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      Miki.

      My head jerks up. My attention narrows. I push off the chain-link fence that marks the limit of school property. My friends—Carly, Kelley, and Deepti—sit cross-legged on the grass a few feet away under the massive oak tree we’ve claimed as our little corner of the field.

      Actually, Glenbrook High has a ton of fields: two softball, two baseball, five tennis courts, track and field, the discus/hammer throw, four general-purpose fields, and the football turf with the thousand-seat bleachers. Our spot is at the edge of an all-purpose field, chosen by my friends for the excellent view of the track and the tennis courts. They like to watch guys in shorts.

      We’re here pretty much every day after school. Definitely days when there’s track. No track today, just a lone guy running laps.

      Miki.

      There it is again, a guy saying my name. Like he knows me. Like he expects me to listen when he speaks. My friends don’t glance my way or look around to see who’s talking. So weird.

      I can’t place the guy’s voice and I can’t see the speaker. Last year, a girl in my class had this creeper following her home. I hope I haven’t acquired a shadow of my own. The possibility sends a chill crawling up my spine despite the late-afternoon sun that’s warm on my face.

      I take a couple of steps toward the path that runs from the school fence to the street—one of several that fan out from the school like the spokes of a wheel. The path’s more of a small park that sits between two houses, a narrow strip of asphalt bounded by wide strips of grass. Trees rise on either side, their branches forming a green canopy. It’s not quite fall yet; the leaves won’t change color for a few weeks.

      I wander to the edge of the small park and stop half a dozen yards from my friends, a dozen yards from the street.

      There’s no one on the path.

      But someone said my name.

      From where I’m standing, I can see a handful of little kids being ushered across the street by the crossing guard in front of Oakview Elementary a block away. I watch for a few minutes, until no more little kids wait by the side of the road and the crossing guard gets ready to leave.

      “Miki!” This time, it’s my best friend, Carly Conner, calling my name. She’s stretched out on the grass, her long legs crossed at the ankles. The weight of her torso rests on her bent elbow, her #11 Extra Light Blond hair falling in a sleek curtain just past her shoulders. I like it better than last month’s #100 Bleach Blond. Her black backpack is adorned with spikes and she’s wearing two spike bracelets on each wrist, all designed and created by her. Her oversized black graphic t-shirt is cut at the neck and hem, hanging off one shoulder.

      At five feet six, I’m a shade taller than Carly. My hair’s as dark as hers is pale. My features reflect the fact that my mom’s dad was Nisei—second-generation Japanese-American—but my eyes are my dad’s mom’s unique shade of indigo blue. Every time people tell me I look “exotic,” I have to resist the urge to kick them in the shin.

      Carly’s brows lift. Her unspoken question hangs between us: Why are you over there instead of over here?

      I open my mouth, but before I can say a word, Deepti Singh tucks her long, dark brown hair behind one ear. She’s gorgeous, with glowing skin and thick, perfectly arched brows. Her brown eyes are fringed by lashes so thick and curly that she never needs mascara.

      “Did you see him?” she asks me.

      “See who?” I ask, too sharp, thinking she knows something about the guy who was calling my name.

      Dee’s brown eyes widen at my tone.

      Carly pushes upright and says, “She wants to know if you saw the new guy. Keep up, Miki.”

      Then Kelley Zimmer chimes in with, “Incredibly hot new guy,” and I realize we’re talking about completely different things.

      Dee crosses her arms over her chest and presses her lips together. Hurt feelings. I sigh. Carly gives me her make nice look. She’s a middle child. Always the peacemaker. Except lately, she and I aren’t always at peace. I miss the days when our brains seemed to work as one.

      “How do you know he’s hot?” I ask, more to mollify Dee than from genuine interest.

      Success. She perks up and says, “We heard from Sarah. She saw him. Sort of. His profile, anyway.”

      “I got to see more than his profile.” Carly draws out every word, playing Dee and Kelley like the keys of a piano.

      “Tell us,” Kelley says, sinking her teeth into her lower lip as she smiles, revealing the braces she’s worn for the last three years. They’re coming off next week and Kelley can’t wait. She claps her hands and with her laughing hazel eyes, and light brown hair tied in pigtails, she sort of reminds me of an eager puppy.

      “I took the attendance sheet to the office for Ms. Smith during last period, and he walked in just as I was walking out,” Carly says. “We were practically chest to chest.”

      I know Carly might be exaggerating just a little. She probably saw him from across the office, but her modified version makes a far better story.

      “And?” Dee asks.

      “Let’s just say his guns”—Carly strokes her fingertips along her biceps—“ought to be licensed.”

      I snort at the outdated expression. Carly shoots me a look and waggles her eyebrows. Of course, she’s pushing all Dee’s buttons, and Dee plays right into her hands.

      “Oh. My. Gawd.” Dee’s eyes widen, and she claps her palms together.

      “Describe him. Every detail,” Kelley demands.

