he spent his free time juggling compact cars with his bare hands.

	Only a few days before, Austin had shot and killed my half-brother. I had barely known River, and Austin had thought—perhaps correctly—that he was saving my life. It was something we’d only spoken about once. Since that conversation, though, I’d glanced over at Austin and seen a shadow on his face. I figured we both needed time. I’d barely known River, so as much as it hurt me, I was sure it was hurting Austin a lot more.

	“Becca heard something. She’s going to see what it was.”

	Austin sighed and killed the Charger. He slid out of the car, shivered, and started towards the doors. “And you are going to make sure she doesn’t go by herself.”

	“We don’t—”

	He wrapped one powerful arm around my waist and kissed me as we hurried back towards the door. “Yes, we do. You’ll go crazy if we don’t.”

	I frowned. I wouldn’t go crazy. I would worry. Anybody with half a brain would worry. But I wouldn’t go crazy.

	As we started down the hallway, Becca was already just a distant shape. We broke into a trot, and as we passed the Homecoming poster, I gave it a meaningful glance. Austin, though, had his attention somewhere else and didn’t notice. He was going to ask me, though. I knew it.

	We caught up with Becca near the school commons. The custodial staff had cleared the tables that normally filled the space, exposing stained and shredded flooring. Our footsteps echoed in that openness, and it seemed like it took a long time for the sound to die.

	“It came from the science classrooms,” Becca said, slowing as she reached the hallway that led to the back of the building.

	“How can you tell? I heard it, and I had no idea.”

	“It happened again while you were outside. Hi, Austin.”

	He nodded and gave her a tight-lipped smile. When we had stopped running, his hand had settled lightly on my hip again. I was used to a certain amount of physical contact from Austin—he hadn’t been shy after coming out—but the last few days had been more than that. It had felt . . . possessive. And I knew why.

	We’d only had sex once, in a frenzy of pain and lust and need. It had been, not to be cliché, enough to knock off my socks and everything else that wasn’t buckled down. We hadn’t had a chance for a repeat performance, although to judge by how Austin’s fingers worked into the waist of my joggers, it wasn’t for lack of interest.

	Walking in a row, the three of us advanced down the hall. The science rooms weren’t far now, and without any of us saying anything, we all began to move quietly. A pressure had settled across my skin, tightening my chest, making each step seem like more of an effort. I had abilities, certain ways of protecting myself, and over the last few weeks I had learned how better to use those abilities. But I didn’t like using them. In fact, I hated using them. And when push had come to shove with River, I hadn’t used them to stop him. That was why, at least in part, Austin had shot my half-brother.

	Now, walking down the darkened corridor, with our footsteps barely scraping the linoleum, I struggled to push back against the pressure I felt. Nothing was going to happen, I told myself. We were going to get to the science classrooms and we were going to find that Kaden had knocked over a chair or something stupid like that. Yeah, that’s all it was. And if I couldn’t think of a good reason why Kaden would be in the science wing, and if I couldn’t think of a good reason why he’d knock over a chair, and if I was starting to sweat, just a little, well, that was only because I was nervous. It was only because I was a little gun-shy, pardon the bad pun.

	Still, a part of me knew it was more than nerves, it was more than the creepy atmosphere of the empty school, it was more than normal worry. With a slight struggle, I opened my inner sight. Although that process had become easier with time, it was still difficult, especially when I was tired. As always, my third eye, that inner sight, enriched the world with texture and depth. Everything took on a slightly richer, fuller dimensionality, as though before I had been looking at the world in 2-D, and only now was I seeing it the way it was meant to be seen. With my inner eyes open, I was able to read other people, scanning their thoughts and emotions and memories. Or, if I exerted enough power, I could send: not just my thoughts and words, but I could transmit a signal that would stir up their own emotions. It was, Emmett Bradley had told me, telepathy, but giving it a name hadn’t made it any easier to live with.

	Illuminated by my inner sight, the hallway now showed a glowing trail: footprints, a cool, fluorescent blue, led deeper into the science wing. This was new; I’d never seen anything like it before. Usually when I had my inner eye open, the most I got was unstructured readings of the people around. Flashes of memory or emotion, mostly. But this, seeing these shimmering tracks, made my heart pound.

	“Something’s here,” I said.

	“What?” Becca asked.

	“I don’t know. Something.” As I observed it, the trail began to fade. “Come on. It’s going that way.”

	“What kind of thing are we talking about?” Austin whispered, his hand feathering across my back as we started moving.

	“I don’t know, honest.”

	“A ghost?” Austin and Becca knew about my abilities, but they only knew as much as I did—which was relatively little. “Vie, are you saying this place is haunted?”

	Squeezing his arm, I said, “I don’t know. When I know, I’ll tell you.”

	“It’s not a ghost,” Becca snapped. In the enriched vision of my inner sight, she looked washed out, drained—as though some essential, vital force had leaked out of her. “Anyway, it better—”

	She cut off with a scream as something lurched out of a classroom. I lashed out with my mind, trying to grapple with it, but I couldn’t connect. That was the major weakness of my ability: after years of trying to isolate myself and put up walls, I had a lot of difficulty establishing the psychic connection that I needed. Usually I had to rely on touch, occasionally on some other bond—a strong emotion, usually.

