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			To all the women and girls doing science: Keep changing the world.
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			We’re supposed to lock the door when we leave. It’s one of Dr. Nelson’s biggest Official Rules, along with keeping a detailed lab notebook and saving all your data on the Gotham U network. Today when I arrive, clutching a coffee I made at home and rubbing the sleep from my eyes, the door is open. Only halfway, which is another weird thing. It’s always all the way open or all the way closed.

			I can’t explain why my shoulders tense. Why my hands clench into fists until my nails dig in.

			I walk inside.

			The table with the coffeepot looks just the way I left it, and the computer and the desks—everything is fine. Admittedly, I get kind of jumpy in the morning. Judge me if you want; I’m not reducing my caffeine intake. I set down my bag and my cup. Maybe a janitor came in early. People don’t usually beat me here because (A) I’d rather die than see my hungover father in the morning, and (B) I am GOING to get the good thermocycler before that pissant Trent Bayers comes in. Crap, is he here? Because there is no amount of coffee that could prepare me for that.

			I step from the office space through the door into the main lab—without my coffee because having food and drink of any kind in the lab spaces is verboten. Trent’s arrogant self isn’t occupying the good machine. Thank. Goodness. I get my samples from the freezer, but I can’t shake the feeling that someone’s watching me. I wonder if Trent would do something as obnoxious as hide in the lab just to scare me. Actually, that is kind of a great idea.

			I take a deep breath and try to focus on my work. The repetition of filling tiny tubes with even tinier amounts of liquid soothes me. As soon as I have my samples going, I make coffee and wash all the glassware that the undergrads and postdocs left in the sinks yesterday. According to Dr. Nelson’s Unofficial Rules, these are my most important tasks as an intern. Then I double-check my thermocycler. (It’s going! Which means the DNA in my samples is multiplying like rabbits!) And then I close a drawer that’s open and grab an ice bucket that someone left on the counter. Water sloshes inside. Not just water. Little plastic tubes with fancy labels. Dr. Nelson is gonna be pissed. These antibodies cost six hundred dollars a pop, and somebody left three of them out overnight.

			I slide over to the lab notebook on the counter to see who will be the next victim of his entirely deserved wrath. Bernice Watkins. Wait, what? Bernice is always so careful. It’s something I noticed ever since August, when we started bonding over being in the same post–high school gap-year program. The uneasy feelings prick the back of my neck again.

			I pull out my phone to text Bernice.

			
				Harleen: Are you here?

			

			Maybe she had some kind of emergency or something. Wouldn’t she have texted me, though? Not if she’s mad at you. I shake away the thought and go back to the office area, where I pour some fresh coffee in my travel mug and text again.

			
				Harleen: Look, I’m not trying to be weird, but what time are you coming in today?

			

			There’s a vibrating noise from across the room. I text one more time.

			
				Harleen: ??

			

			I hit Send and wait. The drawer across from me vibrates again. The drawer in Bernice’s desk.

			I’m across the room in a second, opening it. Bernice’s phone. Bernice’s bag. These are things that should not be here without Bernice. I’m the early bird. She’s the night owl, stumbling home exhausted after the rest of the lab is already gone.

			Something’s wrong.

			There’s a creak from the other room.

			“Bernice?”

			Maybe she got tired and slept in the lab. I’m not gonna lie—I’ve done it before, though it had a lot more to do with my dad than with my experiments.

			I walk back into the main lab, where my thermocycler is still going, and the lab is as empty as it was before, but this time the emptiness feels sinister.

			“Bernice?”

			All these other rooms and hallways connect to the main lab, stretching through the fifth floor like roots. Bernice could be in any of them, I tell myself. And so could anyone else. It’d be super easy to hide in— Nope. Not even gonna think about it. I check the cognitive-testing room, the surgery room, the cold room, even the bathroom. Empty, all empty. It does nothing to ease the sense that something bad is waiting, watching.

			I go back to the main lab. Look at Bernice’s notebook and the area where it seems she was working last night. There’s a pipette with the plastic tip still on, as if she was just about to draw up her next chemical solution. What the hell, Bernice?

			I stand in front of the benchtop. Pick up her pipette like it’ll tell me the secret of where she is. Instead, I get this chill—like someone is watching me, hot breath on my neck. I shudder and look over my shoulder.

			And then I see it.

			The door to the darkroom is shut.

			We never keep it closed unless we’re actively working in there, but maybe Bernice is doing a really long exposure, or maybe she went in there at midnight and fell asleep while she was waiting, or maybe a hundred thousand other things, but when I touch the door handle, I don’t want to open the door.

			“Bernice, you in there?” If she is doing an experiment, I sure don’t want to screw it up.

			Nothing.

			I have to go in, see what’s going on. Otherwise I won’t be able to shake this feeling of being watched. But my muscles won’t move to turn the handle. I have to force them.

			The door is locked.

			My heart starts beating faster. I whip out my pocketknife, wishing like anything I had my lockpick kit. I pull out the smallest tool and listen for all the right clicks. This lock is more complicated than the ones I’m used to, and every second feels important.

			Finally, the door creaks open. A shape forms in the darkness—

			Bernice, sitting in a chair, her torso flopped over a benchtop.

			“Oh thank goodness. You scared the crap out of me.”

			I touch her shoulder at first, then shake it. “Bernice?”

			Harder. “Bernice!”

			Her mouth lolls open. Her eyes are glazed. Don’t be dead. Please, don’t be dead. I cup my hand in front of her mouth and wait for a breath that never comes.

			“Oh crap, Bernice.”

			I unlock my phone with shaking fingers and dial the campus police.

			“Hello? My friend needs help, and she’s not breathing. I’m in the neurobiology building. Nelson Lab. I need you to get here now.”

			A trickle of white foam leaks from the corner of her mouth, and her cheeks are so, so pale.

			“You have to hurry, okay? She’s…she’s dying.”
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			I wonder if I could flick this paper clip into Trent’s mouth. If he doesn’t stop talking, I just might. Blah-blah, listen to me, all you peons, while I talk about my superior scientific intellect even though my western blots never work.