      My friends aren’t actually as shallow as they’re acting at the moment. Quite the opposite. They’re warm and funny and smart and I love each and every one of them. It’s just that nothing exciting ever happens at Glenbrook High, so a new guy is big news.

      Carly reaches into her backpack, pulls out a lighter, and flicks it. The tip of her cigarette glows red. My gut clenches at the too-familiar sight. A white curl of smoke drifts from between her lips, and I look away before I say something I’ll regret.

      She knows my history, but she’s smoking anyway. Preaching won’t make her do anything differently. It’d probably just make her dig in her heels. Been there, tried that when she went through her emo phase, then her multiple piercing phase, then her drinking phase—which ended in a puddle of puke right in front of Principal Murray’s office, a one-week suspension, and a month-long grounding.

      I stood by her through all of it.

      She’s stood by me through worse.

      But, lately, I feel a distance between us, a chasm I can’t cross. I miss the ease we used to have. I miss it so much. Something’s going on with Carly but every time I ask, she changes the subject.

      Miki.

      With a gasp, I spin around to find empty space behind me. The only guy anywhere near me is the one running laps on the track, and he’s too far away to be the one calling my name. I watch him for a bit, watch his arms and legs pumping, and I know what he’s feeling: endorphins racing through him. Runner’s high. Crack of dawn five days a week I’m there, in my zone, alone with my music and the rush I get as my feet slap the ground.

      The runner on the track slows. Stops. Walks over to the grass and grabs his water bottle. He’s tall, dark haired. The distance between us is enough that I can’t be sure, but I think he’s looking at me. Then I know he is because he offers a terse nod.

      Luka Vujic. We were friends about a million years ago. We played soccer together on a coed team until…when? Fourth grade? Then something happened and we drifted apart. He wasn’t at Glenbrook last year as a sophomore—I think his dad was transferred somewhere out west. Now he’s back, and he’s changed. It isn’t just that he’s taller and leaner. There’s something in his eyes that wasn’t there before.

      Now those eyes are fixed on me. I bob my head in reply and turn back to my friends.

      “Oh. My. Gawd,” Dee says. She’s an equal-opportunity oh-my-gawder. “Is that Luka?”

      They all turn their heads and stare.

      “He is so cute,” Kelley says.

      “So cute,” Dee agrees. “And so much more mature than his friends.”

      “You think?” Carly asks.

      Dee shrugs. “He doesn’t burp and make fart jokes. Not in the caf, anyway.”

      Now there’s a recommendation of maturity if ever I heard one. But I do think Dee’s right. Despite the fact that he’s easygoing and friendly, Luka always seems to hold himself apart somehow, even in a crowd.

      Carly watches Luka for a moment, and then she says, “He’s not just gorgeous. He’s smart, too.”

      We all stare at her. That isn’t something that usually impresses her. She’s more of a solely-interested-in-cute-face-and-lots-of-muscles, all-the-better-if-he-has-a-car kind of girl.

      “What?” she asks, eyes wide. “It’s hard to miss. He’s in my chem class and he pretty much skates through every question without a hitch.” She smirks. “He sits next to me and doesn’t seem to mind explaining stuff.”

      “But you’re good at chem,” I point out. “Why do you need him to explain stuff?”

      All three of them look at me like I’ve grown a second head. Then I get it. “Right. It isn’t a question of need⁠—”

      “It’s a question of want,” Carly finishes for me with a laugh. “So far, I have Luka helping me in chem, Darnell helping me in Spanish, and Shey helping me in geometry.”

      “Shey,” Kelley says on a sigh.

      “You don’t need help in any of those classes,” I say.

      All three of them roll their eyes at me.

      “I do,” Carly says, with a lift of her brows. “I really do.”

      “I hope the new guy’s in all my classes,” Kelley says. “Was he in any of yours today?”

      “I don’t think he started classes yet,” Carly says. “I think he was just meeting with Principal Murray when I saw him in the office this afternoon.”

      “I guess it’s a paperwork thing.” Kelley sighs again. “Now we have to wait till Monday to see what classes he has.”

      And they’re off, talking about him again, speculating on how his schedule might overlap with theirs. My attention wanders, but I catch the words old-school aviator sunglasses. Then they jump to the next topic, the Halloween dance. It’s still weeks away, but it takes time to plan a good costume.

      I haven’t yet put much thought into mine.

      I wish I could. I wish I thought it mattered. My friends all get so excited about things like movies and dances and shopping. They feel things so intensely. I go through the motions and bluff extremely well, but I’m not like them. I haven’t been for almost two years. And that kills me. I just want to be…normal again.

      I stand by the fence, watching them, close enough that I’m part of their group, far enough that I’m not.

      This time, the chill crawls up my spine before I hear the words.

      Miki Jones.

      Better and better. He knows my last name, too.

      “What?” I ask under my breath, scanning the trees, the garbage can, the fence. I’m annoyed now. Someone’s hiding somewhere. Voices don’t just materialize in a person’s head. But my friends are focused on one another, not one of them noticing that someone’s calling my name, and I have the horrible thought that maybe I am hearing voices, like that man in the movie about the beautiful mind.

