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Dedication

For quiet girls with feral hearts. For loud girls with secret ones.

And for Adiah Wren, who has the biggest heart of all.
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If you don’t look closely, you might think that the girl is asleep.

You would be wrong on two counts.

First, that she is asleep, and second, that she is a girl.

Her eyes are closed, and her cheeks are roses, wind-bitten but flushed with the promise of blood and life. If you don’t lean in, you won’t smell the sweet-sour death notes in the air around her, or notice that though the warmth hasn’t quite left her face, the tips of her fingers are already a bright cerulean blue. They are the color of the morpho butterfly, or a clear spring sky, or a bluebird when the sun strikes his feathers just so. They are also the color of death.

The skin of her shoulders is too pale, her bloodlessness stark against the brilliant growth of dark green moss all around her. She is sprawled on a raised mound of pine needles and earth, and a trail of small indigo mushrooms circles her head, not unlike a crown.

From a distance, the soft dusting of blade-shaped scales above her ears could be mistaken for white-blond hair, and the protrusions from her back would stay hidden underneath the strange stillness of her body. Strange, if you think she’s merely asleep. Not so strange if you know she’s dead.

Stranger still are her wings, but they are folded and broken underneath her, undiscovered by your curious gaze.

She lies on the forest floor, body broken, a single drop of blood smeared on the edge of her lip. It is nearly dry now, its color darkened from the brilliant flash of fresh blood. The maroon looks like a bit of smudged lipstick forgotten from the night before.

The night before, when she had still been alive.

She had stretched those wings out, testing their weight as well as her own resolve. She’d climbed to the highest edge of cliff on their island, overlooking the sea. It was a view unmatched by any other her whole life—whether that life was a thousand years ago, or perhaps just one, it was hard for her to say. Time made less sense here.

She’d faced the vast, open ocean ahead of her, and she’d seen only the dark nothingness of the midnight sea. Endless miles of water, surrounding her completely all this time. Some days it had felt like a prison around her, and other days a refuge. But now it was time to go home. Time to launch her body off the cliff edge and let the air whip across these wings she’d once cursed but now prayed to.

Don’t let me fall, she had asked the wind, her wish a silent echo repeating in her mind as she crept forward until her toes were exposed over the cliff. With only air beneath them, she felt a sharp tug at her navel from deep inside. Gravity was lying in wait like a leviathan in the water, ready to pull her down to the sharp rocks and inky darkness below.

It could have been sheer desperation that finally forced her feet from the edge just as dawn broke over the sea. The kind of desperation that comes when all other options have been exhausted.

But the truth is that it was love that made her take that final, terrible step over the edge. Love tempered by fires that few ever knew in their lifetime. Love that made her not only willing to take the risk, but eager to take it, simply for the hope of it all.

She fell so fast she barely remembered to stretch, stretch her wings, but she did remember, and she gasped when the wind caught beneath them.

She rose quickly after that, catching a warm thermal draft that lifted her up, away from the rocks, until she circled over the island, a small speck among the cotton-candy clouds. She closed her eyes and basked in the warmth of the sunrise on her face. She opened them again and found the early light of the morning reflecting off the softness of her wings, so thin the light shone through them, glowing pink.

Icarus flew, she thought.

In that moment, suspended above the island, she felt truly free. It was a potent sensation, more powerful than anything else she’d experienced. Ironic, to taste its sweetness so near to her death.

She was glorious, before the fall.
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By the time I was twelve years old, I had lived in thirteen different homes.

There was something profound about that year for me. It was like standing on a precipice wishing I could jump already, even though I knew the fall might kill me.

Age twelve was my year of great epiphanies. One after another, like lightning chasing thunder, each of them changing the trajectory of my life in a way I didn’t understand at the time. The first was the bittersweet realization that no one was coming to save me. Bitter to know that loneliness, and sweet to taste the freedom of no longer waiting on anyone else. If I wanted anything, I had to take it for myself. It was also the year that I learned my sister hated me more than anything in the world.