			I should really stop making out with him in the darkroom.

			“It sounds like things are going well,” says Dr. Nelson.

			“Really well,” says Trent. “I’ve already started writing my senior thesis, even though it’s still two years away. I’ll probably be the lead author on at least three papers this year.”

			My eyes meet Bernice’s across the table, and I make a face, I can’t help it. We both have to look down at our laps, quick, so we don’t start laughing.

			Finally, FINALLY, Trent is finished, and then Kijoon gives an update, and then Bernice.

			“How about you, Harleen?”

			“Yeah, Dr. N, it’s going really well! I ran another batch of tests on the blood samples from the Arkham patients this week, and we’re seeing genetic differences in this one too.”

			The Nelson Lab has blood samples from all the most dangerous criminals in Arkham, and I get to analyze them. Super badass, right? Interns don’t usually get to do cool stuff like that, but my grad student mentor, Oliver, totally trusts me.

			“That’s fantastic news,” says Dr. Nelson.

			“I KNOW!” I think about saying something else—I actually have this Big Scientific Idea I was hoping to run by him, but Trent’s got this annoying smirk plastered on his face that makes me want to wait for another time.

			Dr. N opens a schedule on the electronic whiteboard. “Okay, gang, I’ve got meetings with Wayne Industries and Alston Pharmaceuticals next week. Alston just developed a new antidepressant. Does anyone have time to test it out in our models?”

			It’s so cool that he meets with all the heavy hitters. And that he’s one of Gotham U’s youngest full professors, at thirty-eight. I’m already pretty strapped, but I think about volunteering. He’s the kind of person you want to say yes to.

			Trent’s hand shoots up. “I’m on it!”

			Of course he is.

			“Excellent,” says Dr. N. “Who’s next?”

			“Actually,” Michael says, “I’ve been meaning to bring up some trouble I’m having with my immunostaining. These brain sections should be lighting up like fireworks, but I’m just not seeing it.”

			“Have you tried upping your concentrations?” asks Oliver.

			“Did you test a positive control?” asks Bernice.

			Michael nods on both counts.

			“Is it possible you’re using too strong a detergent?” I say. “Like, if you switched to one that’s less stringent, maybe it wouldn’t damage the cell membranes so much, but it would still poke enough holes to allow the immunostaining to happen. Because what if the protein you’re trying to stain for is actually—”

			“Have you tried embedding the brains in different ways before you make sections? Frozen versus wax?” asks a postdoc.

			Michael shakes his head. “Yeah, I’ve tried everything.”

			“What if your protein is in the cell membrane?” says Trent. He gets some funny looks and throws up his hands. “Hear me out. Because it keeps disappearing on you, so maybe it’s getting washed away during your detergent steps. Maybe if you used a weaker detergent…”

			I wait for someone to gently break it to him that I proposed this plan fifteen seconds ago.

			“A cell membrane protein. Interesting idea,” says Michael.

			“Quick thinking,” says Dr. Nelson.

			I smack my hand on the table, louder than I mean to. “I literally just said that.”

			And…silence. Every head turns to look at me, and I can see the judgment written in their eyes.

			“Harleen.” It’s all Dr. Nelson says. It’s all he has to say.

			“Sorry,” I mutter.

			After lab meeting, when Trent and I are in the darkroom, I accidentally on purpose bite him on the ear a little too hard.
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			“Come on, Bernice. We’re only in college once! Live a little.”

			“Um, we don’t actually go to college here yet.”

			“Exactly. How many of the other gap-year students got invited to a frat party with college boys?” I put my hands on Bernice’s shoulders, just grazing her strawberry-blond hair. She looks at me doubtfully through her black-rimmed glasses. “Your experiments will be here when you get back. I promise.”

			“But I didn’t bring a costume.” Bernice eyes my jean skirt and lifeguard tank and the Frankenstein stitches and neck bolts I drew on with eyeliner.

			“You can totally wear jeans to a haunted beach party! What do you have on under that sweater?”

			“A camisole?”

			“Perfect!” I make a puppy face. “Pleeeease?”

			Bernice gives a tiny shrug. “Okay, but just for a little bit.”

			“YAY!!!” I yell way too loudly for someone who is indoors. There’s a happy fizzing in my veins, and I want the party to start NOW. I grab Bernice by the hands and swing her around in a circle while a Bunsen burner flares in the background. Trent gives us a dirty look because he’s jealous AF.

			Then Bernice and I skip across campus to the frat party of our dreams. I hope they play Lizzo.

			“I’m so glad you came with me!” I tell her.

			Bernice and I are both in the Gotham University Bridge Scholars program, wherein high school graduates who are outstanding in STEM (that’s us), especially ones who aren’t from the best neighborhoods or backgrounds (that’s also us), get paid to intern in labs across campus during a gap year between high school and college, thus changing our futures and someday the world. That’s the idea, anyway. I can’t wait to go to college. Well, assuming I can afford it. There’s a Gotham U Presidential Scholarship I applied for that could actually make it a possibility for me, but they don’t give it to many people.

			“Won’t it be so cool when we actually go here?” says Bernice.

			“Yeah.” I smile. “Hey, do you ever worry about how you’re going to pay for it? Gotham U, I mean?”

			Bernice blushes. “I’m doing okay. I’ve been trying to save most of the money they pay us in the Bridge program, and also I, um, make one-of-a-kind, creepy stuffed animals and sell them on Etsy.”

			“Wait. Seriously? Like what kind of stuff?”

			She shrugs. “Like, gargoyles and zombie kittens and Cthulhu and stuff. Sometimes from scratch, but sometimes I repurpose things I find at estate sales. And now people know I do it, so I’m always getting a creepy old teddy bear that a friend’s cousin’s sister found in their dead grandma’s attic.”

			That is…dark. But, like, cool dark? And delightfully unexpected.

			“Okay, first of all, that is the weirdest thing ever. And second of all, you’re about two hundred percent more mysterious than you were five minutes ago.”

