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 If you’ve ever felt a rolling fury bury you alive,

if you’ve ever screamed because the words just wouldn’t come,

then this one is for you.
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The refugee camp in the desert that Missy visits is based on a real refugee camp.


 Prologue

Two Months Ago

 


 


The day Melissa Miller killed her cat, she met the Angel of Death. Except he was no angel—and he wasn’t there for the cat. He loomed in the doorway of the Miller house, dappled in sunlight and smiling at Missy as she gaped at him.

“You have blood on your hands,” he said.

His words stabbed her, sharp and precise, and her heart jackhammered as if to break free from her chest. “What?”

“Blood,” he repeated. “Thick. Red, ranging from maroon to carnelian, depending on the oxygen content. You know,” he said cheerfully. “Life.”

Don’t panic, she told herself. He didn’t know. He was just a delivery guy, an anonymous no one in a brown hoodie shirt so long and loose that it blended into his brown cargo pants. A stranger. Even so, sweat popped on Missy’s brow as she peered at him. “Who—?”

His smile stretched, cutting off her question as she saw the grin hidden beneath the flesh, all lipless teeth and gallows humor. “You know who I am, Melissa Miller.”

And she did.

With that recognition, Missy’s knees buckled. Her breath constricted in her throat, trapping her scream.

“So afraid,” Death said. His voice wasn’t kind, exactly, but it also wasn’t cruel; it was the sound of balance, and infinite patience. “And yet, it’s fear that’s kept you alive. So I won’t take it personally.”

 Her chest tightened, tightened, transforming her body into a slow cooker and setting her heart to Boil. She had to cut herself now, right now, bleed out the pain before it swallowed her whole.

But she couldn’t move; beneath his hood, Death’s stormy gaze had captured her, cemented her feet to the ground.

Missy stammered, “H-How...?” The rest of the question died on her tongue.

He chuckled, the sound like faint music. “You’re too adorable. ‘What?’ ‘Who?’ ‘How?’ The ‘where,’ at least, doesn’t need to be asked. And like the others, it really doesn’t need to be answered. For thee,” he said, motioning.

With that movement, she was able to tear her gaze away from his shadowed face. He was offering her an oblong package: a pristinely, coldly white box. Where the package had come from, Missy couldn’t say; it was as if it had always been in his hands and she only now noticed it. Which made no sense, considering that the package was a good three feet long.

Then again, none of this made sense. Death was on her doorstep, bearing a gift like a suitor. A corsage before the prom, she thought, and she quashed an insane urge to giggle.

“Take it, Melissa Miller.”

Missy reached out with an unsteady hand, slowly, fighting the urge to grab the box. Her fingers ghosted over the package, her nails skimming the white surface and leaving blood-red trails in their wake, trails that quickly faded when she snatched her hand away. She blinked, and the box was once again white and pure, untainted by her touch.


 “Why?” she asked, her voice hoarse.

He let out another chuckle, one that slithered up her spine and wrapped around her throat. “Philosophy? Well, then. For you, multiple choice. A, why not? B, because.” He leaned in close and Missy cringed. “C,” he said, “you were too overwhelmed to hold your blade precisely. You were going to slice an artery. The spray would have hit you here.” He motioned to her eyes, her cheek, her chin. “You would have watched the blood, sitting in stunned silence as your life ebbed, wondering what went wrong and what happened next. It would have looked like suicide,” he added, his eyes shining darkly, like starlight trapped in whirlpools. “But you and I both know better. Don’t we, Melissa?”

Her head swam with his words, and she squeezed her eyes shut to make the world stop spinning. But darkness was no friend: devoid of sight, she once again heard Graygirl’s last pleading meow, warbling and sickly, once again felt the furry body go limp and empty.

“No,” she whispered. She opened her eyes, but the darkness remained on her doorstep, grinning at her.

“Yes,” said Death. “Take the box, Melissa Miller.”