She was right to hate me. I was the troubled child, the rebellious one. I was the girl who set fire to House Seven. No, it was House Eight. The DeLucas.

We were there only a month before I found our foster dad’s lighter and set the living room curtains ablaze. After that, we cycled quickly through Houses Nine through Twelve. A history of arson doesn’t exactly boost a foster kid up the placement list, and I did absolutely nothing to reassure new parents willing to take me on. In House Ten, I cut off my own hair, shearing it as close to my scalp as I could, ignoring the hot flash of pain and blood when the scissors blade found flesh, leaving a thin line of a scar just at the hairline on my forehead.

I’d seen the notes in our shared file once. Our caseworker had been distracted, taking an emergency phone call, hoping to find us a new placement in time for the holidays. I’d just burned bridges at House Twelve by punching their biological son in the face. I still think I should have gotten credit for all the times I didn’t punch him even though I wanted to. Some faces are just so very punch-worthy.

Everly was ignoring me, reading on the other side of the room. Everly was always reading. Foster parents loved that about her.

I grabbed our file as soon as we were alone and began to flip through it. Everly is a good student, polite, quiet, well-mannered. She likes to draw and reads three grade levels up. She is kind and, though a bit shy, seems eager to make friends.

Predictable. Boring. I turned the page.

Violet is temperamental, sometimes volatile, and occasionally violent with herself and others. Uninterested in making social connections. Liv has a diagnosed attention disorder and struggles in school. History of self-harm.

If anyone was trying to get to know me just from these pages, their outlook would be grim. My entire life was a series of incidents, laid out in black-ink bullet points by weary social workers. I scanned the rest of the pages. There was nothing on it I didn’t already know about myself, but I realized my file was full of half-truths. No one knew why I cut my hair or punched my foster brother or set a house full of people on fire. Probably no one ever would know. People tended not to care about the why, and I didn’t care to tell them.

At the bottom of the page was a space for recommendations. I’d been with the same caseworker for six or seven years by then, and I knew she hated me for what I’d put Everly through. Enough to recommend that if we didn’t find a good placement for both of us soon, we should probably be separated.

And yet it wasn’t until House Thirteen that I realized the depth of my sister’s resentment. It was just a few days before our shared thirteenth birthday—a birthday that only our social worker acknowledged, with kids’ meals from the local burger place and a few gently used “new” clothes from the donation bins.

I woke in the night to a pillow pressed to my face, held down with every bit of strength Everly had, though that wasn’t much. We were both scrawny, scrappy little things, with long, ever-tangled hair and feral looks in our eyes. But Everly tried her damnedest that night. I was the problem. I was the instigator. The literal fire starter. A liability. I understood her logic perfectly. If she could just take me out of the equation, maybe she could find a family that would keep her for more than a few months.

The policy of Child Protective Services is to keep siblings together. I’m sure they thought we were a comfort to each other, a hand to hold as we shoved all our belongings into a black garbage bag to move from one foster placement to the next. But Everly had stopped reaching for my hand years ago. Her anger had built steadily and quietly, until she couldn’t bear it anymore. Until she tried to kill me, just so I would stop ruining her life.

That night I scratched at her until her arms and hands were slick with blood. It was fortunate for me that no one really cared about our basic hygiene at that point and my nails had grown out, long and sharp. I was like a rabid creature, clawing at her until she let go of the pillow on my face. I left deep gouges from her elbows to the backs of her hands.

Everly collapsed onto the bed beside me, sobbing.

“I hate you,” she whispered between hiccups as I wrapped my arms around her.

“I know. I know you do. It’s okay. I forgive you. I understand.”

I continued to murmur low words of comfort until she fell asleep. In that moment, I understood her better than I ever had before. Finally, she was angry the way I was angry. Finally, she fought to survive, instead of living quietly in my shadow, always a step behind me. It was the first time I saw her as her own unique self. Before that, she’d felt like an extension of me. When she hurt, I hurt, like a skinned knee, raw and stinging in all the places I was exposed. But she wasn’t a person I loved, and I wasn’t someone she loved. We were more like strange appendages of each other. Or tumors, nestled deep in each other’s guts and heads.