	While I flailed and missed with my telepathic reach, Austin surged past me, angling himself between me and the shape. Then, with a grunt, Austin relaxed. His big shoulders rolled under his sweater, and he folded his arms.

	Kaden laughed. “Jesus, you should have seen your faces. And you, Austin, how you jumped out like that. Way to go, man, protecting your guy. I like it.” He raised a fist for Austin to bump, and Austin swatted his hand aside. “Aw, don’t be mad. It was just a goof.”

	At that point, my inner eye snapped shut. Even under the best of conditions, I couldn’t keep it open for that long, and I was already exhausted.

	“Yeah?” Becca said. “Well, we were worried about you. How’s that for a goof?”

	“I’m sorry,” Kaden said, raising one hand like a Boy Scout. “I thought you guys had left, but then I heard you coming down the hall.”

	“What are you doing here?” I asked. “You said you were going to your locker, but your locker is on the other side of the building.”

	Kaden, to my surprise, threw a quick glance at Austin and looked away. “Nothing. Just looking for Coach Z. I saw him heading this way, but I guess I lost him.”

	That part, at least, was possible: the science hallway connected in different places with the gym, the theater, a pair of covered walkways that led across to the elementary school, and the densely wooded nature lab outside. With a key, Coach Z could have gone just about anywhere.

	“Where are your books?” I asked.

	“Ok,” Austin said. “Let it go, Mr. Detective.” He smiled, working the tips of his fingers into the waistband of my joggers again.

	“Did you knock over something?” Becca asked.

	Kaden shook his head. “I heard that. I figured it was Coach Z. He was pushing one of those big flatbed carts full of equipment.”

	With a sigh, Becca said, “Sara is going to kill me for being late. Let’s go.”

	Something didn’t feel right, though. The pressure on my chest hadn’t vanished. If anything, it had grown. I struggled to open my inner eye again, and this time it took me a second try. When it opened, though, those cool, fluorescent footprints reappeared, leading along the linoleum towards the classroom at the end of the hall. Something was there. A shape, lurking at the edge of my vision, but glowing with the same icy light. Then my inner eye snapped shut, and no matter how I tried, I couldn’t open it.

	In the shock of seeing that figure, I said, “It’s here.”

	“What?” Kaden said.

	“Nothing,” Austin said. His free hand closed over my wrist. “He just means it’s time to go.”

	“I don’t think that’s what he meant. Vie, what are you talking about?”

	I shook my head at Kaden’s question, disentangled myself from Austin’s grip, and advanced another yard down the hallway. With normal sight, I couldn’t see that luminous shape, but—

	But I could see a line of light under the last classroom door.

	“Look.”

	“That’s Mr. Warbrath’s classroom,” Becca said. “Don’t you have a class with him, Vie?”

	“Chemistry,” Austin answered for me, flashing a smile at my look of surprise. Austin was right: I did have Mr. Warbrath for chemistry, but I didn’t expect Austin to know it. The only thing I knew about Austin’s schedule was that we had gym together with Colton and Kaden.

	“I had him for chemistry last year,” Becca said. “What’s he doing at school on a Saturday morning?”

	“Grading,” Kaden said. “Or planning a lesson. Or cooking meth. Who knows?”

	“I knew I heard something,” Becca said, ignoring Kaden and walking towards me. I waved her back, shaking my head. Whatever I had seen here, it wasn’t part of the natural world. The last time Becca and I had encountered something like that, it had been in a dream, and it had sliced the back of my neck open. Here, in the waking world, I wasn’t sure what it might be able to do, but I didn’t want to find out.

	In spite of my gesture for her to stay, Becca followed me as I approached the classroom. Through the narrow window set into the classroom door, I saw the lab table at the front of the classroom, complete with beakers and flasks and a stack of yellowed lecture notes that probably needed to be carbon dated. My hand settled on the handle, and the pressure swelled, growing so strong that I worked my jaw frantically, trying to get my ears to pop. It was like I was underwater. Even taking a breath required enormous energy. I hauled on the door, and for a moment, it felt like that same pressure was determined to seal it shut. Then, with an audible crack, the door flew open, and the pressure vanished.

	I took a step inside and found Mr. Warbrath. A short man, although never a small man, Mr. Warbrath had the general shape and build and human warmth of an oil drum. Right now, that oil drum hung in a noose from the ceiling. His face had purpled, and bloody scratches marked his neck where he had clawed at the rope. On one foot he wore a loafer, but the other foot had only an argyle sock that was out at the heel. My mind fixed on that fact of his bare foot, and I looked across the room, searching for that missing shoe. My mind offered a short, sharp explanation. In his—

	—death throes—

	—struggle, Mr. Warbrath must have kicked one of his loafers free, and it had sailed across the room to topple a tower of textbooks that, in turn, had sent a rack of glassware to the ground. The loafer in question was missing, but a black shoe print showed on an open copy of Mission: Discovery, 3rd Edition, our chemistry textbook. That, I decided, was where the loafer had first struck, causing a chain reaction as everything fell. That explained the first crash, but what had caused the second one?