      Not liking that possibility, I decide it’s a prank.

      “Having fun?” I mutter as I spin a slow circle and end up facing the street again. The crossing guard’s gone. There’s no one else around. Except⁠—

      There’s a girl, a little girl. She squats in the road in the middle of the crosswalk. Doing what? Picking something up? I expect her to stand up and move along, and when she doesn’t, wariness shoots through me.

      A memory hits: me walking across that same crosswalk when I was a kid, and my mother waiting on the far side of the street with a hug and a cookie. I hit back, burying the image because it hurts too much to think about it. Pain’s one of the two things I do still feel with a razor’s edge. Anger’s the other. Everything else is muted and distant, like I know I ought to feel things even when I don’t.

      Right now, I choose anger instead of pain. That little girl shouldn’t be there. Someone should have picked her up after school. Her head’s bowed, and she doesn’t look up when I yell, “Hey,” and again, louder, “Hey!”

      There’s something familiar about her…

      Crap. She’s Janice Harper’s little sister. She’s deaf. And Janice isn’t here to get her because she’s in detention.

      Miki! Now!

      The words reverberate in my thoughts, but I’m already moving before the voice finishes barking the order. Because there’s a truck—old, rusted, going too fast—just moving into the blind curve, picking up speed and weaving side to side. The driver’s head is down; there’s a phone in his hand. I can’t be sure, but I think he’s texting.

      My heart slams against my ribs.

      I don’t think. I just run. My feet hit the ground, but I feel dull, sluggish, like I’m running through waist-deep water and everything in the world—including me—has slowed down to a crawl except that truck.

      I’m too far away.

      Faster. I need to move faster.

      The truck is coming out of the curve now, doing at least double the speed limit, music blaring from the open windows.

      I scream at the top of my lungs but the kid can’t hear me. She can’t hear me.

      I run full tilt, chest heaving, terror driving me. And something else. All the anger and fear and grief I’ve been bottling up for two years bubbles to the surface, finding its release in the slim hope that I can control the outcome here, that I can reach her in time.

      I reach the sidewalk. A single leap carries me over the grass and the curb into the road.

      My shadow falls across the girl and she looks up, her eyes going wide and her mouth rounding a perfect little O. She starts to rise. There’s a terrible shriek of tires on asphalt as the driver sees us and hits the brakes. The truck skids sideways to come at us broadside.

      I dive, hands outstretched. My palms connect with the girl’s chest, and I shove her as hard as I can.

      She flies back with a cry.

      I see everything with abnormally sharp clarity, like a series of perfect snapshots capturing each millisecond. I see the girl. I see her tears. I see the blur of motion from the corner of my eye as my friends run along the sidewalk toward us. And someone else shooting past them…Luka.

      The truck spins again to come at me head-on, so close I can make out the chunks of rust on the grille. The pavement, flat and gray, surges up to meet me. I hit hard and slide along the rough surface, layers of cloth and skin scraping away.

      The endless screech of the brakes and the smell of burning rubber hit me. I try to scramble out of the way. I can’t find my footing.

      Terror clogs my throat.

      Then a hand on my arm, tight as a vise, yanks me to my feet.

      Luka.

      He pulls. I pull. Opposite directions. Our dance is all wrong. The truck slams us both.

      I shouldn’t be able to define each sensation, each event. But I can. I double over forward with the force of the blow. Then I’m lifted, flying, screaming. I hit the ground, my breath forced out in an obscene rush.

      There’s no pain, not yet. Only shock and the cold knife of my fear.

      Sound hurts my ears.

      My name. People scream my name, over and over. I want to tell them I’m okay, but my mouth won’t work, and I have no breath to lend sound to my words.

      The little girl stands at the side of the road, her face streaked with tears. My friends are beside her, screaming, pushing at the air. I don’t understand what they’re trying to do. The roaring in my ears drowns out whatever they’re saying.

      The lights flicker like someone flipped a switch, except we’re outside and there’s no switch to flip. Everything goes dark. Then light again. The truck’s right in front of me, the rusted chrome bumper stained red, like finger paint or smears of cherry juice.

      I turn my head to the opposite side and see Luka, his body twisted and broken, a puddle of blood forming beneath him on the road. His eyes are open. They’re dark blue, bright and clear as an arctic lake. Like mine. I never noticed that before. I thought his eyes were brown. His lips move. I can’t hear, but I think he’s saying, “Okay.”

      He’s wrong. This definitely is not okay.

      I look down and feel a sort of distant horror as I see a body that is mine but not mine. My limbs are bent at odd angles. Shards of bone poke out through my skin. When I try to move, I realize that I feel no pain because I feel nothing. Nothing at all. And no matter how hard I try, I can’t move anything but my head.

      I’m broken, like Luka. Broken and bloody.

