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It had been a really crappy morning.

Things can only get better, Claire Brennan thought as she flipped on her turn signal, struggling to concentrate on the road despite the throbbing ache in her head.

“Claire! Get over, you’re going to miss the exit.”

Claire sighed and cast a sidelong glance at her mother, Lynn, in the passenger seat. “I’m trying to, but that Beamer needs to move its ass.”

The car in question finally zoomed forward. Claire pressed hard on the gas and yanked the wheel, lurching their aging white Toyota Camry into the exit lane of the 405 freeway. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her mom’s right foot stomp on the floor.

“Stop pressing the imaginary brake, Mom! I’ve done this at least three hundred times, okay? I know how to drive.”

“Sorry, honey. I was just … reacting instinctively.”

Claire merged onto Sunset Boulevard and joined the morning lineup of BMWs, Lexuses, Volvos, and flashy SUVs waiting at the light to turn left toward her high school. She could feel her mom’s gaze on her and suddenly felt a little self-conscious. Her mom had a way of looking at her sometimes that was really intense, as if she was inspecting her for some imperfection, or seeking something that wasn’t there.

Claire often wondered if it was because she didn’t look anything like her mother. Her mom was blond, blue-eyed, and beautiful—and way younger than any of her classmates’ parents. Claire had long, dark brown (translation: boring) hair, and hazel eyes. She was of medium height and somewhat curvy, while her mother was paler, shorter, and slighter. Clearly, Claire thought, she must take after her father—a man she had never met. A man her mother never spoke about.

“Why are you staring at me?” Claire asked.

“I’m not staring.” A brief silence ensued as her mother quickly glanced away. “Honey, are you sure you feel all right?”

So that’s it, Claire mused. “Mom: You’ve been hovering over me ever since breakfast. You’re blowing things way out of proportion! To be honest, I don’t feel so great, but sooner or later every girl goes through this, okay? I’ll survive.”

“I just… I want to make sure you have everything you need today—”

“Mom, I’ll be fine. You should be relieved. I am. It means I’m not a freak of nature after all. Now I can be normal like everyone else.”

“Is that what you want, honey?” her mom said with a loving look. “To be just like everyone else?”

“Of course.” Privately, Claire added, That’s not the only thing I want. She wanted a home. To stay in one place for more than a year or two. To put down some roots. For her mom to finally settle down and be happy, maybe even remarry. With that kind of stability, Claire might be lucky enough to find a boyfriend herself. But what were the odds of that happening, with a restless, paranoid free spirit for a mother?

“Now that I have my license,” Claire teased, “the only other thing I need to be like everyone else is my own car.”

Her mom immediately went on the defensive. “Just because all the other kids at this school got a shiny new car for their sixteenth birthday, it doesn’t mean we can afford one. Even with your partial scholarship, the cost of tuition alone—”

“I know, Mom. I was just kidding.”

Claire shot her mom a reassuring smile and then focused on navigating the steep, curving driveway that led down the hill toward Emerson Academy. It was Book Day, the Friday in early September before the school year officially began. Claire felt her spirits lift, as they always did when she arrived on campus. She knew how lucky she was to go here.

Emerson Academy was a prestigious private school, grades seven through twelve, with only one hundred students per grade. The campus—located in Brentwood, an upscale neighborhood at the base of the Santa Monica Mountains—was beautiful, with Spanish-style redbrick-and-stucco buildings nestled into the side of a steep hill landscaped with shrubs, palms, and eucalyptus trees. The gymnasium, Middle School, and state-of-the-art aquatic center, football field, and baseball field sprawled across the valley floor below. A series of concrete ramps and railroad-tie staircases snaked their way up through the manicured hillside to the Upper Campus classrooms, creating nooks and terraces where students could hang out in the Southern California sunshine year-round.

Claire loved everything about the school: the beauty of the campus, the rotating weekly schedule that kept things from getting stale, and the challenging classes. At this school, you either respected your teachers and peers, or you were kicked out. Grades were everything. Claire was one of the top students in her class, but only because she worked really hard to keep her scholarship. After two years at a place as special as Emerson, she couldn’t bear the thought of going anywhere else.

Claire passed the junior parking lot and pulled to the curb of the drop-off circle, shifting the car into park. “All I have to do is get my picture taken and pick up my books. I should be done by noon.”

Her mom checked her watch with a frown. “I have a really busy day. I don’t know what time I’ll be able to come get you.”

“Okay, no problem.” Claire grabbed her backpack from the backseat. “I’ll ask Erica or Brian to bring me home.”

Her mom was about to protest when Claire cut her off. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll make sure I wear my seat belt, that they don’t go over the speed limit, play loud music, or text while driving, and that they aren’t under the influence of alcohol or narcotics.”

“Thank you. Call me when you get home, so I’ll know you’re safe.” Her mom thumbed through her laptop bag, seemingly unaware of the good-humored sarcasm behind Claire’s words. “Oh God. I forgot the disclosure form for the Redman account. Where the hell did I put it?” Claire’s mom had become a Realtor shortly after they moved to Los Angeles and seemed to be pretty good at it.

