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      My name is Bianca Segreti, and I know Michael Swanson’s secret.

      But that’s not where I should start this story. I have to go pretty far back for that, so please be patient.

      I know my father’s secret. That’s where this all started.

      My father was born on the wrong side of an Italian-American family that’s big in construction in the Oklahoma City area. No, not that family, the other one. The one you don’t know about. And that secret family? None of his relatives were interested in accepting him, none ever acknowledged him, and therefore, he’s got a big chip on his shoulder. Something to prove.

      By the time he was twenty-five, he’d built a thriving business on the back of his secret. His secret, by the way, is not that he was born a bastard. That term applies to him in more than one way, just so you know.

      His marriage to my beautiful Italian mother was a business deal. He had money, her family didn’t, and she knew her duty. She came to the States, married him, and played the part of the dutiful businessman’s wife. She never loved him, but she didn’t hate him at first; that came later.

      It’s the lies, you see. She couldn’t stand the constant lies. She always knew because she’s a Truth Reader. I get that talent from her.

      They both showered me with gifts, everything I ever asked for. My father had money then, and he wanted us to look like the perfect happy family. I call him Dad in public, and her Mamma, and learned just enough Italian to throw out the occasional phrase to make myself seem exotic. We had a big house in Nichols Hills, knelt our way through Mass on Sundays, socialized at the country club, attended the symphony. I studied ballet even though I was terrible at it. I went to the nearby private school and lorded it over other girls because I had money and looks.

      I didn’t care what Lorde says; I was a royal and I was fine with that.

      My father would take me on walks with him. Just places in the city, like the Botanical Gardens with its Crystal Bridge. We would pass by someone on the walkway, and my father would exchange a few words with the person, a simple, “Hello. It’s lovely here today, isn’t it?”

      And then, when the other person walked off, my father would ask me, “What is his secret?”

      My mother had trained me to hear the difference between truth and lies. A lie in my ears carries a hint of discordance… or a jarring amount of it. I always answered my father in those terms. Something like, “He doesn’t really think it’s lovely here today.”

      “No, his real secret,” my father would demand.

      And I would answer—truthfully. “I don’t know.”

      My father’s mouth would press into a thin, bitter line, and he would drag me on to the next person.

      That’s what these walks were about, my father trying to get me to tell him secrets about people I didn’t know. It was embarrassing and frustrating because I never could give my father what he wanted. He didn’t seem to understand that being a Truth Reader doesn’t tell you what the truth is, it only lets you know when something isn’t the truth.

      One day in the Crystal Bridge when I was fourteen, I said I don’t know for the last time.

      That was the day my father said, “You are useless.”

      We never went on a walk again.
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      I know Emma Jones’ secret.

      Emma has a heart as big as Texas, even if she’s from Oklahoma like me. She’s an Empath, though, and that makes her vulnerable. Like most Inners, she’s had to learn to protect herself. When the danger becomes too great, we’re trained to take ourselves out of the game, whatever that game happens to be.

      A couple of years back, the day before we were supposed to return to Umbrum Hall, Emma attended a party in Bricktown. I was stuck at an awful dinner party hosted by my squabbling parents. If I had been with Emma in Bricktown, I would have spotted Michael Swanson and physically dragged her out of there.

      Six other members of our class were at that party as well, and one of them slipped a hallucinogen into Emma’s drink. Emma suddenly found her delicate mental balance ruined and, in a move meant to protect herself, dropped into a coma that lasted for weeks—until the day Detective Sharma went to the hospital and told her it was safe to come out.

      That drugging was done at Michael Swanson’s instruction, we now know, revenge for her turning him down for a date the previous semester. She just didn’t like him, got a weird ‘feel’ off him, and so she made certain to keep him at a distance. When Swanson instigated the doctoring of her drink, he called Emma—kind, sweet Emma—a stuck-up bitch.

      That coma left her with some physical issues, a weakness in her left leg that she works hard to hide. Her left hand needs constant therapy as well. Those problems aren’t noticeable to most people because they don’t share a dorm room with her, but I watch her working out that hand while she studies or stretching that leg, and I’m furious that she has to do that. That she’ll have to do that for the rest of her life.

      None of this is her big secret, by the way. I told you so you’ll know why she’s here today.

      Emma picked out my outfit this afternoon and helped me style my hair. She’s a genius with this sort of thing. My makeup is movie-star glam, with big lashes and red red lips. I’m wearing a black sheath dress in silk, with wide straps over my shoulders and a split up one leg. My black hair is done like a 1920s actress, big waves down to my shoulders. I’m wearing a necklace that Dillon Woods made for me, three charmed black stones that guide me with Clarity, Wisdom, and Strength of Purpose. The earrings match, and carry protection charms, because Dillon would never send me home without that. I’m wearing long black gloves that go above my elbow, and one hides a friendship bracelet from Luci Delgado that’s meant to help me see through glamours.

      Emma’s wearing a sleeveless black dress as well, baring her arms’ floral tattoos for the whole world to see. It’s very different from Emma’s usual Boho look, and her boyfriend Ken Okoturo was practically salivating when he saw her. Emma’s gorgeous, tall and strong, with wider shoulders than she likes, but her flaring skirt balances that. Her blond hair is currently cut at shoulder length and falls in casual beachy waves that she arcanely achieves with a curling iron and some spritz. It’s a mystery to me.

      And Emma loves me despite my failings. I’m mean and spiteful at times, and Emma tells me that’s pain coming out. Because there’s a lot of pain in my heart, some of it from my father and mother, but a lot from my own mistakes. I’ve screwed up, and tonight, I mean to patch up one of my biggest train wrecks.

      Emma is here to help me. It’s in her nature to help others.

      Her big secret? Once long ago, she failed to help another girl in trouble.

      That wasn’t her fault.

      She was twelve and didn’t understand what was happening to Cindy, the girl two houses down the street. For many Empaths, when their talent first erupts, it’s difficult to tell what emotions are one’s own and what comes from outside. Those first couple of months, Emma lived with inexplicable, crippling shame coupled with a need to hide herself from her parents. It was winter, so she managed to keep the cuts on her arms concealed that long.

      It had, I know—even though I shouldn’t—felt like the only thing she could control. Cutting herself had let the shame out, just a bit, to slice her arm and watch it bleed.

      The day her mother finally spotted it, Mrs. Jones knew right away that someone nearby was being abused. That Emma was carrying that person’s pain about like a spare tire. She felt horrible for not seeing what was happening to her daughter for so long, even though she was fighting cancer at the time, so she had other worries to distract her. In any case, that oversight added another level of terrible to the dozens of narrow slices along Emma’s forearms.

      After that day, her mother worked with her to help her bring her newfound gift of empathy under control.

      And anonymously reported the father at the house two down for child abuse. Turned out he was sexually abusing his thirteen-year-old daughter, Cindy. He went to jail, although that process took a while. Cindy and her mother moved far far away.

      Once Emma understood her borrowed emotions, she could shut them down. Even so, that left her with the scars. When she was fourteen, she asked her mother if she could get tattoos on her arms. They camouflage the scars quite well, and for Emma, they’re a mark that she survived the first crisis of being an
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