Undetectable until it made us sick.

After that night, I stopped setting fires, both literal and figurative. We still flew through the next three houses in quick succession—this time for reasons besides me—and then we met the Millers.

Rachel and Toby had been married for two decades and had decided early on that they didn’t want children. It wasn’t until they neared their fifties that they changed their minds. They had their dream careers, a beautiful house in San Diego, and a neat retirement plan on the horizon, but by some strange twist of fate, they also wanted us.

They loved Everly instantly. They tolerated me. And at first, that was enough. I’d learned to adapt to a thousand changes before, and this last one was easy once I accepted it.

Still, I never felt lonely before the Millers.

They didn’t mean to exclude me. I’d built the walls all myself; I couldn’t be upset that no one was willing to do the hard work of climbing them to be close to me. Especially with Everly standing right out in the open, ready for love.

I tell myself that that’s why I decide to leave. To let Everly have the family she always dreamed of for herself. I’d hardly be the first foster runaway. No one would miss me, Everly least of all. We’d eventually reached a kind of tentative balance in our relationship, something more like endurance than warmth.

But it is Everly who leads me to my way out. It’s no more than a coincidence, really. Or luck, for perhaps the first time in my life. She leaves the paperwork right in the center of the dining table. An invitation to apply, one among dozens that Everly receives for some prestigious opportunity or another. She wouldn’t have glanced at this one twice—it is a writing contest, and Everly prefers math and science. She wants to be an environmentalist one day. She doesn’t notice when I slip it off the table and into my backpack.

Volatile and occasionally violent, uninterested in making social connections.

I’d never understood the phrase lone wolf—even wolves have packs. Instead, I think of a bear. Solitary. Volatile. Occasionally violent. That was me. Never meant to be part of a family. But singularly capable of surviving even the harshest of winters.
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In my eagerness to open it, I drag the edge of the envelope along my skin, slicing a neat line across my fingertip that wells blood immediately.

I ignore the sting, as well as the droplet of crimson that lands on the letter as I unfold it, smeared right across the embossed golden seal, soaking into the cream-colored paper.

Dear Ms. Whitlock, We are pleased to inform you …

The letter is from the Shakespeare Center, offering a summer internship on the set of a movie filming in Alaska, starting in two weeks. It’s the prize for the winning application, out of the thousands submitted by young writers across the country.

For several minutes, I just stand there, holding it carefully in my hands, sucking on my finger. Then I fold the bloodstained page and put it neatly back in its envelope.

I hide it underneath my pillow.

Then I cross to the hall bathroom and yank at the toilet paper, wrapping it around my finger. Paper cuts have no right to hurt as much as they do.

“Gross,” says a voice in the doorway. Everly is there with her nose wrinkled at me in disgust. “You’re practically begging for an infection,” she adds. “Come here.”

I follow her into her room and fall onto the bed with the least amount of grace possible. Her room is neat. She has a place for everything, and posters of national parks pinned on the walls. A canvas banner hangs over her bed, displaying perfect rows of her enamel pin collection. There is one on the edge with a picture of the Loch Ness monster that says: The important thing is that I believe in myself.

I wrinkle my nose in distaste.

Everly has become one of those perpetually positive people. The ones who say things like Everything happens for a reason, or Just stay positive, or the worst: If I can do it, so can you. At first it was annoying, but now it’s downright toxic. It’s like she’s erased all the bad memories from her head. It’s like she’s left them all to me.

Everly fishes out a first aid pack—probably one of many—from somewhere and is already putting antibiotic cream on a small bandage. She takes a pair of cuticle scissors and cuts the sticky ends of the bandage, wrapping them around my finger crisscross so it stays in place. All her movements are meticulous and practiced.

I’m too impatient for this. For her.

“Just put it on, Everly. This isn’t surgery.”

“Your recklessness will be your downfall,” Everly says.

“And your perfectionism will be yours,” I snap right back.

When Everly finishes her ministrations, she doesn’t so much drop my hand as toss it away from her. I guess the brief truce formed by my bleeding finger has ended.