Overwhelmed, she took the box. This time, it remained steadfastly white.

And then Missy slammed the door in Death’s face.

She bolted upstairs, the long package tucked under her arm. Voices assaulted her: her father’s, from the den, asking who’d been at the door; her mother’s, from the upstairs office, chiding her not to slam things.

His voice, dark and velvety soft, intimate and yet cold: You have blood on your hands.
 

 Missy ignored them all. Thoughts whirling, she rushed into the safety of her room. She slammed the door (surely earning another reprimand from her mother) and locked it, then dropped the package—barely the size of a flower box now, and shrinking—onto her tattered comforter. The poster on her closet door shimmered in the curtained light. As always, Marilyn Monroe’s eyes were closed in ecstasy, and James Dean stared off to the right, his troubled gaze on something Missy couldn’t see. By the bottom left of the poster, a red rose was disfigured by the closet doorknob.

She opened the closet door quickly and tucked the white tie box onto the high shelf. She shut the door and finally collapsed on top of her blanket, clutching her pillow to her chest. Her long sleeves chafed her arms; her wrists begged her to strip naked and let the air kiss her skin.

You have blood on your hands.

Her eyes stung. She blinked out the tears, felt them meander down her cheeks, burning saltwater tracks into her flesh. Squeezing her pillow, Missy thought about opening her closet door again—not for the new package, no, but for her lockbox and what was inside of it.

The spray would have hit you here, Death had said. She imagined his fingers caressing her face, wondered if his hands would be cold, like his voice. She almost smiled, but then Death’s voice gave way to another, even colder voice.

Freak.

Holding her pillow like a shield, Missy gritted her teeth. No, she couldn’t take out the box, no matter how much she wanted to.


 With that decision, she forgot about the messenger who’d come to her door, about the white box she’d taken but had not truly accepted.

All she thought now was how she’d show him that she wasn’t a freak. She didn’t need to cut. She could handle it—school, her family, her life, everything. She could do it.

I don’t need the blade, she told herself, making it her mantra. I don’t need the blade. I don’t.

Missy bore the first pangs of emotional withdrawal as she imagined the blood vessels that tattooed her body beneath her skin, mapping the way to hidden treasure.

 


On the Millers’ doorstep, Death stood, mouth agape. The potted plants on either side of the front door sagged, already brown and withered. Overhead, the summer sun winked behind clouds, capricious, turning the sky a picturesque blue, now bleak and on the edge of nightmare, now bright again.

“Well, now,” Death eventually said. “That was different.”

In the front yard, a pale horse nickered.

Death shook his head as he approached his steed. “I didn’t even charge her with her task. Slammed the door in my face. In my face.” He chuckled. “I don’t know if I’m insulted or amused.”

The pale horse snorted.

“You’re right,” he said, patting his steed’s powerful neck. “Definitely amused. I like her.”

The horse blinked, perhaps reproachfully.


 “Can I help it if I have a type?”

This time, the horse didn’t answer.

Death climbed up in a practiced motion, limbs fluid and graceful. Once again the Pale Rider of the Apocalypse, he said, “Let’s move on. That car crash over on Third isn’t going to unsmash itself.”

The steed’s ears twitched toward the Miller house, and the horse blew out a question in the way that horses do.

“Her? Not a problem.” Death smiled warmly. “I can wait.”


 FRIDAY




 Chapter 1

If Melissa Miller were an artist, she would have painted the world in vicious streaks of red. Nothing like Picasso’s rose period, all soft and cheerful and so optimistic that it made you want to puke. Missy’s red phase would have been brutal and bright enough to cut your eyes. Missy’s art would have been honest.

She gripped the charcoal stick like a weapon, stroking it cleanly across the paper.

“Negative space,” Ms. Helfand said as Missy worked. “It’s negative space and you’re just filling in what’s already there.”

Yeah. Whatever. Missy sliced, and the paper bled charcoal.