			She blushes again. She’s one of those people who are physically incapable of taking a compliment without turning red. Then her face grows serious. “Are you worried about it?”

			Now I’m the one feeling flustered. “Paying for Gotham U? Oh. Well—” I guess it should have occurred to me when I asked the question that I was also going to have to answer it. I don’t know why I feel the need to hide my poverty like a dark secret. Especially from Bernice. She wouldn’t be in the program if she weren’t poor like me, right? My high school is closer to Crime Alley, and hers is down by the docks, but it has just as bad a rep.

			Bernice stops walking. “It’s okay if you are,” she says. Something about the firmness in her voice makes me stop walking too. “My stuffed-animal savings—it’ll only be enough if I get all the financial aid my school counselor thought they’ll give me. And even then, I’m not sure if it’s enough to fill in the gaps for the entire four years. Anyway, sometimes I say everything’s okay when really it’s not. Because I want this so badly that I’m going to do whatever it takes to make it okay.” She fixes me with eyes that can see right through me. “You know?”

			My breath catches in my chest. Somehow I manage to choke out the word yes. Bernice waits like she can tell there’s more. I look around at the gleaming buildings that surround us, stretching to the sky, bursting with ideas and opportunities and things just out of reach. “I want this so much, the wanting feels like a fire that’s going to eat me alive.”

			Bernice’s eyes flash, passion recognizing passion. “Yes.”

			It feels like such a powerful word coming out of her mouth that I want to say it too.

			“Yes.”

			I shiver and pull my coat tighter around me.

			The spell breaks.

			“Oh, gosh, you must be freezing. We should get to the party,” says Bernice.

			“Right. The party.”

			We start walking again. Double time, because wearing a jean skirt on an October night in Gotham City is no joke. We don’t say anything else, and I know we’re both lost in thoughts of the future and how we’ll get there.

			But then we get to the party, and you can feel the bass from outside, and there are cute boys on the front porch sitting in rocking chairs, and I feel like the living embodiment of an exclamation point. I touch up my lip gloss, and then I put some on Bernice too because I’m a really good friend, and then we go inside.

			I heard the haunted beach party was supposed to be the fraternity’s big event of the year—a Thursday-Friday-Saturday rager for Halloween weekend—but holy crap, I was not expecting this. There are a ton of people here. And sand. So much sand. They built an actual beach on the main floor of the frat house. With a tiki bar. And three hot tubs. Also: dudes drinking beer out of plastic cups, people doing body shots, and a guy in a T. rex costume who’s carrying a box of wine on his shoulder like a boom box and yelling that he’s about to complete the Tour de Franzia. But what I really want to do is dance.

			I don’t have to dance by myself for long before a boy materializes in front of me. He’s doing that awkward I-only-dance-with-my-shoulders thing. He shuffles closer but tries to pretend that’s not what he’s doing until—oops, look at that—we’re dancing together.

			He clearly wants to make out with me.

			And, okay, maybe I want to make out with him too. He’s hot, ya know?

			I brush my lips against his, and he’s actually a pretty good kisser for a boy wearing mid-thigh khaki shorts and boat shoes. The song ends, and he pulls away so we can catch our breath.

			“Hey, I have to go check on something in my room. You wanna come with me?”

			I give him an extremely suspicious look. “Um…”

			But he just laughs. “A puppy. I have a puppy in my room.”

			“OMG, are you serious?!” I. Love. Puppies. Well, all baby animals, really. Even (especially?) the ugly ones.

			“Yep. She’s gonna be our house dog. I have to keep her in my room during parties for now because she gets scared of the loud music. You wanna meet her?”

			Do I?

			I walk over to where Bernice is dancing and touch her elbow. “Be right back.”

			I follow him upstairs.

			“I haven’t seen you before,” he says. “Are you a freshman?”

			“Nah. I don’t go here. Yet. I’m hoping to next year.”

			He shrinks away from me. “Wait, are you in high school? How old are you?”

			“Eighteen,” I say, standing taller, as if that’ll prove I’m not just some kid. “I’m doing a gap year right now. I live around here, though.”

			He waggles his eyebrows. “A townie, huh? What part of the city are you from?”

			I could lie. Say I live in Gotham Heights or the Fashion District. But—

			“The East End.” It just kind of comes out.

			“Oh.” His eyes flick up and down my body. Like I’m a different person now that he knows. But maybe I’m just imagining it, because in the next second, he throws on a smile and says, “Well, that’s cool.”

			He opens the door to his room. It has a bar painted with his fraternity letters, and the walls display his questionable taste in posters (here’s hoping those belong to his roommate). Also: the most adorable German shepherd puppy I’ve ever seen is curled up on a blanket inside a crate.

			“Oh my goodness, she’s perfect!” I squeal.

			He laughs, and it almost covers the sound of him locking the door behind us. It’s amazing how such a small sound can make you feel as if someone has raised all your monsters from the dead.

			My chest goes tight. My fists clench.

			Door swinging shut. Pop-Tarts box on the towel rack.

			But I take a deep breath and force my hands to open.

			Then I tuck the dark thoughts back in so he can’t see them, and I walk over to the door and flip the lock. “I’d rather leave it unlocked,” I say brightly.

			He gives me a boyish grin. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to kiss you some more, and I didn’t want anyone to walk in on us.”

			He goes to the crate and starts scratching the puppy behind the ears like it doesn’t matter to him either way. I bounce over so I can pet her too, and oh— She is so perfectly soft and snuggly.

			“What’s her name?”

			“Jude.”

			“Hi there. Hi, Jude.” I pet her some more, and then he stands up, and so do I.

			“So, can I?” he says.

			“What?”

			“Kiss you some more.”

			“Ye-es.” I draw the word out and make it two syllables. Taste it on my tongue. Yes is a hot word.

			He wraps one hand around the back of my neck and brings his lips to mine. And it’s not like I feel falling-in-love fireworks or something, but the boy really is a good kisser. I pull him closer, this college boy I am kissing at a college party. Just the thought of it feels exhilarating. He kisses a trail from my neck to my collarbone.