In our last three years with the Millers, Everly has bloomed. She is quite a bit taller than me now, and her hair is long, shining and yellow. A literal golden child. She loves all the same things Rachel loves: hiking and volunteering with rescue animals and collecting tiny ridiculous things like spoons and pins. They spend Friday nights together watching baking shows.

Tobias Miller is aloof but kind. He seems to think the extent of fatherhood is cracking the occasional bad pun and making sure we are provided for, an arrangement that suits me just fine. Things with the Millers are safe, at least, if not comfortable. But I knew that the letter under my pillow could change everything.

“What are you doing now that our classes are done?” I ask, a deliberate and likely transparent attempt to bridge the uncomfortable silence stretching between us.

“Volunteering at the shelter a few days a week,” she says. “And a bunch of us are going camping next week … if you want to come.”

Everly likes to go camping with her friends in the summer, almost every weekend. At first, I thought they did it as an excuse to party out in the woods, but when I joined her once I realized I was wrong. Her friends were like her, good and smart. They liked building fires and lying out under the stars and talking about their ambitious plans. It was a conversation I had very little to contribute to. Unlike Everly, I was still in survival mode from our childhood. I couldn’t think that far ahead. It felt like tempting fate to even pretend I had a future.

“And be a walking mosquito feast? No, thank you.” I doubt the invitation was genuine anyway. Her friends couldn’t stand me, and I thought they were boring. “You do know that we can sleep in houses and take hot showers, right? You don’t have to go torture yourself in the wilderness every weekend.”

“It isn’t torture,” Everly says. “You might be surprised, Liv, if you just—”

“I’ll leave the hiking to you.” I interrupt her before she can finish her sentence with my most hated word: try. Everyone always tells me I’m not trying hard enough. But I do try, and the only conclusion I can draw is that it’s me. I am not enough. “Let me know when you take up glamping.”

I use Everly’s least-favorite made-up word on purpose, and it has the desired effect: she rolls her eyes and turns away, dismissing me.

At the door, I thank her for the bandage. The gesture was kind, and our relationship is fragile at best, weakened by years of animosity. But she is already ignoring me, her nose, as usual, in a book: The Forager’s Guide to Mushrooms.

That’s Everly’s idea of reading for fun.

My own room is the exact inverse of my sister’s. My bed is unmade, and there are books and notebooks sprawled across it. My desk is a museum of my abandoned projects—a watercolor set, paintbrushes dried to the plastic lid; a stack of photographs I was halfway through hanging on the line of twine I have strung across my wall; my last trigonometry assignment for the summer class that I gave up on days ago. I’m going to pass the makeup class, and that is good enough. By the end of next year, I should be on track to graduate, despite falling behind during all our moves.

If Everly is the academic, then I’m the artist. I’d cycled through all the mediums—photography, painting, a summer spent toying with Toby’s old acoustic guitar. I’d landed on poetry last year, and I fell hard for it, flying through the tattered copies on Rachel’s shelves. It was the first time I entered the school library willingly, and their paltry poetry section lasted me two weeks. Plath, Angelou, Oliver, Rich. Emily Dickinson and Edna St. Vincent Millay. I’d never found myself in the pages of a book before I found those women and their secret, hidden inner selves. So much of it was raw, bright red and pulsing like a fresh burn on skin.

Finally, I’d found something to match my own teeming insides.

Not that it made me a better student. If anything, I was more distracted than ever, writing instead of listening in class, slipping ever further behind until summer classes were mandated.

I reach for the laptop that Rachel and Toby gave me for Christmas, an incentive to catch up in school and graduate with Everly. I think it was meant to be nice, but it felt like a ticking clock on how long I would be welcome in their home.

A quick online search brings up the Shakespeare Center’s website. I scroll through their education programs until I find the essay-writing contest and its grand prize, a six-week internship on the set of a film production—an adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, filming in Alaska over the summer.

When I search the film’s title, a recent press release pops up, dated a few days ago. The image that loads is a paparazzi photo of Paris Grace, with her wide white smile and sleek long hair dyed bright Barbie pink.