	Before I could consider the question further, I heard Austin grunt. When I turned around, I found Kaden, head slumped forward, hanging in Austin’s arms.

	Something must have crossed my face, because Austin protested, “He was going to fall,” as though I had accused him of doing something wrong.

	Becca looked from me to Austin to Kaden and let out another sigh. All of the color had left her face, and without her silver war paint, she looked surprisingly small and fragile.

	“I’ll call the sheriff,” she said.

	


Chapter | 3

	It took a lot longer than I expected for the sheriff and his deputies to arrive. Maybe they were in the middle of something important, although in a town the size of Vehpese, I found that hard to believe. Maybe they hadn’t liked Bruce Warbrath and didn’t think his death particularly urgent. Or maybe they were just starting to get sick of all the murders.

	“Five,” Becca said. “That’s five murders in this town in the last two years.”

	“He’s not waking up,” Austin said. He had laid Kaden on the cold linoleum in the hallway, and now he was patting his friend’s cheek. “Do you think he’s ok?”

	“Samantha,” I said, counting on my fingers. “Salerno. Frankie. DeHaven. Lena. Five.”

	“No,” Becca said, “You forgot Makayla.”

	A chill ran up my spine. I had not forgotten about Makayla Price. Far from it, in fact. Makayla had disappeared over two years ago. Until just a few days before, I had been convinced that she was the first victim of a killer known as Mr. Big Empty. Then, as though coming back from the dead, Makayla had returned to Vehpese. I had seen her land in a small, private plane at a deserted, make-shift airfield. As far as I knew, nobody else in Vehpese had seen her. Nobody else knew she was alive. And I hadn’t told anyone yet because I was pretty sure she had come here to kill me, but I had no proof.

	“Should I splash some water on him?” Austin asked.

	“He’s fine,” I said. “Anyway, you forgot Frankie, and Frankie definitely counts. The sheriff’s office investigated his murder. So that’s six.”

	“Vie, he looks really pale.”

	“He passed out, Austin,” Becca said. “He’ll be ok. I’m talking about in the city limits, Vie. Frankie wasn’t in Vehpese’s city limits. That’s what I said: five murders in this town.”

	“I know that’s what you said, but what I’m saying is—”

	“Oh for God’s sake,” Austin said, pausing in his attention to Kaden to glare up at us. “I know it’s no big deal for either of you to see a dead body, but some of us aren’t used to it. So now, please, would you both shut up and let me have a minute to calm down, because Kaden’s out cold and I’m starting to get just a little freaked.”

	A long moment of silence passed, and Becca murmured, “I’ll go wait for the sheriff.”

	As she disappeared down the hall, I crouched next to Austin and looped an arm around his neck. “It’s ok.”

	“I know it’s ok. He’s dead. It’s not like we’re in any danger.”

	“No, I mean, it’s ok to freak out. It’s probably better to freak out. Not freaking out is what’s weird.”

	A tiny smile flickered at the corner of Austin’s mouth, and he squeezed my hand. His eyes never left Kaden’s face. Kaden was cute. He had that whole hippy, granola vibe going, along with puppy-brown eyes and the lean, muscled build of an excellent runner. Yep, I thought as I watched how my boyfriend looked at his first love, dog food. As long as Kaden’s around, I’ll always be dog food. But hey, at least dog food gets to hold hands with his awesome boyfriend.

	“Who would want to do it?” Austin asked.

	“Make Kaden pass out? I’m probably at the top of that list, if only because it would mean he wouldn’t be talking anymore.”

	“You and Becca were wrong, you know. It’s eight. Eight murders. You forgot Luke and River.”

	Luke Witkowski had, indeed, been shot to death by a drug-dealer, but it hadn’t technically been murder. Luke was a psychic too, and he had compelled the drug-dealer to shoot him. It had been the ultimate way to fake his own death; Luke’s body had died, but his spirit had lived on as Mr. Big Empty. Mr. Big Empty had killed Samantha Oates out of a petty, twisted need for revenge, and he had been planning to kill a lot more people. He had also been doing just about everything he could to eliminate me since he realized I stood in his way. Including, I suspected, bringing Makayla Price back to Vehpese.

	“You know Luke isn’t really dead,” I said. “And River’s death wasn’t a murder. You were trying to save your brother and me.”

	Letting go of my hand, Austin forced a laugh. He scrubbed at his mouth. “I never had Mr. Warbrath,” he said, his voice aiming for casual but pitched too high. “I know who he is. I’ve seen him before.” A silent minute passed. “Now, I mean, now I just keep seeing his face. His eyes, that’s really what I see. You know what I mean? They’re all shiny, and the way the light hits them, it’s like he’s been stuffed and it’s just a little piece of silver behind glass.” He shivered, but it was such a big shiver that it threatened to throw me off him.

	“Are we still talking about Mr. Warbrath?”