Seated across from her, Erica whispered, “You going to Kevin’s tonight?”

Missy shrugged, one shouldered, the epitome of Couldn’t Care Less. She kept sketching, filling the white paper with streaks of black.

“Yeah,” Erica agreed. “I don’t know, either.” She was aiming for indifferent and missed by a mile. Ever since sophomore year, Erica had been one of those types who care about what people think of them. She was someone who needed to be where the crowd was going.

Missy was not. Missy was the stone in the sea; Erica was driftwood caught in the tide. Most of the junior class (and a good chunk of seniors) would be at Kevin’s party tonight, so of course Erica was going, no matter what she was saying now.


 Weak.

Missy took the thought and stuffed it down into the glass jar of her heart, sealing the lid with a blink. Her face remained impassive as she forced her emotions into submission—no pull of her mouth, no squint of her eyes, nothing to betray any hint of exasperation or anger. It was her day face, her dead face, the one she painted every morning before leaving the safety of her bedroom. It helped her blend with all the normal people.

“Could be fun,” Erica said gamely.

“Or a waste of time,” Missy replied, bored.

“I guess.” Erica might have said more, but Ms. Helfand’s heels clacked on the linoleum floor, so the girl bent her head to her work. From what Missy glimpsed, Erica was drawing roadkill.

The teacher stopped two tables away, but Missy didn’t take that as a cue to continue the conversation. Lately, she didn’t talk if it wasn’t necessary, not even to Erica, who used to be someone Missy called a friend. Much better to keep everything inside, down in the dark where people never saw or heard the truth. In the dark, you couldn’t see when you were bleeding.

Relishing the silence, Missy sketched. Shadows slowly filled her paper, spreading like cancer from each of the corners. In its center, the unfilled part suggested the shape of a lowercase t.

“You used to like going out,” Erica said softly.

Missy darted a glance at the other girl. Erica was chewing her bottom lip and staring intently at her own picture. It was almost as if she was afraid to look at Missy.

If the notion bothered Missy, it was eclipsed by the more pressing thought: She doesn’t get it. Wrapped around the charcoal stick, Missy’s knuckles whitened. No one got it. No one understood. Not Erica. Not Missy’s folks. Not her sister.

 Not Adam.

God, no, Adam hadn’t understood, no matter how many times he’d told her he loved her, how he’d made such incredible promises and, far worse, made her believe those promises...

In her mind, a word whispered like the hiss of oil on a skillet: Freak.

Missy shoved the thoughts and feelings down into their prison of the glass jar. Only once the lid was sealed tight did she release her breath. She glanced over at Erica to see if she had noticed her brief internal struggle. She shouldn’t have worried. Erica sat slumped, oblivious, halfheartedly moving her charcoal stick across her paper.

Maybe Erica didn’t understand her anymore. But that didn’t mean Missy had to be a complete turd about it. So she threw the other girl a bone. “Maybe I’ll go.”

The look of gratitude on Erica’s face made Missy slightly nauseated. When had they ever had anything in common? Had Missy really been that desperate?

Erica grinned hugely. “What’ll you wear?”

“The usual.” Translation: Black and black and black, duh.

Erica tittered laughter, muffled quickly by her hand. “Me too.”

Of course. Missy wore black because it was the color of her soul. Erica wore black because it was trendy.

“I’m so glad you’re going,” Erica said, gushing. “It’s going to be awesome. You’ll see. Kevin does the best parties. Remember last year?”


 Of course Missy did: she’d hooked up with Adam during that party. They’d left in Adam’s parents’ car long before the police arrived to break things up. And she’d left her virginity in the back seat.

No. No no no. Don’t think about him.

Before she could correct Erica—Missy had never said she would go to Kevin’s party, only that she might—Ms. Helfand approached their table. She leaned over Missy, all expensive perfume that didn’t mask the need for better deodorant, and she made appreciative noises as she looked at Missy’s picture.