As Claire wedged her way in between the bag and her mom for a good-bye hug, something strange happened. A shudder passed through Claire’s body—like an electric shock in her veins—followed by a woozy feeling. Then a crystal clear image flashed into her mind: her mother’s hand stowing a page in her bag. Without thinking, Claire blurted out, “It’s in the outside zipper pocket.”

Her mom stared at her. “What? What are you talking about?”

Claire blinked twice. “That form you’re looking for. Check the pocket of your laptop bag.”

Claire’s mom slipped her hand into the pocket and pulled out a printed form, looking confused. “I must have put this in there yesterday at the office. How did you know that?”

“Just a lucky guess. You squirrel things away there all the time, Mom.” Weird, Claire thought, as she exited the car and her mom slid into the driver’s seat. Where did that thought come from? Was it déjà vu? And why do I feel so dizzy? Claire’s knees were wobbling, and sweat beaded on her brow. She turned away quickly, readjusting her fitted white top and short floral skirt. “Gotta go, Mom. See you tonight. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

The Camry entered the stream of departing parents. Claire cut over to the steps leading up the hill, grateful that her mom hadn’t noticed Claire’s light-headedness or the flush she could feel heating her face. The symptoms must come with the territory, Claire decided—but it was better not to mention them. You could never tell what would set Lynn Brennan off. The least little oddity in Claire’s health or behavior, the tiniest hint of a problem at school, even a wrong-number phone call in the middle of the night, could send her spazzing. Before Claire knew it, they’d be packed up and moving. It’ll be safer here, her mom always promised. Safe from what? Claire could never figure that out.

“Claire Bear! Wait up!”

She knew that voice. Claire turned, happily returning her best friend’s hug. “Hey, gorgeous! When did you get back?”

“At two a.m. I am so jet-lagged.” Erica Fischer was tall and willowy, with stunning, shoulder-length red hair. Claire always felt like Erica’s clothes—today it was an embossed aqua-blue spaghetti top, pencil-thin designer jeans, and an assortment of funky jewelry—cost three times as much as her own. They probably did. “You look pale, Claire. Did you ralph this morning or something?”

“No.” She darted Erica a meaningful look as they started up the central stairs toward the Upper School. “It started today.”

Erica’s eyes widened. “It? Are you serious? Wow, finally!”

“I know, right? I was starting to think I was a space alien.”

“Do you need any Midol?” Erica shoved her hand into her purse and held up a packet, smiling like a spokesperson in a TV commercial. “It’s one of the only sanctioned drugs on campus. Guaranteed to relieve cramps and bloating!”

Claire grinned. “Thanks, but my mom already gave me some. She totally freaked when I told her. For some reason, she seemed really upset.”

“My mom was the opposite when it happened to me: über jazzed. She was all”—Erica adopted her most annoying, sunshiny voice—“‘Welcome to womanhood, sweetheart! This is so wonderful! Someday when you have children, it will all be worth it!’”

Claire cringed. “I don’t know which reaction is worse.” They passed the central landing, where two crisscrossing stairways met, and continued up toward the South Quad. “So tell me about the South of France, and how desperately you missed me.”

“Oh, you wouldn’t have wanted to be there,” Erica insisted melodramatically. “There were long stretches of sand-and-pebble beaches, endless supplies of chocolate éclairs, and lots of tall, dark men hitting on me who didn’t know the meaning of the word statutory.”

“Did your dad beat them off with a stick?”

“Sadly, yes. I drowned my sorrows in wine. No one in Europe seems to care about your age.” Erica thrust out her wrist, exhibiting a dangly silver charm bracelet. “My mom bought this from a flea-market gypsy in Aix-en-Provence. What do you think?”

“I think she’s gonna hunt you down for swiping it.”

“She’ll never notice it’s gone. She’s too busy shuttling my brother around today.”

They reached the top of the hill and headed into the quad, where two lines of juniors were waiting outside classroom doorways to have their photos taken. “Let’s get this picture over with, shall we?” Claire said with a nervous sigh. She never liked any of her school pictures and found the whole experience somewhat demoralizing.

A hand waved to them from near the end of a line, and they moved to join Brian Yao—a cute, short boy with spiky black hair and a ready smile—whom Erica had known since seventh grade. Even though Brian’s parents had plenty of money, he always wore the same ancient pair of sneakers, held together at this point by willpower and duct tape. The duo had welcomed Claire when she’d arrived at Emerson two years ago, and they’d been close ever since.

“Hey, Bri!” Erica scampered over to give him a hug. “Good to see the evil summer internship didn’t sap your good looks.”

“Oh, they tried. My dad’s a taskmaster! I had to wear a suit and tie, even though I spent most of my time filing. But everyone was nice.” Brian hugged Claire. “Sorry I’ve been MIA all summer, CB. Did you end up slaving at Peet’s again?”

“And two summer school courses. Try not to be jealous.” Claire’s eyes were drawn to the guy standing in line behind Brian. She’d never seen him before, but he was staring at her—and not, she thought, in a friendly way. “Don’t worry, we’re just saying hello,” she said quickly. “We’re not cutting, I promise.”

The guy instantly ducked his head and busied himself fiddling with an antique-looking gold pocket watch that he pulled from his Levi’s. “You’re already here. Might as well stay.”