	After a moment, Austin shook his head. He had one hand clasped over his mouth, the fingertips pale where they bit into his jaw, and it struck me, just for a moment, as the pose someone takes when he’s afraid he’ll burst out laughing. But it wasn’t laughter. It was something much darker. A scream, maybe. Or tears. I didn’t know which would be worse.

	“Austin, I think you need—”

	Kaden groaned, rolling onto his side and coughing. His eyes flicked open, then shut, and in a hoarse voice he said, “Austin?”

	Jealousy dug its claws deep when I saw the mixture of total dedication and relief on Austin’s face. “Yeah, man,” he said, squeezing my hand again, but absently this time. As though he were thinking of someone else. “Right here.”

	A moment went by, and then, in that same groggy tone, Kaden said, “I think I peed myself.”

	Austin burst out laughing, and it was such a full, normal, happy sound, that I grinned. “Yeah, I think you did,” Austin said. “It’s ok.”

	“Oh God,” Kaden moaned, burying his face in the crook of his arm. “Kill me.”

	“Right now?” I offered.

	Austin directed a no-nonsense look at me, and I put on my innocent face.

	“When Temple Mae finds out I peed my pants—”

	“Nobody’s going to find out,” Austin said firmly. When I stayed silent, he gripped my upper arm. Austin had big, strong hands. Really strong.

	After a moment, with a little grunt, I said, “Yeah, nobody’s going to find out.”

	Kaden dragged himself into a sitting position. “Where—oh Christ.” His eyes went to the open classroom door and the wedge of light spilling out of it. “Is he still—I mean, is he—”

	“Let’s get you up and walking around,” Austin said. “You can clean up in the bathroom.”

	He helped Kaden to his feet and the two of them made their way down the hall. I stared after them, massaging the ache in my arm. Not a word to me. Not a single, goddamn word. Not even, Hey, Vie, is it ok if I leave you alone with the corpse while I go clean up my crush’s pee? Nothing, not even a goodbye.

	A minute ticked by, and then another, and I decided I could either sit here and stew about Austin Miller or I could try to do something productive. With an effort that left my head pounding, I managed to force open my inner eye. My second sight, though, didn’t show anything else in the hallway. Whatever that shape had been, it was gone now. But its trail of luminous footprints led into the classroom, and I followed them.

	Mr. Warbrath hadn’t moved, and I found myself offering a small thank you to God or whatever power watched over gay psychic teenagers in small-town Wyoming. A part of me had wondered if that—

	—ghost—

	—shape had been drawn by Mr. Warbrath’s death. Or by his body. I had learned recently that spirits could possess a mortal body. So far, that had been limited to possession of the living. I didn’t think I had the energy to deal with the risen dead.

	But there was no sign of Mr. Warbrath’s corpse returning to some shambling pursuit of vengeance, thank God. Mr. Warbrath hung right where he’d been hanging before. The black loafer print still darkened the textbook.

	But in my second sight, I saw something new. Those coldly glowing tracks led straight to the chalkboard where, in a rough, schoolboy script, two words were written. The letters shimmered with frosty phosphorescence.

	Belshazzar’s Feast.
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	That’s all that was written on the chalkboard, those two words, and they meant absolutely nothing to me. Even as I watched, the glistening trail and the phosphorescent letters vanished, and my inner eye snapped shut. In its place came a thundering headache, but I mean really thundering, like somebody had given Thor a drum and told him to give it hell. It was bad enough that my head felt like it might split in two, and so I put up both hands to try to hold my skull together.

	“What. Are. You. Doing. Here.” The gruff, male voice could only have belonged to one person, and as I spun around, I saw that I was right. Deputy Fred Fort had sagged into middle age and kept on sagging. His eyes lay buried in deep, fleshy folds, and his face was full, almost obscenely plump, and lined with deep crannies. As one of his more charming traits, Deputy Fort had only the loosest conception of what a sentence was. He seemed to rely mostly on individual words.

	Before I had to answer, Sheriff Ed Hatcher entered the room. He was a red-faced man with a bad comb-over. Aside from his uniform and the star on his chest that said sheriff, it would have been hard to tell him apart from a guy selling used vacuum cleaners. With a grimace, he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, wiped his face, and said, “Ah, Bruce, why’d you go and do that?” Then he wiped his face again, looked at me, and said, “Vie.”

	“Hi, Sheriff.”

	He seemed to be considering something, but finally he settled with, “Go on and get out of here, now. Fred, make sure you take statements from all those kids and don’t let them back in the school.”

	As though Fred had been waiting for the order, he sprang forward, latched a hand around my arm, and yanked me down the hallway. I stumbled after him. I was taller than Fred, but he had the advantage of weighing about as much as a mid-sized pickup, and so I stumbled to keep on my feet. Fred grinned, pulling tight all those lines in his face, and said, “Busted. Faggot.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “Busted. We called you. Maybe nobody bothered to tell you. I know I wouldn’t.”

	Fred’s smile widened, and his hand bit deeper into my arm. It was really starting to hurt now, and I gritted my teeth. Instead of heading for the front of the school, though, Fred took a sharp turn and barreled through a pair of doors that led out to the nature lab.