      The thought feels hazy, as though it ought to mean more to me than it does.

      I smell cotton candy and cookies. I smell metal and raw steak.

      Then I hear it again. My friends are screaming. But the sound is far away, growing fainter. It fades until I hear only the sound of my own heartbeat, growing ever slower. Slower.

      Slower.

      Stay still. Let it pass, the guy’s voice says in my head.

      Sounds like a plan.
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      I open my eyes to see the blurred outlines of leaves and branches and a sky so blue it hurts. As the world tilts and drops, I curl my fingers into the long grass and hang on. The world’s still spinning, but at least if I hold on, I won’t fall off.

      The grass…it feels wrong, but I can’t say why. Confusion rides me as I try to sit up.

      “Wait. Let it pass.” The voice is cool, authoritative. Familiar?

      I feel like I should recognize it. I think there are all sorts of things I ought to know—would know—if the knowledge would just stop dancing away from me. But I can’t quite grab hold of it. The thoughts drift away as my vision clicks into sharp focus.

      The colors here are too bright. Too blue. Too green. They burn my eyes, straight through to my brain, a deep, agonizing pain. I close my eyes against the glare.

      “Just lie still.”

      Definitely sounds like a plan. The ground feels like it’s going to fall away, and my head feels like it’s about to explode. Carly gets migraines. I’ve never had one before, but I wonder now if they feel like this. If so, I need to be a lot more sympathetic to her in the future.

      Carly. My best friend. I remember her. I remember my friends talking about a guy and Luka running on the track in the distance, but I can’t remember where I am or how I got here.

      Fear uncoils in my gut. I know from experience that fear can easily tip down the slippery slope to full-on panic.

      Eyes closed, I concentrate on visualizing a sandy beach and slowing my breathing—inhale to a slow count of four, hold for a slow count of four, exhale to a slow count of four, hold again for a slow count of four. Box breathing. Dr. Andrews, my grief counselor, taught me. I’ve done this often enough to know it works. I’ve used it to numb the panic and sorrow for the past two years.

      “…scores…,” a girl says, her voice tinny and distant.

      “Nice…multi-hit bonus…,” a boy says a few seconds later. Neither voice is familiar. Their words fade in and out.

      I want to open my eyes and see who’s talking, but my lids are heavy. I feel like I’m being sucked into a murky lake, hearing the words through water. I lose track of their conversation, then the girl says, “…didn’t make it back…”

      “…selfish jerk…,” the boy answers. “Put all of us at risk so many times. Hanging back and stealing the hit points …all he cared about was himself and getting out….”

      “Doesn’t mean he deserved to…”

      “He put you at risk. As far as I’m concerned, that means he deserved…”

      The girl’s voice changes, becomes softer. “…Ty…”

      The conversation fades until all I can hear is my own heartbeat. I focus on that, only that. But there’s something about my heartbeat, something I should know. My thoughts are sludgy. I try to sift through the mess. I’m⁠—

      In a sickening burst, I remember. The little girl. The truck. The blood. That’s why the grass feels wrong. Because last thing I remember I was lying in the road…

      My eyes snap open again. With a gasp, I try to push upright but there’s a hand flat on the middle of my chest, holding me down.

      “I told you to wait. Lie still.” This voice I recognize. It’s the voice in my head. Except now he’s not in my head. He’s hunkered down next to me with the heel of his palm on my breastbone and his fingers splayed toward my throat.

      “Is this heaven?” The words slide free before I can think them through. I wish I could call them back.

      “Hardly.” He sounds amused.

      My gaze lifts to his face. Whatever I mean to say shrivels on my lips and all I can do is stare.

      Of all the things I ought to notice at this precise moment, his appearance should be the last on my list. But I notice anyway. Not because he’s beautiful, though he definitely is that. He’s about my age, with the sort of wide-shouldered, lean build that makes girls look. His hair is light brown, shot with gold and honey, worn in long, messy layers that fall to frame high, chiseled cheekbones. But the part I most want to see—his eyes—are hidden by mirrored, old-school aviator sunglasses.

      That’s why I stare. Because of those glasses. I’m afraid they aren’t real, that none of this is real.

      Carly was talking about the new guy and his aviator shades, just like the ones this guy is wearing. I shiver. What if I’m not here, lying on the ground under a too-blue sky? What if I’m unconscious in a hospital bed attached to tubes and wires and all of this is conjured by my imagination and wispy memories of Carly’s words?

      “It’s real,” he says, his tone flat.

      “What—” The word comes out as a croak. I roll my lips inward and swipe them with my tongue, then try again. “You can read my mind?” Not a possibility I’d normally even consider, but today’s shaping up to be a day that’s anything but normal.

      He smiles, a faint curve of his lips that reveals the barest hint of a long dimple carved in his right cheek. “No, but I can read your expression. And I’ve been doing this long enough that I know what most people tend to think when they first open their eyes.”

      “Doing what long enough?”

      “This,” he says, and nothing more.