He spoke with a charming Scottish accent that was more Braveheart than Trainspotting (i.e., you could actually understand what he was saying). He was pale but very attractive, with a lean, muscular build, messy, dirty-blond hair, and dark green eyes. His jeans and black T-shirt were complemented by battered army surplus combat boots, while his backpack was casually slung over one of his broad shoulders.

“Nice watch,” Claire said. “You’re new, aren’t you? Are you from Scotland?”

He seemed to consider his words before answering, “Aye.”

“Cool.” Brian grinned. “Are you an exchange student or something?”

The Scottish guy shook his head, his handsome face unreadable as he put the watch back in his pocket. Claire couldn’t tell whether he was stuck-up, rude, or just uncomfortable being the center of attention. “No. Just moved here.”

They all stepped forward as the line advanced. Erica shot Claire a silent, wide-eyed look that conveyed exactly how hot she thought the new guy was. Whirling back to stare at him, as if she’d just found a shiny new toy, Erica gasped, “Say something else!”

“Something else?” he said tentatively.

Erica giggled and clapped her hands with delight.

Claire rolled her eyes and grinned apologetically. “Ignore her. She’s always been a sucker for anyone with a foreign accent.”

Rather than return Claire’s smile, the guy glanced away again. His eyes scanned the quad as if determined to look anywhere but at her. Well, Claire thought, so much for trying to be polite.

Brian, unruffled, stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Brian. These two harpies are Claire and Erica. Allow me to personally welcome you to the City of Angels.”

“Alec. MacKenzie.” He shook Brian’s hand and cracked a stiff smile.

Claire wondered how much longer they were going to have to endure this one-sided conversation. Despite how good-looking he was and his cool Scottish accent, he seemed like a pain in the ass. Thankfully, the line had moved quickly and they were next. “Bri, get in there. You’re holding us up.” Claire shoved him playfully toward the open classroom door.

Brian turned back to them and bowed. “Reflect, ladies and gentleman, on the seriousness of this moment. This picture is no mere ID photo. It will hang all year long on the Student Life Center wall for everyone to see, trapped in the class collage. And it will last for time immemorial in the yearbook, to embarrass us and entertain our grandchildren.”

Erica looked at Alec with a laugh as Brian strode into the classroom. “I know what you’re thinking, and no, he’s not crazy. Brian and I are both … theater people.” She whispered theater people mischievously, as if it were something delightfully sinful.

“I figured,” Alec said, still doing his best impression of a statue.

Claire hoped they were done with him. But Erica had other plans.

“Mr. MacKenzie,” Erica continued with a melodramatic, mock English accent, “you simply must join our little group after your photograph. Books are distributed in the gymnasium down the hill, and we would not wish you to become lost on your first day here.”

Alec paused again, as if taking great pains to weigh the decision. Finally, he answered quietly, “Sure.”

Great, Claire thought with an inward sigh. Won’t this be fun.
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Alec cast a glance at the girl beside him as they made their way down the hill. It was all he could do to keep his face impassive, to retain his usual calm and collected façade. He hoped she couldn’t tell how fast his heart was beating, or guess the effect she had on him.

He couldn’t stop staring at her. Sunlight glimmered on her long, lustrous brown hair, bringing out its hidden highlights. She had stunning hazel eyes with intriguing golden sunbursts. She was curvy without being too voluptuous; just right, to his way of thinking. But although her beauty had caught his attention, it wasn’t the only reason he was attracted to her. He was well trained in the art of reading people, and although he’d barely heard her speak more than a few sentences, she radiated intelligence, confidence, and vulnerability all at the same time—a combination he found extremely compelling.

Clearly, he thought, Claire wasn’t experiencing the same magnetic pull that was wreaking havoc on his mind and pulse rate. If anything, he sensed that she didn’t much like him—that he’d made a poor first impression. As they walked along, she laughed effortlessly with her friends and directed the occasional comment his way, but she was clearly doing it more out of politeness than real interest. He did his best to nod and smile, but he felt awkward, as if his tongue was glued to the roof of his mouth.

Get a grip, Alec silently chided himself as they left the stairs and crossed the main street of the campus toward the gym. It was so unlike him to react this way. Over the years, he’d become adept at taking on whatever role was needed, while at the same time hiding his feelings and talents. But in the past there had always been an ulterior motive to his interactions. Now, for almost the first time in his existence, he had an opportunity to truly be himself—but without a specific goal, he found himself floundering. He wasn’t sure what to say or how to act.

For eons, he’d fantasized about making friends—wasn’t that one of the reasons he was here? It went against everything he’d been taught, and he knew he wasn’t really prepared for it; but he couldn’t help himself. As long as he remained hidden, as long as he didn’t cross any lines, and as long as none of the others found him, he should be safe—right?

Still, these feelings had happened much faster than he’d anticipated. He’d barely just settled in, accepted as a last-minute entry based on his stellar entrance exam test scores—legitimate—his flawless transcript—not so legitimate—and a substantial financial contribution from “his uncle Gregory.” He’d scoped out the school as a visitor several times, and today was supposed to be the final stage of recon. Assess the population. Gather more data. Remain inconspicuous. Instead, this friendly group seemed to have adopted him—and here he was, struggling to hide an immediate, overpowering attraction to a girl he’d just met.