She is perhaps the most famous singer on the planet, and she is barely seventeen. She’d released a new album a few months ago and, according to the article, was completing her world tour just in time to join the production in Alaska, her first bold move away from music and into the film industry. The author of the article thought this was a mistake. Paris Grace should stick to what she knows.

The only other names listed in the article are Vincent Bellegarde, former heartthrob turned producer who now poured his money into pet projects like this one, and finally, the Knight sisters. The British girls are actresses, and they skyrocketed to fame when they both earned Oscar nominations the same year for their roles in Little Women. I cried watching Miri Knight’s portrayal of Beth March, and I never cry over movies.

I lock my bedroom door before pulling the envelope out from under my pillow. I run my hand over the name addressed on the front with a kind of reverence that I’ve never really felt before. It is the opportunity of a lifetime for someone like me. Someone with a troubled past and mediocre grades and underdeveloped social skills, according to the school guidance counselor.

One time I’d gotten up the nerve to take my writing to that same guidance counselor. I needed to know how people pursued careers in the arts. Especially people who came from nothing, like me. She’d taken the file from me—inside I’d tucked a dozen poems, sonnets, and stories. She’d read it all, silently, in front of me. Then she peered at me over her glasses. “Did you take these from someone else?”

“No,” I told her. I wasn’t even offended by the question. If she thought I’d stolen them, then she thought they were good.

She looked back down at the pages, thumbing through them, reading them again. She sighed and said the next bit somewhat to herself, almost under her breath, but not quite.

“It won’t be enough.”

I’d grabbed the folder and stormed out. My school file might as well have had large block letters stamped across it that said LOST CAUSE.

After that, I stopped writing entirely, until I found out about this contest.

Before I can overthink it, I call the number listed on the letter and tell them I would love to accept the internship. I write down the travel details—I would need to be in Los Angeles for departure in exactly ten days to catch the private chartered flight to Alaska, and I quickly accept their offer to book a hotel room for me the night before. They tell me how to log in to complete the necessary paperwork.

After I hang up, I go online and buy a bus ticket, the cheapest I can find so it won’t raise any flags with Rachel. No one would notice until long after I was gone. Then I log in to the foundation’s website and fill out the forms. There is a section where your parents have to sign for permission and the liability waivers, but it’s as simple as typing in Rachel’s name. I change one digit of her cell phone number so they can’t actually reach her if they try to call. At least not right away.

Ten days and I would be out of here, and I didn’t plan on ever coming back. The internship was a means to an end—a place to go, connections to make, new cities to explore. The five-grand cash prize for the winner is my golden ticket to start a new life. My own life.

When it gets late enough that I’m sure everyone is asleep, I sneak into the backyard to the firepit that Toby built two summers ago, and I light a small fire in the bottom. When the flames grow hot, little sparks leap up at me, and I pull the letter out of my pocket and drop it in.

It burns fast, edges curling inward and blackening. I stay until it turns to ash. Until there is no evidence that it existed.

Erasing the fact that it was never addressed to me at all.
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Exactly ten days later I arrive at a boat dock instead of an airport. There was a last-minute change in our travel plans, all at the whim of Hollywood legend Vincent Bellegarde.

I wasn’t even told of the change until I was checking out of my hotel room to head to my flight and the front desk gave me the message, nothing more than an address to give my driver. Now that I am standing on the dock under the predawn sky, watching as the taillights of my rideshare turn the corner, I realize I don’t have nearly enough information. There are at least a dozen yachts docked on the pier, and not a soul around.

I toss my faded purple backpack on the ground and sit on my suitcase. Or rather, I sit on Rachel’s suitcase that I’d swiped from the attic yesterday morning before walking to the bus stop.

While I wait for signs of life, I pick at my ruined cuticles and imagine a scenario where this entire internship was some twisted prank, and I’d have to go back to my foster parents and the sister whose identity I’d tried to steal.

Then there is a soft squeal of tires behind me, and I turn and watch a limousine pull up. The driver hops out and quickly whips around the vehicle to open the door before moving to the trunk to unload the luggage.

