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DEDICATION

TO MY FAMILY—who taught me what love and protection are all about.
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PROLOGUE

“JUST GO!” AIDAN yelled.

There wasn’t time to sort it out. I had to jump. The man was right behind us now, yelling. Aidan was depending on me, and we were in this together. I inhaled big gulps of air like I was about to dive underwater. Counted one, two, three . . . 

As my feet left the wooden planks, cold air rushed around my face, so sharp it was almost a burning sensation. My arms flapped uselessly at my sides. I wasn’t flying. I was falling.

On the way down there was nothing but nothing. Air. A painful silence. For minutes, it seemed.

Then my feet jammed hard, and I landed in a heavy squat, snow crunching all around my sneakers, my bones thrumming from the impact.

Three seconds later, Aidan fell beside me, flinging bits of crystalline ice.

We looked at each other and then up. 

The man had disappeared somewhere inside the house. He was coming down or calling the cops. He could report us. He probably would report us. My heart was in my throat, hard and whole as a jawbreaker.

Okay, so this break-in had been a bad idea. Aidan was right. We’d pushed our luck a little too far. If only—

Don’t think. 

Aidan was on his feet. I got up, too. And we ran like hell.

On the other side of the building was our stolen car, but we both knew it was too risky to go that way. We didn’t need to say it out loud. In all the days we’d been on the road together we developed a silent language. We had to head for the trees, even though it was impossible to gauge how deep they were or what lay beyond them.

Aidan was like a lightning bolt, several paces ahead, the reflective strip on his bag catching the bright white around us. He turned around and urged me on. It frustrated me that he was naturally faster. I pushed as hard as I could to keep up with him. My ankle was sore from the fall and the pain rang out with every step, but I couldn’t pay attention to that now.

Our rhythm was steady for a few moments: the sound of our shoes swallowed up in the blue holes of the snow, punctuated by the bag flapping on my back and my own heavy breathing.

Keep going, Willa.

The cold air raged through my lungs. Gravity had us racing down the slope of a hill, legs rubber-banding our bodies onward into the thicket of pale-barked branches. The last bit of daylight was sputtering out in purple splashes on the sky but the world bleached out to a blur between my now-frozen eyelashes.

In the distance I heard the sound of a car starting. And was that a siren, too? Maybe I was imagining the siren part.

The déjà vu hit then, so powerful I almost lost my balance: I’d been here before, and not just in my head. The night I broke into Kellie’s house. Chased by cops. Busted.

I couldn’t do that again. I wouldn’t.

Please, I thought. Just let us get out of here.

I closed my eyes as I wished and kept running, foolishly. I knew I could trip on the twigs scattered over the snowy ground or run into a tree, but I had to play by the wishing rules.

Never mind that I’d broken every other rule in the book. I probably didn’t deserve to get out of this.

“Willa!”

I opened my eyes and saw what Aidan was pointing to, lights and flashes of blue glass ahead.

Through the trees, a tall building loomed in front of us, its wings like open arms welcoming us back to civilization. Groups of tourists hovered on the sidewalk around it. Stateline, Nevada’s casinos and hotels. Surely we could get lost in a crowd like this.

It was our light at the end of the tunnel. Our neon, blinking light. Maybe my wish was going to come true after all. Maybe I really was lucky.

We just. Had. To run. A little farther.

Soon, we’d be on blacktop again. I sped up, anticipating its hard support.

My legs were caked in snow. I could see us mirrored in the side of the enormous building, our bodies dark and distorted, emerging from the woods like figures from a nightmare. But this wasn’t a nightmare. This was our life. Our life on the lam.





ONE

THE SAFE WAS empty.

As in vacant. Cleaned out. Filled with nothing.

My fists opened and closed at my sides. Shock blotted out the rest of the room, the wreckage of my mom’s closet, even Aidan standing next to me.

“The money’s gone,” I said out loud finally, the words at once both obvious and foreign on my tongue. I was referring to my mom’s painting fortune, the money we were supposed to be living on, and though Aidan probably had no idea what I was talking about specifically, he could see that in the most general terms this was all very, very bad.