“Check your schedule, Alec.” Erica’s voice jolted him back to the present as they entered the brightly lit gymnasium. The space was packed with students lining up at tables for their textbooks according to grade and subject. The bleachers were collapsed against the side walls beneath a patchwork of red, white, and blue banners representing sports victories that went back over thirty years. It was warm and stuffy inside, the rafters echoing with conversation and laughter.

“If you’re in an honors class, be sure to mention that to the teachers, because the books are different,” Claire explained as they approached the juniors’ English table.

Say something, Alec mentally instructed himself. He’d barely strung more than three words together since he’d met these people. They must think him a half-wit. He studied his class schedule. “I think most of my classes are honors.”

“Are you serious?” Brian said. “I barely placed into honors physics.”

“Sounds like you and Claire will be in a lot of the same classes.” Erica put her arm around Claire, smiling like an affectionate parent. “Claire’s the class brain. We’re so very proud of her.”

“I am not a brain,” Claire insisted, rolling her eyes modestly.

Claire showed him her schedule, her hand nearly touching his as she stood beside him. It turned out they were indeed in several classes together. Her proximity—and the knowledge that he’d be seeing her throughout the school day—sent his heart racing again. Focus, Alec reprimanded himself. Stop acting like an idiot. They all got their English books and moved on to the history table. “So,” Alec asked in a deliberately casual tone, even though he was well aware of the answer, “how does this rotating schedule work again?”

Claire glanced at him with raised eyebrows, as if surprised to find him capable of coherent speech. “There are seven tracks, A through G—six classes per day except Fridays, when we get out at one thirty instead of having a lunch break.”

“It sounds confusing, but I swear it’s not—every morning they post which track you begin with,” Erica chimed in. “It’s a cool system because it means you never have a class at the same time every day. So you won’t always have a post-lunch food coma during French, or be half-asleep in early-morning pre-calc.”

Alec pulled out his cell phone and started typing, as if this information was new to him.

“Careful with that come Monday, dude,” Brian cautioned. “Cell phones are banned on campus during school hours.”

Before he could reply, Alec suddenly found himself at the front of the line. Shoving his phone in his pocket, he glanced at the history teacher’s name on his schedule. “Mr … Patterson?”

A tall, broad-shouldered man in his late thirties turned in Alec’s direction. Despite his handsome features, the man projected irritation and condescension. Without looking up from his list, he barked, “Name?”

“Alec MacKenzie.”

Checking his name off with a pencil, the teacher motioned toward one of the stacks of thick hardcover texts on the table. “Take a book. Only one. Move along.”

“As if we’d want more than one,” Claire whispered behind him.

Alec couldn’t help but smile.

After the others got their history books and they moved off together, Brian muttered, “God, what an ass. I heard Patterson actually locks the door to his classroom the minute the bell rings.”

“I’ve heard he gives lots of pop quizzes,” Erica added. “He might make even your life a living hell, Claire.”

“Fantastic.” Claire frowned.

Suddenly, two arms clapped around Erica’s and Brian’s shoulders. “Hey, you two. How’s it going?”

At the sight of the tall, lanky, good-looking guy standing behind Erica and Brian, Claire’s eyes lit up. Alec turned to examine the object of her interest. He had golden-brown eyes and dark, wavy hair, and seemed like the easygoing type who claimed not to care about primping but always looked great anyway.

Erica gave the newcomer a big hug. “God, Neil, I think you grew another six inches over the summer!”

“Three, actually. Did you hear? Mr. Lang wants us to sing the Messiah this Christmas.”

Brian and Erica gasped. They immediately launched into shoptalk about choir with the new guy and ignored Alec and Claire completely. Alec noticed Claire’s gaze lingering on Neil’s face. For the first time since he’d met her she seemed nervous, as if she was secretly, desperately wishing that Neil would look in her direction.

Alec turned to Claire, searching for something appropriate to say, seized by a need to capture her attention. “I take it those three are all in choir together?”

“Not choir—that’s a different class. They’re in Concert Singers, the elite choral group. It’s Brian’s pride and joy—and his only other honors class.”

“An honors class that you’re not in?”

To Alec’s dismay, Claire visibly winced, as if the question stung a little.

“Sorry,” he added quickly. “That was an attempt at humor that clearly failed.”

“It’s okay—I shouldn’t be so sensitive. Really. It’s just that I’d give anything to be able to sing well enough to get into Concert Singers.”

Right. Alec frowned, irritation prickling through him. Because it would give her a chance to spend time with Neil—who was now cluelessly saying good-bye to his friends, without a word for her. What is this guy—blind or stupid? Or both?

As soon as the thoughts entered his mind, Alec scolded himself for being uncharitable. He didn’t know a thing about Neil, or about Claire for that matter, and he had no business making judgments about either of them. “I take it you like music, then?” he asked Claire.

“I love music. But sadly, I inherited tone deafness from my mother. I tried piano lessons when I was nine but wasn’t very good at that, either.”

The foursome left the gym a while later—sans Neil—their backpacks bursting with books. As they crossed the paved drop-off circle and headed for the south stairwell, they passed under a section of construction scaffolding that crawled up the face of a nearby building. A sign in black and red lettering warned, CAUTION: WORKERS ABOVE.

“What’s going on up there?” Erica asked.

“I heard they’re remodeling the theater lobby and putting in new windows or something,” Claire answered.