			And then he grabs my jean skirt in one fluid motion.

			I tense. “Hey, what—”

			“Shh, c’mon.” His mouth is on my neck again, near my ear. “I already know you want to. Just let me—”

			And then it’s all happening so fast.

			Him, trying to pry my legs apart with his knee.

			Me, kneeing him in the groin, yelling, “I freaking said no.”

			Him, crumpling in half.

			And I’m thinking, That’s it, threat neutralized.

			And then WHAM.

			A quick blur of motion.

			So many stars.

			And pain. First the tingly surface kind, and then something deeper.

			I manage not to fall over from the force of his backhand, but just barely. I stumble away and make sure to get the bar between us, even though my face and eye are throbbing and my equilibrium’s all jacked up.

			As soon as the waves of wooziness stop, I stand up straight and ready myself for another attack. Yank my clothes back into place protectively.

			He narrows his eyes at me. “It’s not like I was going to rape you.”

			I raise my chin. Try not to wince. “Sure felt like you were.” I feel like my insides are on fire and I could incinerate him with my eyes. “I’m gonna go. See you around, puddin’.”

			I say the word puddin’ so that it sounds like a double middle finger.

			Then I walk out of his room without waiting for a response. But before I get two steps down the hallway, I hear him mutter it under his breath. Crazy East End Bitch. I stop and grab the banister and squeeze. Hard.

			The anger bleeds its way from my peripheral vision inward, until everything I see is tinged in red. I slide down the banister, fifty miles an hour, hair trailing behind me like streamers. I stick the landing. Half the eyes in the room turn toward me. It’ll be all of them soon. I storm across the sand to the guy deejaying the party via his laptop. He doesn’t think to yell until I’ve already ripped it away from him and thrown it into the nearest hot tub. Hiss-crackle-spit. Rest in peace, Drake. Then I beat the ever-loving slop out of every guy here and throw a TV through their stupid trophy case.

			I pause to catch my breath. I want to do all that stuff. Believe me. But because I’m such a high-class lady, I calmly walk downstairs so I can tell Bernice it’s time to blow this Popsicle stand.

			I check the great room first. Still a bunch of dudes dressed as vampires and superheroes, wearing leis and drinking cheap beer. No Bernice.

			I sigh. I feel like such an idiot for thinking that prick upstairs was one of the nice ones.

			“Hey.” I push a guy’s shoulder maybe a little harder than I mean to. “Have you seen Bernice?”

			“Huh?”

			“Bernice Watkins? Red hair and hipster glasses and really teeny?”

			“Oh, uh, yeah. I think that girl left. Are you okay?” He squints at my face and says it like an accusation.

			My hand goes to my right eye like a reflex. That’s the part of my face that took the worst of it.

			“I’m fine,” I say through clenched teeth.

			I call Bernice, but she doesn’t answer. And then I leave. I really wish she was still around—I’m kind of hurt that she left without me, if I’m being honest. It doesn’t seem like something she’d normally do, but then, she was probably pretty miserable after I left her downstairs alone.

			I walk to the subway and catch the train home. I get off a stop early because I need some time to think. It’s probably not the best idea for a girl to walk around alone in this area at night, but I dare anyone to try and mess with me with the way I’m feeling right now. I’m almost hoping for it.

			By the time I get back to our apartment, I’ve calmed down a lot. But when I go inside, I realize the Gotham U frat boys aren’t the only ones who’ve been drinking tonight.

			I close the door as quietly as I can. If I can just pretend to be a ghost as I slip behind the television and toward the hallway that leads to my room…

			My father’s recliner creaks. “Harleen.”

			I wince. “Yes?”

			There are more than a few empty beer bottles on the coffee table (which is bad) and even more on the matted carpet underneath (which is worse). His eyes are hazy, but they still rake over me without missing a thing.

			“What the hell happened? Are you okay?”

			And I know better, I do, but he said the word okay so softly, and it unlocks a piece of my armor.

			“There was a boy at a party. He tried to do things I didn’t want him to do, and when I pushed him off, he hit me.”

			He stands. Sways.

			Hug me. Comfort me. Love me. Ask for his address and a list of any known phobias—I’m begging you.

			“Huh.” He touches my shoulder.

			I don’t move, don’t even breathe, because I don’t want to screw it up.

			“Guess that’ll teach you not to wear such slutty clothes to parties.”

			He sits back down and unpauses the TV.

			“Yeah,” I say flatly.

			I’ve known since I was a kid that my father deals in things that hurt worse than black eyes. I’m embarrassed that I hoped for anything else.

			I go to the kitchen and open the freezer door just right so the handle stays on. My dad tore it off a couple months ago when he couldn’t find his wallet. I stand there and let the cold air hit me as I look for something to ice my face. I am so sick of it. All of it. I’m sick of my dad and his it’s-your-fault-for-wearing-a-skirt-that’s-too-short BS. I’m sick of people acting like I’m crazy. Anytime a woman gets mad or sad or emotional, boom, let’s put a big stamp on that feeling that says it isn’t valid. That it’s maybe even pathological. You know as many as 70 percent of women got diagnosed as hysterical by certain doctors back in the day? But what if none of them were Crazy Bitches? What if they were just tired? Tired of pretending everything was okay when it wasn’t, and living in a world that was designed to be against them, and being told to smile through the knife wounds. Maybe pretending to be okay in the middle of a tornado is the truly crazy thing.
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			Frozen blueberries feel better than ice. I think it’s because they’re so small and round—there’s more surface area to mold to your face. I hold the package of berries to my eye as I watch the city below. Well, the alley below, anyway. When I close my eyes, I can feel Gotham City’s energy. Trains vibrating past and horns honking—everyone rushing to do something. Be someone. When I open them? Graffiti on brick walls and rivers of trash cascading out of dumpsters. And if I squint, I can just make out a woman (girl?) a couple blocks down in a rainbow scrunchie and sweatpants that are too short on her coltish legs meandering into the road to lean into a car window.