I could only stare into the flat silver void of the open metal box, as if by staring I might psychically fill it back up, the green bills in their neat little rubber-banded stacks, flying in reverse through the room and landing in soft thumps. As if I could go back in time to a moment where the money, as far as I knew, was still in the safe.

And why stop there, really? While I was at it, I would’ve liked to unsee all of the chaos of my ransacked house. Fling my mom’s clothes onto their hangers, her scarves and underwear and socks swishing into place in closed-up drawers, send the sheets sailing to the ceiling so they could land on the bed, flat and even and unwrinkled. The downy snow of feathers on the carpet floating up and into the mattress slits, which would knit themselves back together seamlessly. The shattered bits of the ceramic lamp reassembling into wholeness.

Then my room: My books filing one by one in an airborne arc onto the shelves. The tangled heap of clothing and makeup and shoes on the floor unknotting and separating into the carefully organized arrangement I’d once maintained. The spilled nail polish whirring a pink stream into its little bottle.

Us too. Aidan and me scrambling backward, sucked down the hallway, the expressions of surprise at each new bit of destruction falling off our faces like discarded masks. Our cries of dismay garbling demonically into our throats. The breath refilling our lungs. The front door swinging open and pulling us back out into the Arizona dusk.

Aidan and me, kissing, just outside the house. That’s where I’d have to stop.

Our first kiss. His arms encircling me. The herbal smell of his soap. His fingers threading through my hair. That one perfect meeting of our lips and breath and skin.

Sure, there were lots of moments leading up to the kiss that I would’ve liked to forget. Glimpsing the flannel-shirted intruder dashing out my back door. The two of us chasing him across town in Aidan’s car, to no avail. Me returning, dejected, to see what had become of my house, certain that this had been all my fault. My comeuppance for messing with the Glitterati. Hell, I’d erase the last three months if I could.

But not if it meant losing those crazy perfect few seconds of Aidan bounding up the driveway. Coming back for me. The sudden thrashing of my heart as he neared. The unexpected warmth of his mouth. No one ever forgot their first kiss, did they?

And he was still here. Only now he was looking at me with a furrowed brow.

“I don’t know, Willa,” Aidan said softly. “This doesn’t look like the work of the Glitterati.”

His voice, deep and buttery, broke through my thoughts, and I reluctantly tumbled back to the present moment. The one where nothing was making sense. The one where my house was wrecked, the money was gone, and my only theory about who was behind this was full of holes.

“No,” I said. “It really doesn’t.”

 

I paced around the shredded remains of my mom’s room as we tried to talk it through. This was Wednesday evening of what was officially already the longest day of my life. The longest week, if you—shudder—counted back to my nights in juvie. It seemed impossible that only hours ago Aidan and I had met up at the animal shelter where we were both doing community service. We’d of course had no idea when Aidan dropped me off that we’d find the house like this, or go on a car chase, or any of the rest of it.

“I could imagine Nikki or Kellie hiring someone to come in and mess stuff up, mess with your head, but I don’t think they’d go this far,” Aidan said, still puzzling it out. “Why would they break into your mother’s safe?”

I had no good answer. He knew Nikki and Kellie and Cherise, aka the Glitterati, better than I. He’d been going to school with them forever. For a short time, when I first started Valley Prep in the fall, I’d been part of the clique. Before I’d started stealing from Nikki and Kellie. (Yes, it sounds bad, I know. But I was trying to help the girls they were bullying. Anyway, I’d gotten busted breaking into Kellie’s house, and that’s what landed me in juvie.)

“Nikki and Kellie don’t need the money, that’s for sure,” I said, gnawing on my thumb. And while they were willing to go illegal in all the usual teenage ways—drinking, smoking pot—I couldn’t imagine them risking their trust-fund futures to take money they didn’t need. Even if it meant getting back at me for what I’d done. But if it wasn’t them, then who?