“They’d better be done soon,” Erica muttered as they marched up the stairs, “’cause I plan to be the first junior to get the lead in the school musical.”

“Which one are we doing this year?” asked Brian.

“I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“If they do Twelve Angry Men: The Musical, you’re screwed.” Brian grinned.

Erica swatted him on the shoulder. “Claire, you should really grow some balls this year and try out.”

“No way.” A blush bloomed in Claire’s cheeks. “How about you, Alec? Do you sing?”

Alec paused. The fact that Claire had a crush on a guy who could sing was not lost on him. With a small smile, he said, “A bit. But not in public.”

They all exited the stairwell onto an open-air upper terrace, where a short stretch of beige lockers was tucked beneath an overhang beside the back entrance to the library.

“Here’s my locker,” Brian said, moving up to test his combination. Erica’s locker was in that grouping as well.

Claire checked the sheet with her assignment. “Anybody know where locker 302 is?”

“On the other side of the library. Mine’s 308. I’ll show you,” Alec responded. As soon as he said it, he wished he could take it back. Would it seem odd that he knew these things?

As if on cue, Claire glanced at him in surprise. “You’re the locker tour guide now? I thought you were the new guy.”

Alec hesitated, then said honestly, “I … stopped by to look the place over the other day. I always like to be prepared.” He turned and started walking.

“And do you always like to think for about twenty minutes before you speak?” Claire asked as she followed him.

“Sometimes longer. I guess I don’t think as fast as you do.”

“Somehow I doubt that, Mr. All-My-Classes-Are-Honors,” Claire said with a smile.

The teasing warmth in her eyes made his stomach do a somersault. They reached the front of the library, where two long rows of freestanding lockers faced each other in a covered, open-air pseudo-corridor. Several other students were shoving in their new books. Claire found her locker and opened it while Alec moved to his.

“What’s that?” Alec asked, pointing to a contraption that Claire had pulled from her backpack.

“A LockerMate.” Claire knelt on the concrete and began to unfold and assemble the unit, hooking the corners of what looked like two painted metal shelves onto the four legs. “It’s a little rusty and rickety, but the shelves make the locker a lot more organized.”

“Would you like a hand?”

“Thanks, I’m okay. I’ve had this since sixth grade.”

He watched Claire carefully lift her assembled LockerMate into her locker. Loosening the wing nuts in the center of both shelves, she pushed against the unit’s legs, as if trying to widen it to fill the space—but it wouldn’t budge. She pushed again. No luck. With a frustrated sigh, she turned to him with lowered eyes and mumbled quietly, “Help?”

Alec grinned and moved to her side. “What do I do?”

“The shelves have to expand, but they’re stuck. You’ll have to shove hard.”

“Will do.” Alec slipped his hands inside Claire’s locker and gave the LockerMate an easy sideways thrust in both directions.

BAM! The sound echoed dramatically in the passageway. He heard Claire gasp. Heads spun in their direction. Alec stared down in embarrassment. His arms were wedged against both sides of Claire’s locker, which were now horribly bowed, and the door was bent at a funny angle.

“Shite.” Alec shrank back, mortified.

“What the hell?” Claire exclaimed in astonishment. “Did you just break my locker?” She tried unsuccessfully to shut the crooked door. “Well, that’s never gonna close again.”

Alec felt his face turning red. How could he have made such a boneheaded mistake? “Sorry. You said to shove hard.” Gesturing toward his own locker, he added quickly, “Would you like to take mine?”

“I couldn’t do that.”

“Please, I insist. I’ll take yours. It’s the least I can do.”

“No, no, really.” Claire looked down at the heavy bag of books at her feet and said reluctantly, “If you don’t mind, I’ll just stash my books in your locker for now—until they fix mine.”

“Not a problem. I was thinking of bringing my books home today anyway. Here, let me give you my combination.” Alec handed her his locker assignment sheet.

“Don’t you need the combination to get back in?”

“I’ve already got it memorized. Have a good weekend. See you Monday.” With a brief nod, Alec hefted up his backpack and dashed off down the corridor, his cheeks still burning.
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“I can’t believe MacMuscles actually broke my locker,” Claire said as she crossed the junior parking lot with Brian and Erica. “What a freak.”

“He must be Superman!” Brian exclaimed.

Claire shook her head with a sigh. “More like Clark Kent. Superman’s the suave one.”

After Brian waved good-bye and moved off to his car, Erica sidled up closer to Claire. “You’ve got to admit, even though Alec’s shy and klutzy, he’s totally gorgeous. Plus that Scottish brogue? It’s to die for.”

“He is good-looking,” Claire admitted. Alec was even more handsome than Neil Mitchum—the star of stage, track, and soccer field, the athletic demigod whose singing voice had been melting Claire’s heart since ninth grade. “But Alec seems kind of rude sometimes—or he’s a total introvert, I can’t tell which—and he doesn’t have much of a sense of humor. I think I only saw him smile once.”

“Don’t be so judgmental,” Erica said with a dismissive wave of her hand, as she unlocked her car. “He’s new. He’s nervous. And I’m sure he feels terrible about your locker.” There was a sudden clink on the pavement. “Oh! My bracelet!”