	The cold wind hit me, cutting through my clothes and whipping my breath into a white stream. Out here, behind the school, it no longer felt like we were in the middle of a small town. The nature lab was just a pleasant name for a compact patch of woods that had been fenced and left for the school to use. Students took nature walks, or collected bugs, and Austin had told me that every year somebody found pot growing on the east side of the lab. But on a cold Saturday morning, nobody came to the nature lab, and I suddenly realized I was very alone.

	Fred Fort’s fist followed on the heels of that revelation. The punch drove straight into my gut. It had all the force of that mid-size pickup behind it, and my breath exploded out of me. I fell backwards, hit the cold cement ass-first, and rocked onto my back. For a moment, all my brain could process was the need for air, and I rolled onto my side. As I struggled to suck in a breath, I blinked my eyes clear. My cheek pressed against wet leaves, and their smell rushed into my lungs with my first breath. I rolled onto hands and knees, gathering a second breath, trying to will my body to cooperate.

	“Huh.” That was all Fred Fort said. He shook out his fist, and his swollen knuckles popped as he flexed his hand. “That’s. Good. Shit.”

	Making an effort to project as much confidence as I could, I got to my feet. Fred Fort was still shaking out his hand. Those tiny seams all over his face tightened as his lips peeled back, and the patches of skin in between all those folds and valleys had flushed with excitement. The fatty flesh had swallowed his eyes to the pupil.

	“You,” I said, pausing to spit and clear my mouth, “look like a catcher’s mitt with a bad case of ass-rash.”

	“Faggot.” He swung the word like a two-by-four: big, clumsy, but packing a punch at the end. “Come. On.”

	And be charged with assaulting an officer? No thanks, I thought. Shaking my head, I inched back towards the doors. From somewhere not far off came the sound of excited voices. Kids voices. A shaky laugh bubbled up inside me as I tasted the sickly acid taste in my mouth. On the other side of the elementary school was a playground, and while Fred Fort was planning on how to bludgeon me to death—or at least, right up to the door—kids were playing, laughing, screaming with excitement.

	As though answering my thoughts, at that exact moment a kite shot into view overhead, its string running down behind the elementary school. The Wyoming wind picked up, and the kite’s thin plastic snapped and fluttered, and all of the sudden the string broke. The kite plummeted towards us, crumpling against the side of the high school with the sound of balsa wood breaking and then settling in the wet leaves. It was, I realized, a plastic kite in the shape of a superhero: Thor. Only his face and a portion of his hammer emerged from the plastic tangle.

	Great, I thought, and this time that wobbly laugh escaped my throat. I need help, and this is what I get. Thor to the rescue.

	Deputy Fort worked his jaw. His two hands tightened into fists the size of wrecking balls, and one of his hooves struck the cement, smearing rotten leaves beneath it. When he spoke, the words came out loosely tethered, like Fred Fort was actually trying to knot together a sentence.

	“That’s good shit. I been wanting to do that for two months. This town, this was a nice town. Then you show up, and all of the sudden, we got kids turning up dead, we got decent folk afraid to turn out the lights, we got queers munching assholes in every john in the county. That,” he squeezed those wrecking ball-fists so hard that the knuckles popped again, “that’s what happens when you don’t keep the house in order, and I’m telling you, it’s time to get this house in order.”

	I continued inching towards the door. In a distance race, I’d no doubt beat Deputy Fort—a bump on a log could probably beat Deputy Fort in a distance race—but he was close enough that he might grab me, and I wouldn’t get away then.

	“Say something.”

	I shook my head.

	“I want to hear you say something. Tell me how a little faggot like you just happens to be there every time a dead body turns up.”

	Still saying nothing, I risked a glance at the double doors. I could try it. I might even make it. But had the doors locked when they swung shut? Or had they been unlocked?

	“I want to hear you say it. I want to hear you say it’s you, that this is your shit.” The smile on Fred Fort’s face wasn’t a smile anymore. He had bit his lip while he was talking, and now blood flowed around the contours of his mouth, making it look like a wound, a jagged hole in his face exposing brittle, yellow teeth. “I’m going to hear you say those words. Highway or byway, I’m going to hear them.”

	He lunged, faster than I had expected. I dashed for the doors. They were less than a yard away, and I slammed into them as my hand wrapped around the handle. Yanking, I felt the door slide a quarter-inch. Yes. God, thank you, yes. It was opening, it was—

	Then the door hit the lock, and it stayed stuck. I yanked again, as hard as I could. Again, the door shifted that measly quarter-inch, and again it stayed shut. It was locked.

	My shoes scraped the bare cement as I turned to run, but by then I was too late. Fred Fort hit, one of his big fists coming down on the back of my head, the other one swinging past me, over my shoulder, and then down to connect with my chest. The dual impacts, one on each side, rang my bell like it was twelve noon. I staggered, and Fred Fort hit again, moving faster than I expected. This time, that hard knot of his hand slammed into my neck. My head whipped forward, and black and white speckles filled my vision. My legs folded like a mortician’s cheapest suit, and my knees hit the cement. I wobbled there. The wind was blowing, and God, it was a strong, strong wind. Dimly, in some terrified yet calculating part of my mind, I knew the next blow would knock me out. Fred Fort could do whatever he wanted then. I guessed it would involve some combination of killing me, planting a weapon on me, and letting the rest of the story tell itself.