Paris Grace steps out of the limousine. Her hair is bubble-gum pink now, not the bright fuchsia it had been in the press release photo. Her entire outfit is coordinated in pastels that match her hair—lavender and buttercup yellow and a soft shade of sage green. Even her purse is light pink, shaped like a heart and too small to hold anything useful.

There is a surreal moment where Paris simply stares at me, and I stare back. It is so absurd that I could be here, with her, about to board a luxury yacht to go to a film set.

Paris moves first, approaching me, her heels smacking against the wood.

“You must be the contest winner,” she says.

I expect condescension in her tone, my defensiveness already starting to kick in, when I realize that there wasn’t any malice in her words. She was stating a fact. There is only one reason a girl like me would be in a place like this: charity.

“Sorry, what’s your name again? Avery? Emily?”

“Oh, I just go by Liv. Liv Whitlock.”

Liv had been my nickname since I was six. One of our early foster mothers had three Violets placed with her that year alone, and she couldn’t keep us straight, so I became Liv. At first, I hated it. I felt like a stray dog being handed a new name on a collar. But the nickname stuck with me through the next three foster homes, somehow finding its way into my official file, and eventually it grew on me. Liv. Live. It was what I planned to do. I planned to survive.

“Liv,” she says, testing my name in her mouth. “That’s cute. I’m Paris.”

I can’t help but laugh. Yes, I know. Obviously, I know.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I say instead, refusing to be star-struck by a girl my age.

“I read your work,” Paris says, surprising me for the second time in twenty seconds. “My agent reps the director over at the Shakespeare Center, so he sent your application to me. Thought I might like to know a little about you before we traveled together.”

She’s read the application. The one in which every answer to every question was about Everly, not me. Everly’s grade point average, her school attendance, her extracurricular activities. Even her name. The only thing genuinely mine was the writing itself. I knew that as Violet, I didn’t stand a chance. Talent could carry me so far, and then my reputation would follow like a freight train in its wake, destroying every delicate thing I’d built.

But as Everly? Everly Whitlock shone on paper. Volatile, occasionally violent Violet did not. And now Paris Grace knew things that could tangle up my lies if she cared to dig into the details of that application.

“Why are we traveling together?” I ask, gently changing the subject.

I don’t know what I had been expecting when the concierge at the hotel told me there’d been a change. At half past four I was still blinking away the lingering remnants of my dreams when we’d had the brief conversation, and it wasn’t as though he knew, either.

But I wasn’t expecting this—a private yacht, with Paris Grace herself as my companion.

Paris only shrugs.

“It was all Vincent’s idea. He’s impulsive like that. C’mon, let’s at least get on board and then we can yell at him for causing so much confusion.”

Paris doesn’t wait for my agreement. She lifts her hand to beckon her driver, who begins to bring her things down to the dock.

“Do you know which boat?” I hike my backpack onto my shoulder and reach for my suitcase.

Paris talks to me without turning around.

“No, but I know Vincent Bellegarde. And he always has the biggest yacht on the dock.”

Right. Yacht, not boat.

Paris leads the way, climbing right up the dock of a large white ship with the name Bianca painted in script on its side.

“This must be it,” Paris says. “He always names them after his ex-wives.”

“Charming,” I say, rolling my small suitcase up the bridge behind me.

“That’s just Vincent,” she says. “I’ve been to dozens of his parties. He takes some getting used to, but he’s mostly harmless.”

The word mostly is doing some heavy work in that sentence. I wish she’d just say it outright, but that isn’t how it’s done. When girls point fingers, we’re called hysterical, or liars. So instead, we whisper soft warnings to each other, and we learn to listen for them in turn. A kind of trial by fire with our young bodies on the line.

So, when Paris says mostly, I tuck the word away inside, stuck somewhere between my ribs where it is just uncomfortable enough that I won’t forget about it. That I won’t let my guard down on this trip. No one ever actually tells you that navigating girlhood is like walking a minefield. One wrong step could kill you. I guess they expect you to learn that on your own.