Claire bent down to pick it up. As soon as her fingers came in contact with the cool metal, she was overcome by the same weird, woozy sensation she’d felt earlier that morning. Then she felt really hot, as if she’d stepped under a heat lamp. Perspiration broke out on her brow, her stomach lurched, her knees began to buckle, and—

WHAM. A series of vivid images flashed into her head:

She was driving a car. Glancing down, she saw she was wearing a long-sleeved red blouse and had a wedding ring on her finger. A sudden flash of movement brought her eyes back to the windshield. Another car was heading straight at her! She gasped in terror and stomped on the brake, her arm flying out to protect a young boy in the passenger seat beside her—a boy she recognized. It was Erica’s brother.

There was the sound of a sickening crunch.

“Claire? Are you okay? Claire?”

Erica’s voice cut through the fog that enveloped Claire’s mind. Claire took a deep, steadying breath, grabbing the hood of Erica’s shiny black SUV to keep from sinking to the ground. What on earth was going on? Was she going crazy? Was she hallucinating?

“Claire, what’s wrong? Are you sick?”

Struggling to find her voice, Claire said, “I’m … fine. Is … where’s your mom? And your brother? Are they okay?”

Erica stared at her in surprise. “What? Why?”

“I don’t know. I just… Never mind.” Claire thrust the charm bracelet at Erica as if it was a hot potato, glad to be rid of it. “Where’d you say you got that thing?”

“At a flea market in France.” Just then, Erica’s cell phone rang. Still eyeing Claire with bewilderment, Erica dug it out of her backpack. “Hello?”

As Erica listened, she gasped in alarm and asked frantic questions. When she hung up and turned to Claire, she was on the verge of tears.

“That was my mom. She and Henry were just in a car accident.”

“So they’re both all right?” Claire leaned back against the headboard of her bed a few hours later, her cell phone clutched to her ear.

“Just a little shaken up,” Erica’s voice assured her on the other end. “Some guy turned left in front of them at a yellow light. Mom swerved and crashed into the curb, but she and Henry walked away without a scratch.”

“Thank God.” Claire had been so worried, ever since Erica had screeched out of the parking lot and left her to scramble for a ride home with Brian. All afternoon, her thoughts kept drifting back to that moment right before the accident, and what she’d seen. It was so bizarre, the way those images had popped into her mind the minute she’d touched that bracelet. Was the accident happening at that exact moment? Claire wondered. Or had it happened a few minutes before? The most unsettling part was how she seemed to see the whole thing through Erica’s mother’s eyes. Weird, weird, weird.

“Erica. What’s your mom wearing today?”

“What’s she wearing? I don’t know. Black pants and a red blouse, I think. Why?”

Holy shit, Claire thought. Was she a certified nutcase, or had she just had a psychic experience? She’d never had one of those before. Maybe it wasn’t her, though. Maybe it was that bracelet. Didn’t Erica say her mom had bought it from a gypsy?

“Why do you care what she was wearing?” Erica repeated. “And why did you ask if they were okay earlier, in the parking lot? That was before my mom called.”

Claire heard the front door open. “I’ll … explain later. My mom just got home. Can I come over tonight?”

“Sure. I’m stuck here babysitting while The Parents pick up a rental car.”

“I’ll call before I leave. Bye.” As Claire hung up, she heard her mom’s laptop bag thud against the entryway table downstairs.

They lived five miles south of school in a small, twobedroom, townhouse-style apartment. As far as she could tell, she was the only person at Emerson (except maybe some of the teachers) who didn’t live in a huge, gorgeous, art-filled, extravagantly furnished mansion with a pool. Claire didn’t need anything that upscale to be happy—but every time she walked in the door and saw the cream-colored walls and carpet (in other words: bland), and few personal items on display, she was reminded that they never stayed in one place for long. Ever since she could remember, her mom had insisted that they keep their possessions to a minimum and all the important stuff in one place, so they could move at a moment’s notice. When she was little, Claire had thought of it as a kind of game: Let’s see how fast we can pack up this time! But even though they’d been here two years, their apartment didn’t really feel like a home. Claire was too embarrassed to have anyone but her two best friends come over.

Claire left her room and padded down the stairs. “Are you a burglar?” she called out.

Her mom was in the kitchen, unloading a bag of groceries. “Hi, honey. What a day! I showed the Wangs six houses, and I think they’re really interested in one of them.” Digging something out of a bag, she extended it to Claire. “I got you some fruit leather. Cherry, strawberry, and apricot. Try not to eat it all in one sitting.”

“Gracias, Mom!” Claire snatched the booty, immediately ripped the plastic wrapping off the dried apricot strip, and commenced scarfing. “You’re the best. I was totally starving.”

“Did you eat lunch today?”

“Not really.”

Claire’s mom studied her with concern. “Is something wrong? When I called, you said everything went okay at Book Day.”

“It did.”

“Then why do you look so worried?”

Claire hesitated. How to answer? No way could she tell her about the weird vision she’d had, or whatever it was. The last thing she needed was for her mom to go into freak-out mode. “Because Erica’s mom and brother were in a car accident. I just heard, five seconds ago, that no one was hurt.”

“Oh—thank God.”

“Yeah.” Claire helped unload the groceries. “Mom, is it okay if I go to Erica’s after dinner?”

“Sorry, honey. I need the car. I’m meeting a client tonight.”