Maybe I had other enemies. Cherise, my supposed best friend, had disowned me when she found out I’d been stealing from the others. The entire population of Paradise Valley knew about my thieving. It had been on TV, in the papers. (The whole serial-theft thing had really made a splash, which goes to show you that these rich towns are kind of lacking in the news department.) So it could have been anyone, really.

Something else was bothering me. I walked back into the closet and knelt down for another look. It was empty, yes, but unharmed. The lock on the safe hadn’t been picked or burned out or busted in any way.

How could that be? I drew in a breath and felt my heart pulse through it.

“It was opened by the combination,” I said.

Aidan folded his arms across his chest. “So Plaid Shirt had to have known it.”

“Only my mom had it, though. Unless . . .”

. . . They’d found it somewhere else. With a start, I dashed down the hall to my mom’s office-slash-painting-studio-slash-inner-sanctum. The one room we hadn’t checked out yet.

Plaid Shirt had been in here, too. It was obvious from the computer monitor that was smashed and the hard drive that looked like it had been hit repeatedly with a hammer. The file cabinets were open, though they were still mostly empty from the other day when I’d watched my mom destroy old papers in a shredding binge. Sickened, I went to the closet where she kept her paintings and slid open the louvered doors.

Empty.

Aidan came to stand next to me.

“They took her paintings, too,” I said.

He pinched his chin. “Anyone you know that would be after her art? I’m sure that’s the kind of question a cop would ask.”

“They could be worth a lot of money, but I don’t know who would know that,” I said. My mom had supposedly sold some of her work at auction, which was how we could afford this fancy place, the exclusive zip code, the elite school. The thing was, I was pretty sure she’d lied about selling those paintings—just a few days ago I found all of them in that closet. And if that was the case, then I had no idea where that money actually came from.

“Collector? Art thief? Whoever he was, he knew what he was looking for,” Aidan said.

We walked back through the house into the kitchen and I tried to see it through a thief’s eyes. (Maybe not so much of a stretch.) Full shelves of dishes and glasses had been tossed and trampled. Some of the cabinet doors were hanging off their hinges. He’d even unloaded our refrigerator. Which was just tacky, in my opinion.

“He must have,” I said. “I just don’t know why he had to pulverize every last piece of tableware.”

All I knew for sure was that the first beautiful house we’d ever lived in was ruined.

But it was almost like all the destruction, all the wreckage around the house was some kind of subterfuge to distract us from the robbery. Like he’d wanted it to look like it was sabotage. I had to admit that it was a pretty smart approach—one that I wish I’d thought of in my own thieving days. Whoever Mr. Plaid Shirt was, he was good. A pro.

“He wanted to scare you.”

He’d been watching us. A wave of dizziness hit, and I felt behind me for the stable support of the wall. I could no longer look at the situation like a fellow thief. I could only see it as a victim. This wasn’t just a prank by some kid. This was a criminal in another league of criminals. If scaring me was what he wanted, he’d accomplished his mission. And whatever this thing was, it was much bigger than I’d thought.





TWO

WE HAD TO call someone. I knew that much. Someone who could help us.

I was on the floor and desperately rifling through the pile of broken stuff, looking for the cordless phone. My hands shook, panic rattling my movements.

Then I remembered.

My mom had disconnected our landline and cell phones after the local media firestorm when I was arrested. With all the reporters camped outside our house, she’d been freaked out about our privacy, and now that someone had actually broken in, I could understand why.

“Can I have your phone?” I asked Aidan.

But he didn’t move a muscle. “Are you sure about this? I don’t know if the police are going to take either of us seriously, considering we both have records.”

Never mind that I still had no idea what was on Aidan’s record or why he’d recently gotten kicked out of Prep. I remembered the way the cops had treated me the night they took me in. Not the most sympathetic bunch. And my mom might not appreciate the possibility of us landing on the nightly news again. Why couldn’t I be a normal citizen with a normal break-in to report? I would’ve given anything to be normal just then.

One thing I knew: Cops or no cops, she was going to lose it when she got home. Things were already rough between us. My run-in with the law, the call from the police station in the middle of the night, and the legal fees that followed were not exactly good for mother-daughter bonding.