	Instead of that finishing blow, though, a shrill voice came through those black and white speckles. “Hey! Hey, you leave him alone!”

	A second later, another voice, just as high-pitched as the first, shrieked, “Mommy! Mommy! These two men are killing each other!”

	Fred Fort, behind me, huffed and huffed like he meant to knock me over with his liver-and-onions breath. But under all that crazy, some semblance of self-preservation must have emerged, because his boots clicked on the cement, the sound moving towards the voices.

	“Go on,” Fred Fort said breathlessly. “You two kids go on. There’s nothing to see here.”

	“Mommy!” That second voice sounded familiar, especially as it approached an ear-splitting pitch. “Mommy!”

	“Get,” Fred Fort roared, but the effect was slightly spoiled when the word trailed off into gasping breaths.

	My vision had begun to clear. Fred Fort, hands on knees, stood between me and a pair of small shapes, who huddled at the corner of the elementary school building. Bracing myself against the worn yellow bricks of the high school, I got my feet under me. The world did a few lazy spins, but I didn’t black out, so I called that a victory.

	As my eyes continued to clear, the two shapes settled into recognizable forms. My heart seized up inside me. Yes, I knew those two very well. I snagged the broken Thor kite and, giving Deputy Ford a wide berth, I hobbled towards the kids. Fort stared after me, his face sloppy with mucus and snot, and his cheeks ashy pale now.

	“I think you dropped this,” I mumbled as I reached the kids, holding out the bundle of plastic and balsa wood. I glanced back. Behind me, Fred Fort stayed where he was, gasping furiously, his eyes locked on me like he meant to remember me for the rest of his life. “We’d better go.”

	“Hi, Vie,” Hannah said, slipping her hand into mine.

	“Hi, Vie,” Tyler squealed as he accepted the broken kite.

	“Hi,” I said, staring back one last time at Fred Fort before the kids led me around the corner of the high school and to safety.
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	I’d only seen this side of the elementary school from a distance. The playground looked old enough that maybe a few baby dinosaurs had, at some point, climbed on the rusty jungle gym. Mulch, burned white after twenty years in the sun, covered the ground under monkey bars that looked ready to collapse the first time anything heavier than a sparrow landed on them. A handful of kids played on the merry-go-round, running to spin it as fast as they could and then climbing aboard and fighting their way to the center past the pull of centrifugal force.

	With the sun on my face, with a handful of puffy blue clouds skidding high in the sky, with the wind cut to a gentle breeze, I felt like I’d crossed to the other side of the world, not just the other side of Vehpese Elementary. Letting out a shaky breath, I finally considered the possibility that, for the moment, I was safe.

	“You look like Mom when she needs her medicine,” Hannah said, squeezing my hand.

	“He got the—” Tyler glanced around quickly and continued, in a lower voice, “He got the shit knocked out of him, Hannah. He doesn’t need medicine.”

	“I need to sit down,” I said. My legs still felt like they had as much starch as a pair of old handkerchiefs. A sun-bleached bench faced the playground, and I collapsed onto it. Splinters poked through my shirt and joggers, but I was too tired to care.

	“Do you want some water, Vie?” Hannah asked after a minute.

	“He doesn’t need water. I bet he needs a beer. Right, Vie? Do you need a beer?”

	“Do you have a beer?” I asked, covering my eyes with one hand and trying to soak up the sun.

	It took a moment before Tyler answered, “No.”

	“Do you have water?”

	Another moment passed. “We could get some,” Hannah offered.

	I shook my head. “So your mom’s not here.”

	“No,” Hannah said. “Tyler thought of that. He said we should scream for mom, and then that policeman would leave you alone.”

	After a moment, when I didn’t respond, Tyler said, “I told you we should leave him alone for a minute, Hannah. He just needs to rest.”

	“You did not! You did not tell me! Vie, tell him. Tell him he didn’t tell me.”

	“Hannah, calm down. Tyler, be nice to your sister.”

	They had, most likely, saved my life. That made things more complicated. A couple of months ago, when I had first moved to Vehpese, Tyler and Hannah had lived in the apartment next to mine. For some reason, they had gotten attached to me. Their mom worked at the strip club, and their dad was long gone, so I did what I could to help them. That was fine right up until the moment I managed to get Tyler shot by Tony Galgano. Tony had drawn a gun, planning on shooting me. Tyler had shouted to warn me. I don’t think that Tony had meant to shoot the boy, I really don’t. It didn’t matter, though. If Tony Galgano ever got out of prison, I was going to plant him in a shallow grave.

	The worst of the queasiness had passed, so I sat up and uncovered my eyes. Tyler had grown. Not much, but a little. He wore a fleece jacket, and he seemed plenty spry, but I thought I detected a slight stiffness when he moved his left arm. That stiffness was courtesy of a bullet from Tony Galgano. This was the first time I’d seen either kid since the shooting; their mom had moved, and I hadn’t known where they’d gone.