“Can you drop me off at Erica’s first?”

Her mom shook her head. “I don’t have time to drive all the way to the Valley and back in Friday traffic.”

“Maybe I can get Erica to pick me up and drive me home.”

“You know how I feel about you riding in other people’s cars at night. Anyway, I don’t want you going over there. You’ll be up talking until all hours, and God knows what time you’ll get home.”

“I can sleep over at Erica’s, then.”

“No. The last time you slept over at Erica’s, boys were there.”

“A boy. Brian. Our best friend, whom neither of us is even remotely interested in.”

“That doesn’t mean he’s not interested in you, dear.”

Claire groaned in frustration. “He isn’t, I promise. What do you have against boys, Mom? Don’t you trust me?”

Her mom paused. “It’s not that. It’s just … Erica’s mom doesn’t supervise her kids the way she should.”

“You mean she doesn’t hover over them every second, and never lets them go anywhere or do anything?”

“I don’t do that,” her mom said defensively.

“Yes, you do.” Claire’s stomach tensed with rising anger. “I swear, you’re the most uptight, paranoid hippie who ever lived.”

“Just because I don’t believe in bank accounts or use credit cards, that doesn’t make me a hippie.”

“Yes, it does! You’re all: ‘Who needs a permanent mailing address, when you can have a P.O. box?’” Claire mimicked her mom’s voice and shrug.

Her mom slammed a cabinet door and whirled on Claire, eyes flashing. “Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady. Everything I’ve done is for a good reason.”

“What reason? You say that every time! What was so wrong with Chicago that we had to leave? Why have we lived in seven different cities since I was born? What are you running from? Does it have anything to do with my father? It’s like we’re in the goddamned witness protection program!”

Her mom averted her gaze, a grim look on her face. “What does this have to do with boys, Claire?”

“See! There you go again! Always changing the subject.”

“I repeat: What does this have to do with boys?”

Claire sighed, giving up her line of questioning. “It just sucks. You don’t date. All men are off-limits for you—and you expect me to follow the same rules.”

Her mom looked at her, a hint of apprehension in her eyes. “Since when do you even care about dating?”

“I’m sixteen, Mom. Of course I want to date. Not that I’ve ever even had a boy look at me yet. But I hope it’s gonna happen. And just because I’m now physically able to get pregnant, it doesn’t mean I’m gonna end up a high school dropout with a newborn and a guy who ditches me—like you did!”

Claire’s mom’s eyes widened with sudden pain, and she didn’t reply.

Turning, Claire left the kitchen and stormed up the stairs, slamming her bedroom door behind her. She threw herself on her bed, her frustration and anger dissipating as her stomach knotted in guilt. Why, oh why had she said that? She hated these rare fights with her mom and wished she’d kept her thoughts to herself.

It was a truly horrible end to one hell of a strange day.
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Idiot. Moron. Half-wit.

Alec shook his head in disgust as he drove home. He’d spent the past few hours on his favorite local rooftop, watching the sun set as he struggled to regain his normal sense of calm. He was still struggling. The last thing he’d wanted today was to call attention to himself. Then he’d mangled a locker—something no average teenager would ever be capable of. What had come over him?

He knew the answer, of course. It was because of Claire.

Alec pulled his ’69 Mustang into his parking space and crossed the small concrete lot. He’d felt a brief connection with Claire just before they found their lockers. In that moment, he’d thought that maybe, just maybe, she didn’t completely dislike him after all. Then he’d ruined everything with that ridiculous, clumsy move. Not that it mattered. She was obviously more interested in the Choir Boy.

When it came down to it, Alec had no business pursuing his interest in her, anyway. It was dangerous, not to mention forbidden. In the few similar cases he’d heard of, the punishment exacted had been instantaneous and unforgiving.

But he didn’t care. He’d left his old life for good—which meant the old rules no longer applied. For more than a century, he hadn’t been allowed to indulge in anything remotely pleasurable. There were so many human experiences that had been denied to him—high school among them. Even though human beings often spoke of high school as if it was hell on earth, Alec had always strangely longed to try it for himself. Despite his youthful appearance, he’d never infiltrated a school before—his elite training had prepared him for more complex assignments.

If the plan was going to work, however, he was going to have to try harder to fit in.

You need to smile more and stare less, he reminded himself. And your reaction time in conversation was too slow. These things had never mattered before, but they did now.

Setting these concerns aside for the moment, Alec entered his first-floor studio apartment and closed the front door behind him, all senses on hyperalert. He flipped the three locks in quick succession, set down his backpack, and withdrew a black metal knife from his boot, whirling to search for any sign of intruders. Without opening the blackout curtains, he carefully cased the dark, starkly furnished space. Nothing behind the couch. No one in the shower. Kitchen: empty. Weapons cabinet: undisturbed.

With a relieved sigh, Alec glanced at the light switch. It blinked on.

He sank down on the couch, resheathed his knife, and removed his boots. Unable to relax, he unzipped his backpack and dumped everything out onto the coffee table. One by one, he began scanning the contents of each textbook, curious to see what juniors in high school would be learning this year, to understand what he was—and wasn’t—supposed to know.