“Excellent use of negative space,” Ms. Helfand cooed. “Bold strokes, showing a confident hand. And the white crucifix is an excellent contrast to the darkness surrounding it. I especially like how the cross is not upright. It suggests a struggle, even with it bathed in light. Marvelous work, Melissa. Very spiritual.”

Missy might have blushed, but the dead face obscured it. She murmured her thanks. She knew that art was best left to interpretation, so she didn’t correct Ms. Helfand. Missy hadn’t drawn a crucifix.

On her paper, the white sword gleamed.

 


Between classes: the time when high school morphs into a no man’s land of cliques and wannabes. Either you choose a side or you get caught in a volley of rapid fire and go down hard, your reputation slaughtered.

Missy was used to the open warfare of high school. She sidestepped the carnage of snubbing by plowing forward, indifferent to the catcalls and pointed looks thrown her way. So what if people called her a poser, a loser, a goth? It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. She marched, ignoring the clandestine texting that took place around the students’ social battles. Less than four minutes to get to fourth-period world history—Missy didn’t have time to be sidetracked by idiots.

 And yet, there by the lockers was Adam and his crew, Adam with a smirk on those full lips, his eyes daring her to stop and talk to him, to react to him. Missy walked on, eyes straight ahead, clutching her binder and books to her chest.

“Freak alert,” crowed one of the guys—either Matt 1 or Matt 2, one of Adam’s bro-hos, his adoring fans who thought he was God. Missy could never keep the Matts straight, even when she and Adam had been together.

“Emo cutter girl,” said the other Matt. “Careful—she’ll bleed all over you.”

“Or cry all over you.”

“Cries as she bleeds. Where you going, emo cutter girl?”

Her dead face stayed on, mouth sealed, gaze set to Screw You. Words, she told herself. They were just words. And never mind that they were true words.

She ignored Matt 1 and Matt 2 and the other guys standing there with Adam as she went to her locker to swap out her morning textbooks for her afternoon load. The Matts kept insulting her, calling her “emo dyke” (which was just stupid, because she’d never been into girls) and “cutterslut” and even “dead prude walking.” She came close to rolling her eyes. How could she be a slut and a prude? Bad enough she was being taunted by jerks. Couldn’t she at least be taunted by jerks who understood the words they said?


 Worse, though, was part of her held her breath, waiting to see what Adam would do.

She dumped her books in her locker, silently chiding herself for thinking about Adam at all. So what that they’d been together for nine months and twenty-eight days? So what that he’d been her first? Adam + Missy had ended more than two months ago. Their relationship was past tense. Pluperfect, even. They were done, finished, stick-a-fork-in-me, pencils-down done.

And then she heard his voice, clear as birdsong on a spring morning: “Looking hot under all the black.”

No. No way was he hitting on her.

Like a switch had been flipped, the Matts changed their taunts to comment on her looks, and now some of the other boys in the group joined in. But Missy barely heard them over her pounding heart. Why was Adam hitting on her? She stole a glance from the cautious barrier of her overlong bangs—and yes, he was looking at her, looking into her, his eyes burning a hole in her heart. Her stomach clenched, and in a sudden flash of tactile memory she could feel his hands on her, doing such things to her...

She grabbed her afternoon pile of books and slammed her locker, then quickly fumbled on the combination lock.

“Be seeing you,” Adam said.

Not if she could help it. Missy fled down the hall, her ears ringing with the Matts’ laughter, her stupid body reminding her just how much she missed being with Adam. And that slowly turned to panic. The familiar feeling of suffocation leeched its way through her, making each breath torture, and her heart screamed behind the prison of her ribs.


 She thought desperately of her lockbox, in her closet.

Not again, she told herself. Not again.

Whether she meant Adam or her razorblade, Missy couldn’t say.

 


As soon as Missy vanished around the corner, Adam turned to the others. “Grabbing a smoke,” he announced, and the other boys all got in line, like soldiers. Or lemmings.