      A second of silence stretches into two. Though I can’t see behind his glasses, I have the feeling he’s not looking at me anymore, that he’s scanning the area, looking for…something. But as I stare at him, I see me—tiny distorted reflections of me in the shiny, convex lenses. He leans a little closer and my image sharpens, my skin too pale, my hair too dark. The contrast makes me look like a goth.

      This time he smiles with a flash of white teeth, and the dimple carves a little deeper. “A goth,” he echoes.

      “I said that out loud.”

      “Yeah. Happens to all the new arrivals. Hard to separate thought from speech at first.” He tips his head a bit to the side, studying me. “It’ll pass.”

      “I heard you,” I whisper.

      “That’s a good thing. Your hearing’s fine.”

      “No, I mean I heard you earlier, inside my head.”

      “Yeah?” He doesn’t sound surprised, or even curious.

      I wait, and when he doesn’t say anything more, I sift through the bunch of questions that are clamoring for release and pick the simplest one. “Where am I?”

      “The lobby. It’s the spawn point.”

      “What’s a spawn point?”

      “The place where we spawn.”

      I glance around at the wide patch of long grass bounded by trees. “Lobbies have marble tiles.”

      “Not this one.”

      So maybe that wasn’t the simplest question. Or was it just the answer that was complicated? “Who are you?”

      “Jackson Tate.” He says only his name, with no elaboration and no follow-up question of his own.

      I jump in and offer, “I’m Miki. Miki Jones.”

      “I know.”

      Right. He knows my name. He was calling it a few minutes ago. In my head.

      I’m about to ask how he did that when I register what he said about all the new arrivals. Put that together with his assertion that this is a lobby, and I’m forced to revisit the impression I had when I first woke up. I blurt out, “Am I⁠—”

      Am I dead? I can’t finish the sentence out loud. It’s like if I say it out loud, it’ll make it true. I struggle to sit up.

      “No,” he says, but I’m not sure if he’s answering my unspoken question—telling me I’m not dead—or telling me not to move.

      With a bit of effort I manage to sit up. He doesn’t help, but he doesn’t stop me, either. Then he touches my wrist. I glance down to see that I’m wearing a bracelet with a black strap and a rectangular screen  filled with a shimmering, swirling pattern.

      I frown. “That’s not mine.”

      “It is now.” His fingertips play across the screen.

      “What are you doing?” A sensation of warmth flows from my wrist to my elbow. It isn’t unpleasant, just unexpected.

      “Activating it.”

      “Uh, no you’re not.” I jerk my hand away. “You’re not activating anything until I get some answers.”

      “Yeah, I am. If I don’t activate it, it explodes.” He sounds dead serious.

      “For real?”

      He doesn’t answer, and that pisses me off. But I can’t be certain it isn’t for real, and since I’m fond of having a hand at the end of my arm, I offer my wrist. He finishes running his fingers over the screen. I notice that he’s wearing a bracelet, too. The pattern on mine is silver; the one on his is forest green.

      Except, now the one I’m wearing isn’t silver anymore. Whatever he did, he turned mine green, too.

      “What is it?” I ask, feeling like I’m parroting myself …what, what, what? But I can’t seem to make my brain come up with anything better.

      “Health.”

      My gaze flashes to his. Sort of. I can’t see his eyes; he’s still wearing those opaque glasses. His expression gives me nothing.

      “Can you be a little less cryptic?” I snap, and then regret my tone. Biting his head off isn’t likely to get me any answers. The whole catch-more-flies-with-honey thing. But then, I’ve been perfectly polite up till now, and that hasn’t gained me any ground, either.

      I shake my head, and as I do, I realize the headache’s gone. That’s one good thing, at least. Never let it be said that I’m not an optimist. With effort, I modulate my tone. “So, the bracelet? You said it’s…health?”

      One brow arches, and he dips his chin toward my wrist. “The bracelet’s your con. The color’s your health. Don’t let it turn red.”

      For a long moment, I stare at him, waiting for the rest of the explanation. It never comes. “Am I supposed to know what that means?”

      “Not a gamer, huh?” He sighs. “It means exactly what I said.”

      When I was a kid, my grandfather used to do that: answer my questions with non-answers or riddles. I doubt Jackson Tate plays that game better than Sofu.

      I change direction and ask, “Would the bracelet really have exploded if you didn’t activate it?”

      There’s a slight pause that makes me think I’ve surprised him by shifting topics. Good. Better that I have him on his toes than he have me on mine.

      “No,” he says, and I think the corners of his mouth twitch in the hint of a smile. I’m hit with a weird sense of déjà vu, like I’ve been in this moment before, seen his face, the sun on his hair, that smile. I smell the ocean, hear the waves breaking. Before I can figure it out, he rises and walks away, and the feeling’s gone.

      “Good to know,” I mutter under my breath, sort of getting the last word, but he’s too far away to hear me, so maybe that doesn’t count.