			As I watch her, I pull the blueberries away from my face for a second and touch my cheekbone. I can already feel the bruises forming.

			I live in an apartment building called Summit Place, which is a super-fancy code name for what it really is: the projects. The woman a couple blocks down gets into the car. I can’t see the man inside, but I know he’s there, sure as I know his sleek black Mercedes is too nice for this neighborhood. And I think, What if he hurts her? Will anyone care? I already know the answer. Doesn’t make it right, though.

			I find myself thinking about everything that happened today—Trent acting like an intolerable crap wafer at lab meeting and that guy at the frat party and then, to top it all off, my dad. For one freaking second, I thought he might stand up for me. That’s the part of the world that I just don’t get. There should be someone to stand up for me. For the girl with the rainbow scrunchie. For all women.

			I’m readjusting my frozen blueberries when I hear it. Gunshots echo down the alleyway, which is nothing new, but the laughter that follows—that feels distinctive. It reminds me of the time my friend Alexa saw Dove Cameron in the airport. She knew it was somebody famous even before Dove took off her sunglasses and Alexa saw who she was.

			I lean forward.

			It’s probably not him. Probably just some drunk guy doing an impression.

			The laugh rings out again, and all the hairs on my arms stand up. Not just a drunk guy. I’ve only ever seen him on TV, but I know I’m right. The laugh is louder than it was the first time too. Closer.

			I hear other voices. Shouting. Feet pounding pavement. A flash of purple to my lower right that turns out to be a jacket being thrown over the barbed wire capping a fence. He vaults over it like it’s nothing.

			The Joker.

			He is standing in the alley, only a block away. Close enough that if I yelled, he’d look.

			He sprints toward me. Well, away from the police, but it happens to be toward me. I’m too many floors up for him to notice me, so I don’t even think before scooting my body to the edge of the fire escape.

			The Joker’s goons are over the fence now too. All except one. His clown pants get tangled in the barbed wire, and the police pull him down. They flood the alley from both sides, two blue waves ready to crash.

			“End of the line, Joker.”

			He skids to a stop. Sees they’ve got him surrounded. It’s quieter than you’d think. Every gun is trained on him. All the trigger-happy cops with beads of sweat dripping down the backs of their necks and into their polyester uniforms.

			He stands there, white skin almost glowing in the moonlight. Ethereal. Magnetic. Like an angel bathed in hellfire. And he parts those brilliant red lips and he laughs. Loudly. Maniacally. Commandingly.

			The cops become, if possible, even more twitchy. They’re terrified. No one messes with him. No one says anything to him. No one approaches.

			And I think, There is power in becoming a persona.

			And I think, There is power in laughter.

			And I think, There’s something darkly gorgeous about him.

			The cops inch forward, closing the circle. I shift the bag of blueberries to my other eye, the one that didn’t take so much of the blow. I barely notice the cold anymore—I’m so focused on the scene below. There’s dozens of them and only one of him. It doesn’t seem fair.

			Not one of them notices when he gives the tiniest flick of his wrist, though. Maybe it’s because of the angle, but I see something black and red slip out of his sleeve and into his hand. He rears back like he’s going to throw it, and they see it immediately.

			“Bomb!” somebody yells, and they all hit the deck.

			I hold my breath, fingers clenched tightly around the bag of frozen blueberries. I wonder if The Joker is going to kill them all, and I wonder why I feel a thrill of excitement about it. But, then, I always wanted the coyote to catch the roadrunner too. Maybe there’s something wrong with me.

			He gently sets the bomb down on the street in front of him. Only from here, it doesn’t look like a bomb after all. The black-and-red object inches forward with choppy, robotic steps. A windup toy? Now doesn’t seem the time for a prank, but The Joker’s grin doesn’t falter. His henchmen whoop. The police begin to stand up. Everyone is watching this toy as it trip-traps down the street, first rapidly and then slower, slower….

			BOOM.

			The toy explodes in a thundercloud of smoke. The henchmen thrash against their restraints, hoping to wrestle away from their captors. The police try to keep some kind of order, but half of them are doubled over coughing. They can’t see him as he slips right past one of them and escapes down a side street. But I can. I can’t take my eyes off him as he retreats into the night.

			And then a drop of red liquid splatters against my leg.

			“What the hell? Is that blood?”

			More droplets, slipping down my arm, falling like tiny crimson explosions onto my legs. I can feel something wet against my cheek too. More inkblot splatters hit my thigh. But really they’re not the black-red of blood. It’s more like—blueberry. It occurs to me that I might have clenched the bag a little too hard in my excitement.

			“Aw, crapola.”

			I leap up and hurry to the bathroom so I don’t ruin my skirt. Try to cup my hands around the bag so it doesn’t stain the carpet. I leave the door open—always open—and I flip the bag into the sink and lean over the counter. I didn’t do too badly, I think, surveying my clothes and the floor. Then I notice myself in the mirror.

			One of my eyes is dripping with purple-red juice, the other black with bruises.

			I laugh.

			Loudly. Maniacally. Commandingly.

			An idea begins to take shape inside my head. I just need to figure out how to use it.
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			I hope the makeup is enough. No one in my Bridge program classes really noticed, and it fooled Trent and Dr. N when I set my stuff down in the lab this afternoon. But no matter how much concealer I caked on in the mirror, my cheek is still puffy, and last night’s bruises want to rise to the surface like secrets. I toss my head so my hair falls over that part of my face a bit.

			“What’s next?” I ask Bernice.

			She moves some bottles around on the shelf in front of her. “Calcium carbonate, calcium hydroxide, calcium chloride, chlorobenzene, citric acid, and copper sulfate,” she says.

			I note them in the tablet I’m using as Bernice writes a C on a piece of lime-green lab tape and sticks it to the rim of the shelf. I try to keep the bad side of my face angled away from her at all times because if anyone’s going to notice, she will. Especially since we have to work so closely together today reorganizing and cataloging the chemical shelves.

			We make it through the Ds, Es, and Fs without incident.