“Rah, carcinogens,” said Death. Of course, the boys didn’t hear him. They were in the prime of life, and because they weren’t chosen to be Horsemen, there was no reason they should notice Death at all.

Give it about twenty years with their pack-a-day habit. Then they’d notice him, all right.

Death could have followed Missy, but he didn’t bother. She didn’t know it, but tonight was going to be a big night for her. And if Death wanted to be there, he’d better get his work done for the day. Being the epitome of patience wasn’t an excuse to be a slacker.

Whistling a jaunty tune, he sauntered out of the school.


 Chapter 2

Missy dove. She hit the ground hard on her side, her shoulder taking the brunt of the impact. But she didn’t feel the sting; she was too busy cradling the soccer ball to her gut.

“Nice one!” Bella pumped her fist in the air. “Now up! Six seconds! Go!”

Missy scrambled to her feet and pivoted right, throwing the ball two-handed over her head. Bella, though, had anticipated the direction correctly and was already body-blocking the shot, and now she was dribbling the ball, backing up for another attempt on the goal.

“Got to use your body better,” she scolded, dancing backward. “You practically texted the direction. Fakeout. Just because you’re a goalie doesn’t mean you can’t be shrewd.”

Breathing heavily, Missy dropped into a low ready position, pretending she didn’t feel the burn in her thighs. The rich smells of grass and dirt tickled her nostrils, and beneath that was the familiar odor of hard-earned sweat. She blinked perspiration out of her eyes, telling herself yet again that she needed a sweatband on her forehead. She swayed left, then right, her gaze locked on the soccer ball.

“You taking a nap?” Bella laughed. “Don’t just squat there in the goal box! Come out and grab the ball! I dare you!”

Missy didn’t take the bait. If she darted forward, she’d be committed to that and would have to block the shot while leaving the goal unprotected. Bella arced left, and Missy shuffled right, galloping sideways.

 “It’s not enough to watch the ball,” Bella said, moving right, now left again, coming forward and then darting to the side. “Watch my hips. But always follow the ball. Don’t look away too long, because the ball moves fast.” She emphasized the point with a powerhouse kick, aimed high.

Eyes on the ball, Missy lifted her right knee and pushed off with her left leg, reaching long. Thumbs together so that her hands made a W, she caught the ball and rode it to the ground.

“Good! Six seconds. Go!”

Again, Missy hurled the ball away—and this time it got some distance before Bella got it under control. Missy took a moment to palm sweaty hair off her forehead and glance at the rest of the team. The girls, paired off, were scattered across the field, some doing passing drills, others attempting scoring shots while the partner tried to block or steal as the coach called out pointers. It was a good team this year, but they’d lose a boatload of seniors after graduation. Like Bella. But that meant that next year Missy would be the primary goalkeeper and one of the JV girls would be where Missy was now: drilling like mad for the time when she’d be the last line of defense.

The protector.

The thought made Missy grin. Here she didn’t need her dead face. Here she didn’t hide her heart in a glass jar and pray to God or whoever that it would never break again. Here it didn’t matter that she was a freak, a loser, just a girl sailing through what passed as life.

Here, on the battlefield, Missy was home.

Bathed in sweat and adrenaline, Missy spread her arms wide and barked out a laugh—a raw sound, a primal sound, one that evoked joy and bloodshed in equal parts. It was the sound of jubilant violence.

 But here was Bella again, approaching on a zigzag. Missy turned to face her opponent, and she caught a panoramic sweep of the people speckling the bleachers—some girls, a few guys who got their kicks watching girls get sweaty, a parent or two who’d taken “soccer mom” to the extreme by coming to the practices. And there, standing on the sidelines near the locker room, was a woman in black—as black as a dead heart, from her wide-brimmed hat to her trench coat to her boots—just standing there, watching the players.

No. Watching Missy.

“Heads!”