      Pushing up on all fours, I wait for the dizziness to hit. I’m surprised when it doesn’t. I feel fine. Better than fine. Everything’s in perfect working order. I run my palms along my jeans-clad thighs, then tug at the hem of my T-shirt. Even my clothes are intact, as though I never scraped away cloth and skin on the pavement, never cracked my bones into pieces and watched the jagged edges tear through muscle and flesh.

      A shudder crawls across my skin, and my stomach does an unpleasant roll. Better not to think about my injuries.

      The injuries that were there and now aren’t there.

      Yeah, better not to think about that, either.

      Carefully, I get to my feet, then glance at my wrist. The screen’s a dark forest green, swirling with shades of lighter green and turquoise and blue. I slide my index finger under the band. It’s tight, but not tight enough to be uncomfortable. It doesn’t yield as I try to pull it off, and I can’t find the clasp to undo it.

      “Don’t bother. It’s on there until our mission’s complete.”

      My head jerks up. “Luka!” I feel a surge of relief at seeing him standing in front of me, whole, unhurt, unbloodied. I take a step forward, my hands coming up on instinct to hug him, my smile stretching into a grin. Then I see the look on his face and I freeze. He looks decidedly uncomfortable. Maybe even guilty, his eyes sliding from mine.

      “You’re okay,” I say, and drop my hands back to my sides, feeling awkward.

      “Yeah. For now.” He rakes his fingers back through his dark, wavy hair. He’s wearing a black wristband identical to mine, but he’s not tugging at his.

      My thoughts rewind to what he said about completing the mission.

      “What mission are you talking about?”

      “Listen, Miki.” He exhales in a rush. “I need to tell you⁠—”

      I wait, but he says nothing more, and I’m getting a little tired of guys who talk in cryptic spurts or don’t talk at all. So I take the lead.

      “Telling me sounds like a great plan.” He doesn’t take the bait, so I prompt him. “What mission?”

      He just stares at me.

      Okay. New approach. “What happened back there on the road?”

      The change of topic makes him blink. “We died. I mean, you died. On the road. I died last year.” He grimaces. “I’m making a mess of this.”

      You died on the road. I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. A part of me suspected it, but actually having it acknowledged as fact is horrible.

      My first thought is for my dad. If I’m dead, he’s alone. If I’m dead, it’ll kill him. And Carly and Kelley and Dee and Sarah and all my other friends. I know what it feels like to mourn, to have a film of gray settle over every moment of every day, a fog that coats everything, leaching out color and joy. I don’t want that for them. My heart gives a hard thump in my chest. And that stops me cold.

      My heart is beating. That means Luka’s wrong. I’m alive.

      “You’re not making sense,” I whisper. “You died last year, but you’re still going to school. Still on the track team. Still going to classes.” My voice rises with each word until I’m practically screaming. “What, you’re a zombie? One of the living dead?”

      I take a step forward. He takes a step back.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “I’m not saying this right.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.” I tremble with fear and anger. “This isn’t funny, Luka.”

      “No, I know. Listen, I understand how you feel. I remember waking up right where you did. I remember what I thought. That I was dead. That I was in a coma. That I was dreaming the whole thing.” He touches my shoulder, and then jerks his hand away, his fist clenching as he drops it to his side. “Those same thoughts went through your head, right?”

      They had. Every single one of them.

      I slap my palm against his chest, over his heart. I feel the steady drum of his heartbeat.

      “You’re lying. You’re alive. I can feel it. Dead. People. Don’t. Have. Heartbeats.” I punctuate each word with a tap against his chest, and then let my hand fall to my side.

      He shakes his head. “I am. You are. Alive, I mean.” He lifts his hand like he’s going to touch my shoulder again, but he only holds it there for a second, then drops it. “We’re mostly alive. Most of the time. But for the mission, we’re not. Not really. We’re here, and we get to go back when we’re done.”

      “Start making sense, Luka, because so far, everything you’ve said just sounds unhinged.” I feel sick, woozy, adrenaline slamming my pulse into overdrive and making me want to run, scream, hit something. “Just tell me what’s going on.” I enunciate each word, slow and careful. “In plain, simple terms. Just tell me what the hell is going on.”

      Luka glances around like he’s looking for an escape route. I follow his gaze. We’re in a clearing surrounded by trees. There’s nothing familiar. No street. No crosswalk. No schools. No landmarks I recognize. And for the first time, I notice that there are more than three of us here.

      About ten feet away are two large boulders. A guy sits on one, a girl on the other. I don’t recognize either one of them. The guy’s a little older, maybe twenty or so. His blue eyes are a stunning contrast to his dark skin and black lashes. His curly hair is trimmed close to his skull. He looks like a model in a J.Crew ad, and he’s watching me with an expression that I can only read as sympathetic. The girl’s blue-eyed, too—what’s with that?—red haired and pale, very pretty, with a figure that’s all curves. She’s wearing a cheer uniform. The only things missing are the pom-poms.

      They’re both wearing the wristbands.