	They were both still blond, and both still gap-toothed, but they no longer looked like the kids off the back of a milk carton. Their faces had filled out, and their eyes—both pairs were cornflower blue—had brightened and sharpened. They looked, for the first time since I had known them, like they weren’t growing up on a steady diet of nothing.

	“I thought you left,” was the only thing I could think of.

	“After Tyler got out of the hospital,” Hannah said, yanking the kite’s plastic wreckage from her brother’s hands, “we had to go live with Grandma. Mom has a job in Montana.” She said it as though it were special, maybe even exotic, instead of being the next state over.

	“Gimme that,” Tyler yelled. “That’s mine.”

	“Tyler bought it because he says it looks like you,” Hannah said, squealing with laughter. “Vie looks like Thor, Vie looks like Thor.” Then she took off running.

	“I did not,” Tyler screamed, his face pink. “You said that, Hannah!” He pitched into a sprint, following the fluttering plastic kite.

	And that left me alone, with splinters in my butt, and very confused.

	Fred Fort had tried roughing me up once before. He’d never liked me. But today had been different. Today had been serious, deadly serious. If Tyler and Hannah hadn’t showed up—

	Groaning, I levered myself off the bench. Tyler and Hannah stopped their chase and immediately heeled me.

	“I’ve got to go to work.”

	“You work at Bighorn Burger,” Hannah stated.

	“Yeah.”

	“Vie,” Tyler said, “why was the policeman trying to hurt you?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Did you do something bad?”

	“No.”

	“I knew you didn’t.”

	“Vie, will you come over for dinner?” Hannah asked. She danced in front of me, her blue eyes big and pleading.

	“I don’t—”

	“Dinner! Dinner! Dinner!” they chanted.

	“Yeah, sure.”

	“We live at—” Tyler began, then hesitated.

	“We live at 187 North 28th Street,” Hannah said. She stuck out her tongue at her brother.

	“That’s not fair! I was going to tell him!”

	“But I said it first!”

	“All right,” I said, squeezing past them. “I’m glad you guys are ok. Be safe.”

	“See you soon, Vie!”

	They darted back to the playground, the kite dragging along the grass behind them. Massaging the ache in my neck—that blow had been the worst—I made my way to Main Street and followed it north. Austin’s car was gone from the high school parking lot, so I kept walking.

	This section of Vehpese was the old downtown: lots of blond brick, lots of display windows with glass that had yellowed slightly with age, and lots of boarded up storefronts. Vehpese did all right for a number of reasons—there were mining jobs nearby, and ranching, and tourism for the Bighorn Mountains. But this section of the town wasn’t benefitting from that money; a new downtown had emerged along the river, packed with trendy coffee shops and boutique expedition gear and all of that stuff. The Outdoor Shop did ok, and through the windows I could see an animatronic trout contorting happily on its plaque, encouraging visitors in a disembodied voice to Fish for the catch of the day. The Spin-Stop had also managed to remain open, although its blacked out glass showed only a pink neon Open sign. And Bighorn Burger did very well, for a number of reasons: it was local, it was fresh, and it managed to beat the chains on price and quality.

	All of that was due to the constant efforts of Bighorn Burger’s boss and owner, Sara Miller—my current legal guardian and my boyfriend’s aunt. She ran a very tight ship, but she also had a surprising amount of compassion for a woman who had thrived in a cutthroat business.

	Two blocks before I got to Bighorn Burger, an electric blue Charger growled up to the curb, and the window went down. I leaned on the door.

	“Where the hell have you been?” Austin asked.

	“I got dragged off by Fort. He wanted to talk. Well, actually, he wanted me to confess.”

	“He what? Confess to what?”

	“Warbrath’s murders, and I guess all the other murders since I showed up in town.”

	Austin shook his head. “That’s insane. You’ve been saving people. You’ve been trying to stop Mr. Big Empty.”

	“Well, somebody should drop Fred Fort a telegram,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck, “because he has some really strong feelings about the matter. What happened with you and Becca?”

	“Deputy Fort showed up after a while. He said you took off and wouldn’t give any more explanation. He asked Becca and me some questions and then told us to get lost. Those were the actual words he used. I dropped Becca at work, took Kaden home, and then I came back here.” He pounded the steering wheel. “Damn it. I should have known you wouldn’t just run off.”

	Leaning farther into the Charger, I kissed him quickly. “It’s fine. I’ll have a headache all the way into next month, but it’s fine. I’ve got to get to work.”

	“Jump in.”

	“For two blocks?”

	“It’s two blocks I get to spend with you.”

	I grinned and got into the car. Austin’s hand settled casually on my thigh as we pulled into traffic. Sooner than I would have liked, we turned into Bighorn Burger’s parking lot. Austin’s hand slid higher on my leg.

	I kissed him, and then once more for good measure, and then I opened the door.

	“Hey,” he said.

	“Yeah?”

	“Remember that promise you made?”