And we do.

Then he was there, as though Paris had manifested him with her words, or maybe I had with my thoughts.

“Good morning, ladies.” Vincent Bellegarde steps out of the cockpit in aviator sunglasses and a baseball cap. His casual address and appearance make him seem supremely human and approachable, unlike Paris, who acts and looks the part of celebrity in her heart-shaped sunglasses, tapping her foot impatiently against the sleek, planked floor of the yacht.

Vincent climbs down to the lower deck. He extends his hand, and we take turns shaking it. “I hope you don’t mind the change of plans,” he says with just a hint of a Southern drawl. “We’ve got some time before filming starts and I thought, well, why the hell don’t we make the most of it and get to know each other.”

“Sure, Vincent. This isn’t just an excuse to write off your yacht expenses as part of the film?”

“Two birds, Ms. Grace. Two birds.”

Some others have started arriving, and for a while it’s a chaotic exchange of chauffeurs and personal assistants and luggage into rooms before we all gather back on the deck. Vincent emerges on the upper deck and addresses us from there like a king on his throne.

“All right.” Vincent claps his hands together. “Introductions. I’m Vincent, this is my ship. I’ll be navigating us up the coast of sunny California into Canada and then on to Alaska, with the assistance of Captain Wilson.” Vincent turns to look behind him and calls out. “Wave to the nice ladies, Wilson!”

A man leans out of the cockpit and gives us a brief wave. He is older, maybe in his sixties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a matching, neatly trimmed beard. I’m more relieved than I’d care to admit that we won’t be on the open ocean with only a movie star navigating.

There are a few additional crew members on board whom Vincent introduces. There is a chief officer, which Vincent explains is the same as a first mate, there to manage the cargo and crew and assist the captain with the ship as needed. The young man is introduced simply as Jacob, and we learn that he is actually the captain’s son, eagerly following in his father’s footsteps. Last is a middle-aged woman named Ms. Simmons, introduced as a professional chef and the ship steward.

Vincent drones on, and eventually I stop listening. He’s spouting off a list of his accolades as though everyone here doesn’t know who he is. I take the opportunity to study the others who have come on board.

I’m surrounded by girls, all around my own age. The notable difference between me and them is that they almost all have familiar, quite famous faces. Effie and Miri Knight, the British actress sisters, are standing to my right.

Effie is the elder of the two—nearly eighteen now, I think—and she’s tall, probably just shy of six feet. She has brilliant natural red hair that is twisted up into a neat bun on the top of her head, leaving her shoulders exposed. Her skin is white and bathed in freckles, all over her aquiline nose and pointed face and down across those graceful bare shoulders. Effie Knight is the reason girls are tattooing freckles onto their own bodies. Effie is not so much pretty as she is striking. She has the kind of sharp features that will be interesting whether she’s eighteen or eighty.

Miri Knight’s hair is paler than sunshine, so fair that it’s nearly white. She wears it half pulled up in a messy knot with the rest falling in soft waves down to her narrow shoulders. She is shorter than her sister, with a rounder face and none of Effie’s freckles, and a little button nose just slightly upturned. Despite her small stature and soft features, she has a presence that seems to demand attention. She stands so sure of herself, her place here, her craft. Miri Knight is sixteen years old and already hitting the height of her career.

And I think she knows it.

On my left is Rosalind Torres. Last summer, Rosa dominated at the Olympics, bringing home a pile of gold gymnastics medals. She is Puerto Rican, with light brown skin and the biggest brown eyes I’ve ever seen. She’s even shorter than Miri, and more petite, but strong. She’s the only girl in the group besides me who carried her own luggage on board, even though the large duffel bag was nearly as tall as her. I watched her on television last year. She flipped so fast across her floor routine that I couldn’t keep my eyes on her. It was like she could teleport. I’d heard she might be retiring from the sport, but that couldn’t be true. She was poised to stand in the Olympic spotlight for years to come.

“We’ve got plenty of time, so we won’t be hurrying,” Vincent says, and I return my attention to the upper deck again, hopeful that he’s wrapping up his
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