But it was more than that. Ever since we moved to Paradise Valley, she’d been acting moody and reclusive, coming and going at odd hours. There was the lie about the paintings. And other things, too. She’d claimed to be volunteering at an art center and a food co-op but the stories didn’t add up. I even followed her one day after school, only to discover that she was meeting some guy in a Target parking lot. At first I thought she was having an affair but now I was pretty certain this guy was an FBI agent named Jeremy Corbin. Because he’d been here, too. After the intruder. He’d left his card for me on the doorstep.

Corbin.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the card to reread the note scrawled on the back in blue ink.

 

Willa, I know you’re in trouble. And I can help you. Call me if you need anything. JC

 

How had he known? Was he psychic? It was eerie, almost. Could this theft have something to do with my mom, something more personal?

“We could call this guy,” I said, handing Aidan the card.

Aidan turned it over in his hand and squinted. “Who is he?”

“An FBI agent. He left it here—today, before we came back.”

“That’s weird,” Aidan said. “Like, after the house had been broken into?”

I nodded. “He knows my mom. It sounds like he knows what happened here. Maybe he saw something.”

“I just don’t get it,” Aidan said, handing the card back. “Why would FBI just be hanging around?”

I shrugged, doubt weighing on me.

It was strange. What if my mom wouldn’t want me to call him? I still didn’t understand their relationship.

Ugh. How was I supposed to know the best way to handle this situation? I was fifteen years old. I didn’t know how to drive yet. “Maybe we should wait until she gets home.”

“That sounds like a good idea. She might have more information. If she does know this guy.”

“She definitely does,” I said, remembering a recent night in a restaurant when Corbin had been lingering around our table. Later, he’d tried to talk to my mom and she’d blown him off, not wanting to acknowledge him for some reason. “I’ve seen them together.”

The corners of Aidan’s mouth turned down with intrigue. “Interesting.”

Yeah, it was “interesting” all right. My whole life had gotten really “interesting,” but I was pretty sure it wasn’t something to be proud of.

“So we’ll wait, then?”

“I guess so,” I allowed. All in all, it seemed like the wisest decision. “She should be back any minute now. But if you need to leave . . .”

He put his hand on my shoulder and gave me that twinkly-eyed, lethally charming look I’d come to associate with Aidan Murphy eye contact. “What kind of guy do you think I am, Willa? Do you think I’d really just leave you in the middle of all this?”

“It’s not about what kind of guy I think you are,” I said. Though I had to admit that at this point I understood way more about Aidan’s lips than I did his inner psyche. Of course, I hoped to get to know both. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to take care of me.”

“I know I don’t. You seem perfectly fine on your own. I just happen to enjoy a good mystery—and, you know, hanging out in wrecked houses. This is a particularly fine example.”

I smiled for the first time in what felt like hours. “Well, my wrecked house is flattered.”

“I knew it would be.”

We went back into the living room. I looked at the couch where my mom and I used to curl up with our old wool afghan that had followed us through all of our moves—twelve in my fifteen years. We’d watch movies and have pj’s-till-five Sundays.

The couch was upended and torn apart. Aidan helped me set the furniture upright and rearrange the cushions so we could sit. I was tempted to clean the rest of the house but I’d seen enough TV shows to worry about disturbing the crime scene.

I folded my legs underneath me. “So we’re thinking this whole thing was about the art, with no connection to me?”

Something about that just didn’t sit right. It seemed like too much of a coincidence. Here I was, a known and convicted burglar, and then my house, which was very nice but unremarkable in a town of ten-million-dollar-plus megamansions, was targeted for robbery? My mom was talented but she was no Banksy. I wished Cherise were still talking to me, because she was a dedicated reader of crime books and she would certainly have a few ideas.

“Maybe yes and maybe no,” Aidan said. “The thing is, random robberies rarely happen in Paradise Valley. I mean, we’ve got one of the lowest crime rates in the state. That’s what they kept saying on the news when you . . . well, when your thing happened. ‘The most robberies the town had seen in decades.’ That’s why you were such a big deal.”