      After a minute, the girl pushes off the boulder and walks over. She approaches me warily, like I’m some wild animal that’s going to pounce on her and tear her throat out.

      “Listen, um…” Her brows shoot up and she looks at me expectantly, waiting for me to tell her my name.

      “Miki Jones.”

      “Richelle Kirkman.” She gestures back toward the boy on the boulder. “That’s Tyrone Walker.” I recognize her voice. She’s the girl who was speaking when I first woke up, and I’m guessing Tyrone is the guy she was talking to. I nod at Tyrone and he nods back. “You already had the pleasure”—she rolls her eyes—“of meeting Jackson.” At the mention of his name, I glance over to where he’s standing on the far side of the boulders. “And from the looks of things, you already know Luka,” Richelle continues, then frowns. “Which is odd because we’ve never had anyone go through who knew each other from…outside. You go to the same school or something?”

      “Yeah. Glenbrook, in Rochester,” Luka says.

      “Rochester, Minnesota? Rochester, Michigan?”

      Luka’s brows rise. “What are you, a geography teacher?”

      “It’s a hobby,” Richelle says with a laugh.

      Luka purses his lips and nods. “Rochester, New York. But I was living in Seattle when I was pulled. My dad was only transferred back to Rochester a couple of weeks ago. Right before school started. So we weren’t actually pulled from the same geographic area. But I wouldn’t say it’s never happened.”

      Richelle nods like that means something to her. She and Luka seem to know each other, so I wonder why she doesn’t know where he goes to school or that he used to live in Seattle. But I have more important questions to ask.

      “Pulled?” I glance at Luka.

      “Pulled from real life,” he says.

      His answer makes me shiver. I wrap my arms around my waist, holding myself together.

      Richelle shoots a hard look his way and jumps in with, “Don’t listen to him. We still have real lives. They just get temporarily interrupted every now and then when we’re pulled into the game⁠—”

      Luka makes a warning sound and Richelle cuts herself off. She turns to Luka, glaring.

      “What?” she asks, lifting her hands.

      “You can’t,” Luka says.

      “Don’t you remember how she feels? Because I do. Dropped here, having no clue? Scared? Confused? I need to tell her⁠—”

      “You can’t,” Luka says again, firmer.

      Richelle balls her fists, her expression mutinous. For a second, I think she’s going to punch him.

      Then she turns back to me.

      “I can’t tell you all the details. But I can tell you that we’re a team.” She rests her hand on my upper arm, her expression reassuring. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I try, but I can’t make myself believe her.
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      “You said we still have real lives. What does that mean?” I ask Richelle.

      “Exactly what it sounds like. When we’re done here, I’m meeting my girls at Franklin Mills for some major shopping.” She glances down at her cheer uniform and offers a wry grin. “I do plan to change first.”

      “Franklin Mills?”

      “Big mall in Philadelphia,” she clarifies.

      “But we’re in Rochester….”

      “You aren’t in Rochester anymore, Toto. We’re in the lobby, and in a few minutes we’ll be”—she makes a sweeping gesture—“somewhere else.” She pauses. “Listen, Miki. Here’s the deal. We get a mission. We play the game. We kill⁠—”

      “Terminate.” Luka cuts her off. “We don’t kill anything.”

      “That’s a relief.” I don’t even try to temper the sarcasm.

      “Prettying it up doesn’t change it at all,” Richelle says to Luka, her tone prim.

      “And that’s even less of a relief,” I mutter, feeling like Alice down the rabbit hole.

      Richelle turns back to me. I read commiseration in her expression. She doesn’t need to tell me that she gets it, that she knows how freaked out I am and that my questions and sarcasm are my only defense.

      “We terminate whatever it is we’re sent to terminate,” she continues. “Sometimes we’re sent to destroy a facility or a nest. It’s free-for-all scoring. There’s an individual score tally for each player. No team score. But really, the score that matters the most is survival.” She pauses, and her tone takes on a note of urgency. “Don’t let one of them get you before you’re pulled back. When you finish the mission, when you manage to make it through? Then you respawn, you know, rematerialize miraculously healed and you get to go back to your regularly scheduled life. Until the next time. Got it?”

      I don’t get it, not even a little. I cut a glance at Luka. He shrugs and says, “What she said.”

      “I don’t understand.” I mean, I understand the words—team, score, mission, respawn—but the concepts make no sense. “This is a game? Are we LARPing?”

      Richelle frowns. “LARPing?”

      “Live action role playing? Like Dungeons and Dragons?” I ask.

      “No,” Luka says. “How do you know about LARPing?”

      “Terry Chen and Julie Cassidy. They talk about it all the time.”

      He nods.

      I look at Richelle. “Is this cosplay?” Before Luka can ask, I explain, “Kelley dragged all of us to an anime fan convention last year, and tons of people were dressed up and carrying weapons that looked real. Actually, a lot of them seemed to believe their costumes were real.” But I don’t really think we’re cosplaying here.