The academics would be easy to handle. Other than socialization, he had only one real worry. He’d spent decades planning his escape and had taken every precaution to cover his tracks—but even so, there was still a chance he could be found. He wondered who they’d assigned to search for him.

He would never—could never—go back. He was committed to making this work, no matter what. Not that they’d take him back even if they did find him. If he was lucky, he’d be tried and imprisoned for life at a mountaintop monastery in Tibet.

If he was unlucky?

The penalty was death.
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“Are you kidding?”

“No, I’m serious.” Claire leaned forward on the table, cupping her grande soy vanilla latte in her hands. “I felt nauseous and light-headed, and suddenly it was like I was the one in the car, like I was your mom, reaching out to hold Henry back and everything.”

Erica stared at her. “Oh my God.”

“I know, right?”

The aroma of brewing coffee wafted out to the coffee shop’s shady garden patio where they sat. It was that quiet period after the Sunday morning crowd had left and the afternoon rush had not yet begun.

“So … what?” Erica’s eyes narrowed. “Are you, like, psychic or something?”

“If I am, it’s news to me. Nothing like this has ever happened to me before.”

“Never? Are you sure?”

“Yes.” But then Claire remembered something. “Oh, wait. There was this one other thing, Friday morning.”

“The same day as the accident?”

“Yeah. My mom was all worried about some document she couldn’t find for work, and as I was hugging her goodbye in the car, the same weird feeling came over me—and suddenly I knew exactly where it was. It was like the image popped into my head. I saw my mom’s hand putting the page into her bag.”

“You saw it? Like you were watching your mom doing it?”

“No, it’s like I was her, seeing it from her perspective.”

“Wow. Trippy.”

“I didn’t think much about it at the time. After your mom’s accident, I thought the thing I saw had something to do with her bracelet. Like it was cursed or magical somehow.”

“It’s just a bracelet, Claire. I’ve worn it a dozen times, and I’ve never gotten any visions. No, this is all about you.”

Claire tried to shrug off the suggestion. “I did some research on the internet last night about psychic abilities and phenomena. There are ten million sites about ESP, clairvoyance, telepathy, telekinesis, and all kinds of weird bullshit from ghosts to Atlantis and killer fog. It all looks so cheesy, I couldn’t take any of it seriously.”

“Maybe you should.” Erica sipped her coffee, then looked up with an eager expression. “What am I thinking right now?”

“I have no idea. That I’m a lunatic?”

“No, no, no. What am I thinking? Use your new mojo.”

“I can’t read minds, Erica.”

“How do you know? Try it.”

Claire stared at her friend for a moment. “This is stupid.”

“Oh, wait, wait, wait! Maybe it’s not a telepathy thing. What if it’s a touch thing? You hugged your mom and got a vision through her eyes, right? Then you touched my mom’s bracelet and saw something about her.”

“Huh. Okay, so?”

Erica grabbed Claire’s hand and plunked it against her arm. “Tell me what you feel. Are you getting any vibes about me?”

“Yeah. I’m rethinking which one of us is the lunatic.”

Erica sighed and sat back on her stool. “You’re such a disappointment. It would be so awesome to have a best friend who’s psychic. You’d be able to tell me who my next boyfriend’s going to be, where I can find a pair of anklewrap, blue suede, Jimmy Choo sandals in size eight, what questions are going to be on my pre-calc tests, even which colleges to apply to.”

Claire shook her head. “No, the stuff I saw had already happened. I think.”

“Good point. Well then, you’re definitely useless.”

They sat in silence for a long moment.

“Maybe I was just suffering from an iron deficiency that day,” Claire mused.

“Maybe you’re having hallucinations induced by your mom’s drug-taking days, a brain defect passed on at birth.”

“As far as I know, my mom never took drugs. She’s a free spirit, yes. But she’s devoted to clean living.”

“Okay. If you’re not psychic, then how else would you explain it?”

“It defies explanation.”

“I guess you’ll just have to wait and see if it happens to you again.”

“God, I hope it doesn’t.” Claire let out a nervous breath, then finished her coffee. “In the meantime, promise not to tell anyone, okay? Especially my mom. We had a fight on Friday. I apologized, and I think she forgave me. But I don’t want to give her any more fuel for liftoff.”

Erica gave her a two-finger salute. “Copy that. Don’t tip off the crazy hippie lady.”

Crap, Claire thought, as she stood before her locker early the next morning. She’d forgotten that it was busted. She’d have to report it to the office later so they could assign her a new one. What a great way to start the year.

She stepped over to Alec’s locker, got out the combination, and opened it. She stopped short. A shiny, brand-new LockerMate had been installed. Her books were neatly arranged on the shelves, but none of Alec’s books were in sight. Instead, a bulky, black metal lockbox took up the entire bottom space.

What the hell? Claire thought. She stared at the box. What on earth was he keeping in there? Blackmail photos? A rare comic book collection? His mother’s haggis recipe? Porn?

The first bell rang. She had ten minutes to get to class. Claire grabbed her honors history book, slammed the locker shut, and raced to the farthest end of the school. She joined the small herd of students filing into class, then paused just inside the door. The desk you chose on the first day of school was important. It usually ended up being the seat you were in for the whole year, and it gave the teacher an impression of who you were. Claire didn’t want to sit in back with the slackers or in front with the brownnosers. The only spot left in the
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