“Maybe I started a trend,” I said mournfully.

“You never know,” he said with half a grin. “You definitely had people talking about all your Sly Fox maneuvers. Dodging security cameras, hopping gates, picking locks. Stealing from the rich and giving to the poor. Not the most original scheme, maybe, but it had a certain populist appeal.”

“So says the son of the billionaire CEO,” I retorted.

“Hey, I’m down with the people. Anyway, my point is, these things have a way of taking on a life of their own.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. That it’s my fault.” I sighed. I knew what I’d done was wrong. I’d been sentenced, I was starting my community service and probation, and I was ready to move on. Start over fresh.

And now this. We were tangled up with the law again, somehow. It just didn’t make sense, though. Why had Corbin been here? And how did my mom know him?

But it would all be explained when she got home, wouldn’t it? “What time is it, anyway?”

“Eight,” he said, pulling out his Droid to check.

“How long have we been here?”

“Two hours, maybe?”

Two hours? How had that much time passed?

Where the hell was my mom, and when would she be coming back? Then, another thought: What if she’d been here when the break-in happened?

A sickening feeling settled over my skin like a cold sweat.

“Are you okay, Willa? You look pale.”

I could barely speak. “Your phone.”

This time he handed it over right away. “Are you calling the cops?”

“No.” With shaking hands, I logged into my Gmail account. I hadn’t checked it since we’d gotten home—I’d been too overwhelmed to even think about it.

As the page loaded, I saw I had twelve new messages in my in-box—I quickly scanned the list of names. It looked like there was some brand-new hate mail from Nikki and Kellie.

Fantastic. I deleted their messages without reading and continued scrolling down.

 

From: Joanne Fox

 

“There’s an email from my mom,” I murmured. I clicked on the message—sent at 4:47 P.M., with the subject line Letting You Know.

 

Dear Willa,

By the time you read this, I’ll be long gone, and I wish I could explain why. But trust me when I say that you’re much better off not knowing the details. The only thing I can tell you is that I have to leave. I really have no choice.

I’m sure you might find it hard to believe right now, but you are the most important person in the world to me. Leaving you behind is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I hope that once things are sorted out, I can come back for you and make it up to you.

 

I’ve tried to plan for this moment the best I could. I left you something at 3829 Chandler Ranch Road Unit 87. The key is under the agave plant in our front yard—you may have to dig a little. That should help you at least financially for a while. In the meantime, please stay with Cherise. I know her family will take good care of you. If anyone asks, I’m on an artist residency in Japan.

 

Don’t call the cops—that will only make it harder for both of us. And please, please, please do *not* come looking for me. I’ll be in touch when I can.

 

I love you.

 

Fingers cold, mouth dry, I handed Aidan the Droid. “She’s gone.”

“What do you mean, ‘gone’?” He jiggled the phone in his hand.

“Read it.” I gnawed on my thumb, watching him as his eyes tracked over the screen.

He frowned, closing his hand over it, and looked up. “Whoa. This is really weird, Willa. Do you think it has something to do with the break-in? Do you think she was kidnapped?”

As the visual of my mom being tied up and taken away by some dangerous people flashed across my mind, hot acid rose in the back of my throat; my whole body shuddered. It was too awful.

“I really don’t know,” I gulped, trying to force down some air. “But we need to find that key.”

 

Twenty minutes later we were in front of the house kneeling on the gravel beneath the two giant agave plants. These were the same plants Aidan had once nearly hit with his car, back when I’d first moved to town and he’d driven me home from school. I remember being flummoxed by his very special combination of sexiness and arrogance, coupled with the reckless driving.

But that all seemed like eons ago, now that we were using my mom’s garden spade to dig up the landscaping in some sort of screwed-up version of a treasure hunt.

Well, Aidan was doing the digging and I was doing the encouraging. A small mound of gravel had already piled up beside him.