      “Think of it like a video game. One we don’t play on a screen,” Luka says at the same time as Jackson says from behind me, “It isn’t a game.”

      I spin to find Jackson standing just a couple of feet away. He’s still wearing the khaki green pants and T-shirt that I saw him in when I first woke up, but now he looks different. It takes me a second to realize that he’s wearing a sheath tied against his thigh, the handle of what I suspect is a knife sticking out the top. There’s a leather band crossing his shoulder and a second one riding low on his hips with the butt of a weapon protruding from the holster.

      “This isn’t a game,” he repeats. “It’s real. What you do here determines your survival.” He pauses. “And the survival of every other person on this planet.”

      I laugh.

      He doesn’t.

      And that tells me he’s either serious or seriously unhinged.

      Please let him be unhinged.

      As I stare at him, something flickers at the edge of my vision. I turn my head. Nothing’s there. But as I turn back to Jackson, something flickers again. People. Trees. Boulders.

      When I was little, Gram had this powder room that had walls all covered in mirrors. I’d stand there and wash my hands and see the reflections of a million Mikis washing their hands at a million sinks in a million bathrooms. That’s what this feels like. The images I catch from the corner of my eye are like the reflections I used to see in those mirrors; if I turned my head, the reflections would change. If I turn my head now, the reflections disappear.

      I stare at Jackson, and in my peripheral vision, I see other clearings filled with people, on and on ad infinitum.

      “Who are they?” I ask softly, the words aimed at Jackson, but it’s Luka who answers, “Who?”

      I shift my attention to him, and at the edges of my vision are the others. “Them.”

      “Them who?” Luka’s brows draw together, and he pulls his head back. “You okay, Miki? We’re the only people here.” He makes a big show of looking around the clearing and spreading his hands. “You see anyone else?”

      So Luka doesn’t see them. But I do. And Jackson does; he knows exactly what I’m talking about. I can feel him watching me, even though I can’t see his eyes. Before I can ask, he says, “Gear up,” talking to Luka and the others even though he’s still facing me. They move off, out of my line of sight, and I’m left alone with him, almost as confused as I was when I first woke up.

      He reaches toward me. I jump back.

      Again, that barely there hint of a smile that I saw earlier. Not a nice smile; not warm or friendly. Dark and feral.

      “Good reflexes,” he says. “That’s a bonus.”

      “Eight years of Kendo and Iaido.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Kendo’s sort of like fencing with a bamboo sword. It’s like an intricate dance. Iaido is about responding to a sudden attack.”

      “With a real sword?”

      “Sometimes with a wooden sword. Sometimes with a real sword that has a blunt edge.”

      “Are you any good?”

      “Yes.” I was taught by a master—my grandfather.

      “Good to know,” he says, echoing what I muttered after him earlier. I hadn’t thought he heard, but now I think he must have.

      I glance over at where the others are gearing up. They’re on the far side of the boulders, strapping on holsters like Jackson’s. “Who are the others?”

      “Tyrone and Richelle already introduced themselves.”

      He knows I wasn’t asking about them. Annoyance surges, but I tamp it down. I need to redirect, come at the problem from a different angle. So instead of pursuing that line of attack, I ask, “Where’d the weapons come from?”

      This time, Jackson’s smile is wider. Obviously he approves of my approach. Like I care what he thinks.

      “They’re here waiting for us whenever we arrive,” he says. “You’re right-handed?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “You want your weapon on your dominant side. You don’t want to cross reach. It’ll slow you down. Now lift your arm. I’ll show you how the holster works. Next time, you do it for yourself.”

      I lift my arm and he slides the straps over my shoulder. It’s a complicated layout, with a strap going diagonally across my chest and a second loop resting on my hips. I pay attention to the way he settles the buckles and snaps down the holster. If there is a next time, I definitely want to be doing this myself. I don’t like feeling like a toddler who needs help putting on her coat.

      Jackson holds out a metal cylinder that’s about eight inches long. It looks like the handle of the toy light saber I used to play with as a kid.

      “Please tell me a glowing blade doesn’t leap out of the end of this.” I hear a snicker to my left. I glance over and catch Richelle’s wink, then turn back to Jackson.

      He’s not smiling. “You point this and you fire at anything that comes at you.”

      “Anything?” I ask. “Bees? Wasps? Lost puppies?”

      His lips thin, confirming what I already suspected.

      “You have no sense of humor,” I point out.

      He ignores my observation. “Anything non-terrestrial.”

      “Non-terrestrial? As in…extraterrestrial?”

      He gives a short nod.

      “Of course. I died today, and now I’m going to fight aliens with a light saber. Maybe after that we can look for mermaids. Or unicorns.”

      “No,” he says. “Just aliens.”

      Was that the barest hint of humor in his tone? I narrow my eyes. “What if I don’t want to go on this alien-hunting mission?”

      “What makes you think you get a choice?” The words are harsh, but his tone is oddly gentle, like he knows I’ve been pushed almost
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