			“Gs are next,” Bernice says. “Just a few of these.”

			I happen to remember seeing a white plastic container with a red lid on the counter. “Hang on, somebody left a bottle of glucose out.”

			I hold out the bottle to Bernice. I take a deep breath. She’ll have to turn toward me to take it. If she’s going to notice, it’ll be now.

			She quickly takes the glucose from me, never once looking up.

			Huh.

			We move on to the Hs. I reach for a brown glass bottle way at the back. It’s covered in dust, and the paper label is crumbling. I look at the date. “Holy crap, this hydrochloric acid is older than us.”

			Bernice doesn’t laugh or say anything back. And after a few more letters of the alphabet, I realize something: she’s avoiding me as much as I’m avoiding her.

			Her eyes are glued to the bottles on the counter and shelves. I try to catch her gaze. Completely forget about hiding my face from her. She feels me looking, and for a split second her eyes flick to mine. They’re red. She’s been crying. Maybe still is.

			“Bernice, are you okay?”

			“Um.” She gets this caged-animal, fear-flashing-in-her-eyes look. “No-oh-oh.”

			She immediately bursts into tears. Hunched over, sobbing. An emotional avalanche.

			And at that exact moment, Dr. Nelson walks in.

			He gives me this utterly baffled look, like, There’s no crying in science.

			Bernice manages to choke out “Excuse me” and rushes off in the direction of the girls’ bathroom.

			Dr. N turns to me, eyes wide. “Is she gonna be okay?” I have no idea what I’m doing. “Maybe you should go check on her.” Can you take care of that?

			I’d snicker at his discomfort if I wasn’t so worried about Bernice. “Sure.”
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			“Bernice?” I close the door to the bathroom behind me. “Are you in here?”

			A sniffle from one of the stalls is my answer.

			“Do you want to talk about it?”

			Another sniffle.

			“Okay, well, I’m just gonna hang out here, and you can talk if you want, but also it’s okay if we’re just quiet together.”

			I hop up on the counter between the bathroom sinks and sit cross-legged. I hope that’s the right move. Bernice and I are friends, but we’re more the kind of friends where you share lab gossip and help each other on projects and purposely try to take your lunch at the same time once you realize how much you like being around each other. She’s the person in lab I’d ask if I needed a tampon, but other than that moment we had on the way to the frat party, we’ve never really talked about anything serious. For a few minutes we’re quiet, but then something about the wall between us makes me feel like it’s safe to tell her what happened to me last night. Who knows? Maybe my sharing will make her feel more comfortable about opening up too.

			“I know we’re in here because you’re upset, so this might be kind of a jerk move, but is it okay if I talk to you about something?” Bernice sniffles in a way that makes me feel like it’s okay. “Cool. So, you know that party we were at last night? Of course you do—you were at the party.” I shake my head. Your friend’s in crisis mode, Harleen. Now is not the time to get mad that she ditched you. “Something bad happened to me there.”

			Bernice is silent, the abrupt kind that feels like an absence. She’s listening too hard to sniffle.

			“Yeah, so I went up to that guy’s room with him to see his new puppy, only afterward he got all handsy and I had to knee him in the groin. And then he backhanded me. Oh, and then when I got home, my dad pretty much told me it was my fault.”

			My hands grip the counter so hard it hurts. It isn’t right what happened to me. None of it is right. And the worst part is it feels like there’s nothing I can do about it.

			“I wanted you to know that if something’s going on, you can tell me. No matter how effed up it is.”

			I’m not really expecting her to say anything. It’s totally fine if she doesn’t. And then I hear her voice, so fragile, so desperate. “Harleen?”

			I jump down to the floor, and I’m in front of her stall in a second. She doesn’t open it, but I can’t help pressing my hand against the door.

			“Yes?”

			“Something bad happened to me too.”

			The bottom falls out from under me. I’m kind of a hard-core chick. I can handle stuff like this. But Bernice? Even though she’s from the East End too, she’s soft. Kind. The sort of person you want to protect.

			She tells me everything that happened after I went upstairs. She met a boy named Grady. He told her he liked her glasses.

			And then he took her up to his room, and he assaulted her.

			“I said no.” Her voice almost cracks on the word no, and my heart almost cracks right along with it. “I know I could have tried to fight him off more, but he held me down, and he’s a lot bigger than me, and I was really scared. But I said no a lot of times, okay?”

			I press my hand against the door even harder. “Hey, I believe you. You didn’t do anything wrong here, do you understand me? This was him. All him.” I tell her everything I wish my dad had told me. I tell it to myself.

			“I was crying,” Bernice says softly. “What kind of person wants to do that with someone who’s crying?”

			“A terrible person,” I say through gritted teeth. “The absolute worst kind of person.”

			“The only reason he even stopped was because his roommate came in. I ran away as fast as I could.”

			I could kill him. I could seriously, actually kill this guy. There’s a big part of me that wants to. The other part feels guilty.

			I shouldn’t have left her there. She never would have left without me. I should have known that. This is all my fault. I should have checked.

			“I’m so sorry,” I tell her. “What do you want to do? I’ll support you however you want.”

			The door swings open. Bernice stands in front of me, tears streaming down her cheeks, bird shoulders hunched. She lifts her chin. “I want to make him pay.”

			The anger inside me swells like a living thing. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

			She nods rapidly and falls into me, and I hug her tight and whisper, “It’ll be okay. I’ve got you,” into her hair.

			I wasn’t expecting her to say that at all, the part about making him pay, but something about those words resonates so deeply with what happened to me last night—hell, what’s been happening to me my whole life—that I feel SO SEEN. My mind goes back to my reflection in the mirror last night, one black eye and one red, and the idea to do something. To take a stand. I decide Bernice’s frat-boy douchebag is my first target. Our first target.

			By the time Bernice stops crying and pulls away, I’ve put it all together in my head. I try to keep my face from looking too wild when I tell her.