A gecko skittered between the rocks a couple of feet from us. The palm tree in front of my house swayed gently in the breeze, dry fronds rattling. Your typical night in the paradise of Paradise Valley, Arizona. Some paradise.

“I don’t think I see anything. Are you sure this is right?”

Since this was the first I’d ever heard of my mom burying anything in the yard, I was not clear on this point. It was also nighttime and hard to see exactly what we were doing or what we were looking for.

“These are the only agave plants we have. Here, let me,” I said, moving closer. We didn’t have time for questions. We just had to find it.

I knelt down and sank my hand into the hole, which was surprisingly cool. As I worked my way deeper, densely packed sand passed through my wiggling fingers. Then my thumb brushed against a smooth and slippery surface.

“Wait, I feel something,” I said, my breath quickening.

With the help of my other hand, I worked to loosen the object from the surrounding dirt. As I brought it up, I saw it was a red satin envelope, like the kind jewelers use to package earrings. I recognized it immediately. My mom had given me a necklace in this very same bag. I was wearing it now, as I did every day. It was a cloisonné bird pendant that she had gotten from her mom, the grandmother I’d never met.

I opened up the envelope. Inside was a small steel key and a plastic access card, a pink ribbon holding them together. This was it!

“Let’s look up that address,” I said, sliding the key onto my keychain. “I think it’s in Scottsdale.”

“Now?” Aidan asked, incredulous. “It’s kind of late and dark. What if the place is closed?”

“Then we break in if we have to. Aidan, I can’t wait until tomorrow.” My voice was firm but my insides were shaking. “I need to understand what’s going on and there’s no way I’ll be able to sleep tonight.”

“And I guess you need me to drive?”

I did. My beloved vintage bike had blown out during the chase from the cops the night I broke into Kellie’s house—it was now probably police property. Losing it was just another kind of punishment, another reminder that I’d really messed up. Yet again, I wished I could undo all that I had done. Maybe my mom would still be here.

He nodded. “Okay, okay. We’ll go now. But maybe we should call someone to come with us.”

I shook my head. Was he crazy? We’d both just read the email. “No way. My mom doesn’t want anyone to know what’s going on.”

“Well, I know,” he said. “Somehow I don’t think she meant for that to happen.”

“Right, but that was only because you were here with me.” And because I trust you.

Well, that’s what I should have said, but I was too distracted by worry. Besides, we’d only just crossed the line from flirt buddies to something else. That something else was still undefined, for the moment.

“We could call that Agent Corbin,” he suggested.

“No,” I said, vehement. “The cops are out of the equation now. She said so. We’re on our own. And I thought you were anticops.”

Aidan looked at me with concern, his face falling out of its usual sardonic angles. “Yeah, well, that was before your mom skipped town. I just have a weird feeling about this. Someone could be waiting. Someone shady.”

His words washed over me. Was the email a fake? A forgery? It was possible but I doubted it. The language sounded just like my mom. Someone could have forced her. . . . 

Yes, there were plenty of terrible scenarios we could conjure up, but I couldn’t allow myself to go there. If my mom was in trouble, I needed to help, and right now this key and this address were the only things connecting me to her. I couldn’t let her down—not now. I’d disappointed her enough already.

I tried to push past him back into the house. “Then I’m going to have to take my chances and go myself.”

But Aidan stood close, his chest squared off as if to block me. “I can’t let you go alone.”

“Well, then, I need you to promise me that you won’t tell anyone—not about any of this.” I paused and tried to take a softer approach. “You’re helping me out here, and I do appreciate it, but I need to make the rules.”

He shrugged his arms open. “You know how I feel about rules.”

“Seriously, Aidan.”

“I’m being serious. I’m also trying to be responsible, for once. We’re in this together now.”

Together. Before I could say anything else, before I could make him repeat the promise, I was caught in his arms, pressed against him. I could feel the muscles of his chest, the wiry strength of his shoulders. I felt the urgency of the moment coursing through me, and underneath that, his warmth.