Missy spun just as the ball slammed into her stomach. She doubled over and went down hard. Even as she lay on her back, breathless, she saw the black-garbed woman, as if a flashbulb had burned her image on Missy’s retinas.

Black as death, she thought, and on the heels of that: She’s not Death.

As if that made any sense.

Bella ran over to help her up. “Christ, Missy, you okay?”

Biting her lip, Missy nodded.

“Good.” Then Bella slapped her upside the head. “The hell were you doing, staring off into space? Come on, girl. You know better. You want to be goalie, you got to keep your head in the game.”

“Sorry,” Missy muttered, hands clasped on her stomach. “Saw someone...”Her voice trailed off as she stared by the locker room door, where no one stood in black, let alone at all. The woman had disappeared.

 “Someone what? Coming at you?” Bella scanned the field as if to see who was ignoring the coach’s orders to pair off.

“No. It was nothing. Just got distracted.” Missy’s stomach hurt, but that, too, was a distraction. Soccer means getting hurt. You have to have a high pain tolerance to play, especially if you’re goalie. You’re going to get kicked, and not always politely on the shin guard. You’re going to have balls zooming at you, ready to take your head off. And you have to get in the way of the shot, even knowing that it’s going to hurt.

Pain never stopped Missy. Truth be told, she relished it. On the soccer field, she was more alive than anywhere else. It was the one place where she could be herself, feel things the way she was meant to feel them—without getting overwhelmed, without it being like a hand squeezing her heart or gripping her throat.

When she played soccer, Missy could finally breathe freely after a day of slow suffocation.

“All right,” Bella said, clapping Missy’s shoulder. “Stretch out with me.”

She led Missy through the exercises, pummeling Missy with words of wisdom as she did so.

“Even if someone’s coming at you, you can’t freeze,” Bella said, bending over one leg. “Don’t be afraid. Be confident. Don’t be scared and run away from the ball. I promise you, there are things a lot scarier than soccer balls. Like the boys’ locker room. Be confident. Block the shot.”

Missy absorbed the advice like blows to the body.

“You don’t even have to touch the ball,” Bella said. “Intimidate the hell out of your opponent. Scare your opponent into missing the shot. You don’t have to block what doesn’t come near the goal.”

 “Isn’t it better to make the save?”

“Making a killer save feels great, but if you make them screw up the shot, or if you organize the defense well enough that they can’t take a shot at all, you’ve done your job. Think outside of the goal box.”

Missy grinned at the lame joke because she knew Bella expected it, and then she looked once more toward the locker room. The woman in black was gone—if she’d ever been there at all.

 


Missy took her time in the locker room, first stripping off the gloves and cleats and soccer socks and shin guards, then going into the bathroom to change her clothes. Unlike the others, she wasn’t in a rush to get home—she’d taken care of her homework during her study period, and despite what Erica thought, she wasn’t going to Kevin’s stupid party, where stupid Adam and his stupid friends would definitely be.

Looking hot under all the black.

She squeezed her nails into her palms, squeezed until her hands wept. The last thing she wanted to be thinking about was Adam, but there she was, alone in the girls’ locker room, remembering what it was like for his hands to travel over her body, the feeling of his mouth on hers ... remembering his husky declarations of love even as he fumbled with her zipper.


 Missy closed her eyes and took a shuddering breath, then shoved the memory down down down into the glass jar. Only after she’d sealed the lid again did she open her eyes. If she tried, she could pretend the tears were just sweat.

Maybe she should take out her lockbox tonight.

No, she thought, and No again. Aloud she whispered, “I don’t need the blade.”

A kiss of wind, like frost on the nape of her neck.

“I don’t,” she said again, insistent. Unclenching her fingers, she watched the half-moon imprints fill with blood. Tiny mouths, she thought, staring at the maroon slices. Tiny mouths waiting to be fed ...

Her stomach growled, like a warning, and she realized she was hungry. Starving.

Missy grabbed
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