			“This is going to sound totally bananas, but I think I have a plan.”
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			The circular saw whirs as I slice through another length of PVC pipe. Beautiful. I set it with the others. I haven’t started assembling anything yet. I’m mostly hoping to keep it looking like a mess because—

			“Hey, how’s it going over here?” The girl who runs the physics machine shop on Fridays—Bianca, I’ve learned her name is—has come over to check on Bernice and me. She has long brown hair that’s shaved on one side, and Bernice says she grew up on an island in the Caribbean. Today she’s dressed like she’s about to lead a kickboxing class.

			“Great!” I smile at her brightly. “I’m all finished with the sawing. I just need to 3D-print something.”

			She surveys the bits and pieces on the counter. “What is it you’re making again?” she asks, a hint of suspicion creeping into her voice.

			Bernice’s eyes get big.

			“Blast tube,” I say quickly. “We’re looking to replicate military injuries from IEDs. We still need to print the holder and put everything together, though.”

			“Right.” She adjusts one of the straps of her workout top and checks her phone. It makes the muscles in her arms ripple—the girl is jacked. “Listen, I hate to do this to you, but we close in about five minutes, so you may have to finish up on Monday. I’d stay with you, but I’m babysitting tonight, and I can’t be late because I’m taking her trick-or-treating.”

			I already know Bianca babysits for a neighbor on Friday nights. And that she’s a second-year grad student at Gotham U. And that she wants to be a physics professor someday. (This is all thanks to my A-plus-plus flirting abilities.)

			“Yeah, I understand. It’s just that our principal investigator said we have to have something by Monday. If we could just stay another half hour, I could take all the pieces home with me and put them together over the weekend.” I look up at her through my eyelashes.

			Bianca hesitates, lips twisting as she sizes me up. “You’re all done using the saw?”

			I nod. Try not to smile too hard.

			“You promise to lock up afterward? And you’re not gonna steal anything?”

			“Scout’s honor,” I say, hoping she doesn’t notice the sprinkler parts I already liberated from one of the campus flower beds.

			Her eyes shift to Bernice. “I guess it’s okay. Bernice has come in a few times before, so I know she’s responsible. Just be careful, okay? I’ll hunt you down if you screw anything up.”

			“Totally!”

			Harleen’s Genius Plan, step 1: Charm the physics machine-shop girl so I can stay late and use the shop for my own devices. Completed.

			As soon as Bianca leaves, I cement the pipe pieces together to form a couple air tanks, and I attach the barrel I made to the sprinkler valve. Spoiler alert: we’re not actually making lab equipment here. I do an air-pressure test on my tanks and then wire up a detonator. We’ll probably have to wait twenty-four hours to make sure the cement is fully dry before we can use it. Then Bernice and I move to the 3D printer.

			“Do you have the design ready?” I ask Bernice.

			“Yep.” She grins and hands it over.

			“This is gonna be so perfect,” I say as the printer buzzes to life.

			It heats the end of a spool of red plastic, turning it into a liquid that builds our design layer by paper-thin layer. I was hoping they’d have pink, but this’ll do. It’s too early to make out the objects being printed, but it won’t be long. It’s almost time to go hunting.
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			It’s weird being in Dr. Nelson’s office without Dr. Nelson. The cops across from me are nice, though, especially the one who wrapped a blanket around me. I don’t know why they do that in trauma situations, even indoors, but it does kind of make me feel better.

			Blanket Cop moves his hand under the table, and I lean forward in my chair. “Is it Bernice?”

			“What?”

			“I saw you check your phone? Is it about Bernice? Is she going to be okay?” I found a faint pulse eventually, but I can’t shake the image of her face, so pale and lifeless.

			“We don’t know yet,” he says in a clipped voice.

			A pit opens in my stomach. I start torturing myself with what-ifs. What if she doesn’t make it? What if I found her sooner? What if last Friday night I didn’t—

			Blanket Cop seems to think better of it and gives me a kind pat on the hand. “I’ll let you know as soon as we hear.”

			The cop next to him, a woman, clears her throat. Pointedly. Somewhat disdainfully.

			He sits up straight. “I’d like to ask you a few more questions about what happened with Ms. Watkins.”

			We’ve been through this. When are they gonna let me go so I can go see her?

			“I already told ya everything I know.”

			He raises his eyebrows, and he and the lady cop exchange glances, and I wish I had said it quieter, more like how a good girl is supposed to talk. I hate how my voice jumps straight to wrong-side-of-the-tracks mode whenever I’m annoyed.

			“About how you found Ms. Watkins, yes. How did you get in again?”

			There’s nothing wrong with what I did. In fact, it’s how I saved her. But somehow being asked about it multiple times has a way of making me feel guilty. Calm, Harleen. Stay calm.

			“I picked the lock, as I mentioned before,” I say primly.

			“That’s an interesting skill. How did you learn to do that?”

			I bristle. “A lot of kids from the East End know how to do it. You gonna charge me with being poor or something?”

			He doesn’t answer me. Just takes a long sip of his coffee.

			I reach my hand into my pocket and close my fingers around my pocketknife. I always carry it, starting when I was seven. Ever since—

			Door swinging shut. Pop-Tarts box on the towel rack.

			I don’t like to think about it. But I taught myself to pick locks with a pocketknife, after.

			I realize the police haven’t asked me any more questions.

			“Is it okay if I go?” I ask, all sweetness and light.

			Blanket Cop leans forward in his chair. “Ms. Quinzel, what do you know about a group called the Reckoning?”

			“The Reckoning?” My voice cracks like a teenage boy’s. The cop’s eyebrows rise again. Dammit. I take a second to steady myself before answering. “I’ve seen their symbols around campus. I was actually working in the lab the day Bayers’s office got flooded.” (Airtight alibi, so go ahead and dig.)

			“Did you ever have reason to think Ms. Watkins was part of the Reckoning?”

			“Bernice?” I say it with two parts surprise and one part disbelief and not a bit of fear. “You think Bernice is that women’s rights vigilante?” I look back and forth between them.

			It is the woman—Officer Montoya, I see from her name tag—who answers. “I think the Reckoning is most likely a them, but I think Ms. Watkins is part of it, yes.”