I did feel safe, almost. And I also felt the sheer thrill of being so close to him. Aidan. Aidan. Aidan. I doodled his name on the notebook of my mind.

We unfolded ourselves from the hug. He kissed me softly on the mouth. It was different from before, somehow. Quieter. More nourishing, maybe. But just as good.

I went back into the house to get my bag. Aidan said he was going to wait outside and text home to say he’d be late. I ran my hands through my hair and splashed some cold water on my face. Then I grabbed a can of pepper spray my mom had bought me at the hardware store.

“We’re single ladies,” she’d said at the time. “We need to watch out for ourselves.”

Outside, Aidan was waiting for me in the driver’s seat of his Mercedes—I could make out the dark shape of his profile from a distance, his head bowed over his phone. I shut the door to my house, locked it, and headed down the path to the driveway. As I walked, the cool metal of the pepper-spray canister shook in my jeans pocket. My mom had always wanted me to be prepared for dangerous situations, but somehow I wasn’t sure if what was happening right now was the kind of thing she’d had in mind.





THREE

I WAS RIGHT—THE WeStore facility was in a forgotten corner of Scottsdale, a good ten-minute drive from my house. I’d been to this particular area of town before, back when I’d brought some stolen goods to hock at the Finer Things Pawnshop.

It wasn’t pretty—certainly nothing like where we lived, where every house, tree, and desert vista seemed to have been conjured up by an interior decorator to the universe. This was the area of town you only knew about if you needed quick money, or a gun—maybe even drugs.

As we pulled up to the security gate in front of the WeStore complex, I caught myself instinctively checking out the locks. Tre, my friend and tutor in all things larcenous, had shown me how to break into gated communities and disarm systems, among other skills. But there was no hacking, reprogramming, or code-breaking necessary now. My mom had kindly seen to that. Aidan simply rolled down his window and held up the access card to the digital reader. A little red light flashed and the gate swung open. Totally legit and supereasy.

So why was my heart racing?

We drove on in through the entry, and up a long driveway lit by towering street lamps. At the end were rows and rows and rows of identical concrete sheds with orange-painted roll-down doors.

Maybe it was my recent visit to juvie hall, but to me they looked like jail cells, each block labeled with a letter. The buildings were surrounded by asphalt, a big sea of a parking lot, which was empty but for a few cars.

I tensed. “This place is creepy.” 

“Well, normally people come here in the daylight,” Aidan muttered. “Now which way?”

I ignored his crack and squinted into the dark outside of the car. “That sign over there says Units 70–90. Aisle G.”

Aidan pulled up in front of the block and parked. Before he turned off the car I noted that the dashboard clock glowed nine P.M. The endless day kept going.

Without the music from his stereo and without the gentle hum of the Mercedes’s engine, the quiet felt violent and sudden.

“Guess we should actually go in, huh?” I said, unbuckling my seat belt. I slung my bag over my shoulder and closed the passenger-side door. We walked toward aisle G. Sensing us, a light mounted on the corner of the building snapped on with a buzz. It was supposed to be comforting, but I felt caught in the spotlight, like a movie convict escaping prison.

Aidan’s hand encircled mine, and we fell into step. The soft pressure of his fingers sent another kind of shiver through me. Was this what it was like to have a boyfriend? Nothing about my life felt remotely normal so it was hard to judge.

As we walked along the row of doors, each identical and closed off to the world, I imagined what was inside the little chambers: possessions that were too important to throw out but too difficult to hold on to, or things the owners wanted to hide away. Some of these units looked abandoned. Maybe the people had meant to come back but never had the chance. Maybe they’d even died.

I stared at my shadow looming in front of me, long and thin like a bony finger. The sound of our footsteps ricocheted on the concrete. Every so often a light overhead buzzed on, while another switched off.

Then I remembered a cop show I’d seen about a serial killer who kept his victims trapped inside a storage unit for days, starving and torturing them before he actually murdered them.

That was all I needed. Dismembered bodies to think about.

“It’s the last one on the left, I think,” Aidan said.