	“Um.”

	“When you wanted me to go to that party at Kaden’s, you promised that you’d let me decide how we were going to make up my birthday.”

	I fought the urge to groan. Just a few days before, I had missed Austin’s birthday. No, missed sounds too nice. I hadn’t even known it was his birthday, and I’d missed the signals he was trying to send. What was it going to be? Dinner with his family. It was at least going to be dinner with his family. That might not sound like much, but the one and only time I’d had dinner with them, I’d ended the evening by getting into a fistfight with Jake, Austin’s younger brother.

	“I’ve got a lot of—”

	“Nope,” he said, smiling easily and kissing me back. “You promised.”

	“But I’ve missed like a week of school—”

	“Nope.” He kissed me again, longer this time, his stubble burning my cheeks. His fingers moved up the back of my neck, and I winced, and then they drifted just under my bun of long, blond hair. His fingers wove into my hair. The kiss was starting to get hot enough that I was afraid it would light my shoes on fire.

	When he broke away, he smiled again and said, “You promised.”

	Somewhere in the world, I was pretty sure, there might be a boy who could kiss Austin Miller and still be able to breathe at the end of it. I, however, was not that boy. It took me a moment to find some air again.

	“Yeah. Right. Ok, sure.”

	“Tomorrow I—”

	“It’s Sunday.” Austin held up one finger. “You don’t have work. I already checked.” He held up a second finger. “You don’t have school. As you pointed out, you’ve missed this whole week. Yes, you’re probably going to have a lot of make-up work, but you don’t have it yet.” He held up a third finger. “As soon as cross-country posts who made the cut, you’re going to be crazy busy with practices, so I want to do it this weekend.”

	“If I’m even on the team. You didn’t see how bad it was.”

	“Kaden told me that Coach Z loves you.”

	“Kaden said what?”

	“And don’t change the subject. Tomorrow. My birthday make-up.”

	Then I saw it in his eyes: he was laughing at me. Inside, where I couldn’t hear him, but he was still laughing at me. I had a sinking feeling. No, this was going to be a lot worse than dinner with his family. Much, much worse. There was only one thing I could think of. One thing where Austin had seen me at my most helpless and vulnerable. One thing that he and his family loved to do.

	“We’re not going riding, are we?”

	Now he really did laugh, and it burst out of him with such force that I wanted to shake him. “No, we’re not going riding.”

	“Dear God,” I whispered. “What?”

	His smile could have bounced off the moon and back. “We’re going fishing.”
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	I got out of the Charger with Austin’s words ringing in my ears. Fishing. We were going fishing tomorrow. Smelly, stinking, slimy, cold fish. That kind of fishing. In freezing mountain streams. In October. In weather that probably wouldn’t get above thirty degrees anyway.

	And the worst part, the part that made me grit my teeth when I waved goodbye as Austin pulled away, was that I didn’t know the first goddamn thing about fishing. Not one thing, except that it involved a fish and a fishing pole. And a hook, maybe? Or was it a lure? As I said: not one damn thing. And Austin knew it.

	“You look happy,” Kimmy burbled as I stormed into Bighorn Burger. My co-worker’s braces flashed in a triumphantly knowing smile that she shared with Becca.

	“Do you want to borrow my brother’s waders?” Becca, already dressed in her uniform and standing behind the counter, asked in a not-so-innocent voice.

	So. They knew about it too. Perfect, that made it really perfect. I passed them without comment, changed into my work clothes in the bathroom, and entered the kitchen. I spent most of my time at work in Bighorn Burger’s kitchen. I did a good job, I didn’t get caught up in Miguel and Joel’s games, and it suited my rarefied people skills. Sometimes, though, Sara had to put me on counter, and I was hoping tonight wasn’t that night.

	As I walked into the kitchen, I caught sight of Miguel sitting on top of a stack of plastic condiment jars—ketchup, mustard, mayonnaise, barbeque sauce, all in containers as big as my head. Perched on top of them, Miguel held a pole made out of plastic knives and forks taped end to end, and from the end of that pole dangled a string made out of uncoiled thermal cash register paper. Paperclipped to the bottom of that improvised line was a Bighorn Burger fry sleeve, with a fish inked on one side.

	“Vas a pescar,” Miguel shouted.

	And then, from inside the deep freezer, Joel shouted, “Agárralo, agárralo,” and he pitched something small and hard. It smacked into the fry sleeve with enough force that the coil of thermal paper spun crazily and threatened to tear free of the fishing pole made out of plastic knives and forks. With a gleeful cry, though, Miguel yanked back, and the knives-and-forks pole, and the register paper line, and the fry sleeve fish whipped up and back. Grinning, he caught the fry sleeve, shook out a cookie, and popped it into his mouth.

	“You two are idiots,” I growled as I crossed to the prep table. As though guessing what I might do, Miguel threw the fishing pole like a spear into deep freezer, far away from me.

	“Anda, muchacho,” Miguel said, “es una broma.”

	Joel, still inside the deep freezer, laughed.

	“How did you know?” I asked, grabbing the biggest knife I could
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