			I get this feeling—like she can see right through to my insides and sift out every bad thing I’ve ever done.

			I force myself to keep talking. “Wow, that’s unbelievable. I mean, Bernice is so quiet. She watches Saturday-morning cartoons, ya know? I think you’re barking up the wrong tree. You should maybe start looking into—”

			“We found evidence in Ms. Watkins’s bag that suggests otherwise,” says Montoya. “I think there’s a good chance she may have been involved in the terrorist group.”

			Terrorist group?

			“And that she may have been targeted because of it. So I’m going to ask you again: Are you sure you don’t have anything you want to tell me about the Reckoning?”

			Any number of things could betray me in this moment: heartbeat, breathing, eye movements, the trickle of sweat down my back. Get it together, Harleen.

			“No, ma’am,” I finally say, calmly and everything.

			She scribbles something in a notebook and goes back to watching me with narrowed eyes. I don’t think she believes me. It’s a tense moment, but luckily the door opens and another cop comes in and whispers something to them. I catch a glimpse of Trent through the open door.

			The cop—the man, not Officer Montoya—frowns.

			“Ms. Quinzel, did you and Ms. Watkins have a relationship beyond being just friends?”

			How did they find out about—? Freaking Trent. He looks like someone who’d snitch.

			“We were kind of dating,” I say. “It wasn’t official or anything. We were friends for a while before that, but a couple months ago everything just sort of…changed.”

			This is the truth. It’s also the truth that the last time I saw Bernice before this morning, we were having a fight, but I don’t tell them that.

			Officer Montoya tilts her head to the side, like a bird of prey that’s about to strike. “You didn’t think to offer that information?”

			I shrug. “I didn’t think it was relevant.”

			Okay, I did, but I’ve seen the TV movies. The boyfriend always did it. Or, in this case, the quasi girlfriend.

			Officer Montoya stands. “Yeah, I think you’d better come with us.”

			“Wait, seriously?” How long is that going to take? By the time they’re done with me, Bernice could be— She could be— I can’t even bring myself to think the word.

			“We’ll take you downtown for fingerprinting,” the other cop says. “It’s just a formality.”

			But I know better. Officer Montoya thinks I tried to kill Bernice.
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			Bernice and I sit on a towel in front of the library and have a picnic. Pretend to have a picnic. Our books and snacks and flat-top sunglasses say we’re just two students studying outside on a beautiful day, surprisingly warm for November. There’s nothing to see here.

			My light jacket mostly covers an old black gymnastics leotard that I cut up and spray-painted red in places (Harleen’s Genius Plan, step 2). Bernice opted for plain black from head to toe. We rushed over as soon as I was sure the cement was dry, but apparently our target isn’t home. Now all we need to do is wait for this disgusting SOB to get home from his Saturday-afternoon-hangover Pancake Palace run. (Thanks, social media!) His frat house is conveniently down the hill from the library, and his tricked-out silver SUV is unmissable.

			It peels into the parking lot.

			“Harleen!” Bernice pushes my arm.

			“I know.”

			I stand and grab the towel corners in one fluid motion, books and snacks rolling to the center as I help Bernice stuff it into her backpack. Then I whip off my jacket as we dash across the grass and down the hill. He’s parking the car. Bernice and I crouch in the bushes where we stashed our stuff as soon as we saw his roommate’s video of him cramming his face with pancakes and then downing a cup of syrup because someone gave him five dollars. We’re only about thirty feet away now. We pull our masks over our heads.

			He and his friends get out, and he slams the door, sun gleaming off his face like he’s a living, breathing frat-boy action figure. I bet his hair doesn’t even move when the wind blows.

			“That’s the one,” whispers Bernice, pointing to the guy in the green T-shirt. “Grady.”

			My anger is a monster that wants to eat this kid alive. It’s chained to a post. Starving.

			I pick up the handheld pneumatic cannon we spent all of Friday night making and step out of the bushes.

			And I unclip the leash.

			“Hey! Rich boy!”

			All three of the guys turn. Grady takes in my outfit and the PVC monstrosity/wonder I’m holding.

			“The hell,” he mutters.

			“I GOTTA TALK TO YOU ABOUT SOMETHING.” I yell it, all caps. It’s an all-caps kinda day.

			He gives me this hassled, puzzled look, like he’s really too busy for whatever brand of crazy I’m peddling. His friends snicker.

			“Did you assault my friend a couple nights ago?”

			The snickering stops.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Again with that hassled freaking voice that is like a screwdriver twisting under my skin.

			“Oh really?” I yell even louder. “You didn’t tell her you liked her glasses and then take her up to your room? You didn’t ignore her when she said no?”

			There’s a crowd forming now. Probably waiting to see what comes out of this cannon—T-shirts? Pies? Hamsters? The way he squares his shoulders tells me he’s acutely aware of his growing audience.

			“Pretty sure she was into it.”

			My head snaps to the side. “WRONG ANSWER.”

			I brace myself and click the detonator button.

			BOOM.

			The sound is utterly ridiculous, like something you’d hear at a circus. The blast knocks me back, but I’m able to stay standing. The cannon explodes, candy-colored shrapnel shooting out of the barrel, whizzing through the air. The chunks of red plastic find their way to his skin, and he squeals like the pig he is.

			Some people duck. Some yelp and laugh uncomfortably.

			“Oh, chill out. We’re not gonna kill him. We’re just gonna shoot him with the word no. Repeatedly.” I turn back to Grady. “Do you know what consent is, bruh?”

			“Um, yes?”

			At this point it has clicked for the growing crowd that they’re witnessing a spectacle, and everyone whips out their phones now instead of just the 20 percent who are horrible people.

			“You sure? ’Cause you sound a little confused. Consent,” I say as Bernice reloads the cannon with another round of 3D-printed Nos, “is when you don’t do things with a person unless they’re okay with it.”

			He ducks low and tries to run around the side of his car, but I follow him. I hit the detonator, and the Nos go flying, pelting
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