I nodded, letting go of his hand and pushing in front of him, wanting to seem braver and more in charge than I felt. This was my scary storage unit, after all. As a criminal in training, faking it had become my MO, and it served me well every time I needed to pull off another theft with a fresh set of challenges.

And we had the key, right? This was legal. So it should have been no big deal.

No big deal, a voice in my head repeated, a mantra as much as an affirmation.

“Hey,” a deep voice boomed behind us. In the next five seconds, a million images ran through my mind, several of them involving chloroform-soaked rags and the backs of retrofitted vans.

Panicked, I grabbed at Aidan’s shirt as I turned around.

Then I saw it was only Tre emerging from the shadowy night. He was wearing a baseball cap and jogging to catch us. “Scared you, didn’t I?”

He twitched his hands in my face like a zombie, teasing. I clutched at my own chest now, trying to hold my heart in the place where all the bad action-movie clichés had jolted it. “Sheesus! Yes. Yes, you did. What are you doing here?”

“I got a text from this dude.” He pointed a thumb in Aidan’s direction. “Something about needing backup.”

Aidan and Tre exchanged some kind of secret handshake, or so it seemed to me. “Glad you made it. But we could’ve done without the dramatic entrance.”

I glared at Aidan. He’d texted Tre? So he’d deliberately gone behind my back after I asked him not to.

“That’s funny because I told him we didn’t need help,” I said, scowling.

“Look, Willa, I’m sorry,” Aidan said, shrugging and not sounding terribly sorry. “But I told you I didn’t want us to get hurt. And I felt like if anyone would know what to do, it would be Tre.”

“You know, because of my vast experience with the criminal underworld,” Tre said, stitching up his eyebrows. Under the brim of his hat, his broad, square face relaxed into a playful smile.

I looked from Tre to Aidan and back again. “That’s not really the point. What did he tell you, Tre?” I had to know how much Aidan had shared.

“Just that someone did a job on your house and your mom bounced.”

So everything, basically. I shook my head. “This was supposed to be a secret. My mom’s safety could be at stake.”

“Hey, we’re all on your side,” Tre said, patting my back. “Don’t you trust me, Willa?”

Tre had always been there for me, even when everyone else at Prep decided I was trash. And he’d always been honest with me, too, telling me straight up, when he found out how I was really using his lessons, that he thought what I was doing was wrong. I did trust Tre, and I respected him. It was Aidan I wondered about now.

I put an arm around Tre—his height and my lack thereof meant it landed on his waist. “Yeah, I trust you.”

I could feel Aidan looking back at me and I refused to make eye contact. Did he think I was some little kid? Did he think I needed him to make decisions for me? That wasn’t cool.

“And this guy”—Tre flicked his chin in Aidan’s direction—“he was just worried.”

I was sheltered now by Tre’s body. I peered around his chest at Aidan, who batted his eyelashes at me and tented his fingers together like a choirboy.

It was classic Aidan. Working the charm angle. He had me. He knew he did. All I had to do was think of earlier—the driveway, the lawn . . . 

“C’mon, Willz,” Tre said. “Don’t be mad. We just want to help Sly Fox out. We want to be part of the dream team.”

I still cringed a little when I heard the nickname the press had given me. “Yeah, okay, you two. I get it. Let’s move on.”

“So should we do this thing?” Tre asked.

I nodded. Aidan turned back to the unit and hunched over to unhook the padlock. Then he pulled open the metal gate, which rolled up noisily, its echoing rumble like an approaching train.

Inside, another sensor-rigged light flicked on, cold, blue, and harsh in the cement-floored room. Aidan cocked his head at us, then inched his way in. We followed, moving tentatively. No one wanted to say anything, but I think we were all half-expecting to get jumped. Maybe Aidan had been right to tell Tre after all—not that I would ever let him have the satisfaction of knowing that.

Fortunately, there were no signs of human life. The room felt cool and smelled like musty paper. It was surprisingly big, about twenty feet by twenty feet, with several cardboard cartons, some old furniture, and trash bags full of stuff. And I’d had no idea that my mom
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