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      “I get to go home when you’re finished with tomorrow’s tests, right?” Vivienne assumed, feeling hopeful for the first time since she had been admitted to the hospital. 

      “I’m afraid not,” the doctor said, adjusting the glasses on his nose. “Your diagnosis is still inconclusive.”

      She slumped against the pillow and picked at the surgical tape surrounding the IV on the back of her hand. The four other doctors in white coats and stethoscopes muttered their agreement. 

      On her way to school on Monday, she had felt a bit light-headed. Nothing new considering she had skipped breakfast. She’d felt anxious as well, but that was because she had only spent twenty minutes cramming for her history test. Halfway through first period, waves of dizziness and nausea had crashed over her. Before she could get to the school nurse, her world had gone black.

      Now she was sitting in a stuffy hospital room being stared at like an exhibit at the zoo. The rotten smell from the wilting flowers at her bedside turned her stomach, and if the doctors didn’t stop scribbling on their clipboards and tell her something, she was going to scream. 

      As if he heard her mental freak-out, the doctor in the glasses told her that he was sure she had nothing to worry about. Then he escaped with the rest of his colleagues. 

      “I’m here! I’m here!” Lynn burst through the curtains, reeking of perfume and cigarettes. She collapsed onto the chair and dropped her purse on the floor. “Sorry it took me so long. Traffic was nuts,” she said, shrugging free from her coat and brushing her permed hair back from her face. 

      “Is that a new coat?” Vivienne asked. It wasn’t the faded brown one her foster mother usually wore. 

      “Got it at Goodwill.” Lynn picked some lint out of the faux fur-lined hood. Her neon-pink nails did nothing to distract from the nicotine stains between her fingers. “It was too cheap to pass up.” 

      The coat she had bought Vivienne three years earlier had a broken zipper and was too short in the arms. “New purse too?”

      “They were both on sale. Nice, huh?” Lynn returned Vivienne’s nod with a gap-toothed smile. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “I haven’t puked since yesterday. So that’s a win.” 

      “It sure is. I talked to the doctor on my way in here. They said you’re going to be staying for a little bit longer.” 

      The last thing Vivienne wanted was to discuss her health with Lynn. “How’s Lyle?” Her foster brother had texted a few times, but hadn’t made any effort to see her. 

      “He’s fine. Maren’s good too.” 

      Vivienne’s foster sister was probably too busy with cheerleading practice or organizing homecoming to realize she was even in the hospital. 

      They chatted about nothing for another ten minutes before Lynn claimed she needed to get home to cook dinner. Which was crap. It was bingo night. She would probably leave straight from the hospital for the church hall. 

      Vivienne didn’t mind. She preferred being alone to making idle conversation. Once Lynn was gone, she tried taking a nap. But sleeping was impossible with people coming in and out of the room like it was an airport.

      When she opened her eyes, she saw a dark-haired teen lounging on the other side of the dividing curtain. His black hoodie and dark jeans stood out like an ominous shadow against the sanitary white walls. 

      The door opened, and a nurse came in wearing the same sympathetic smile as every other nurse. 

      “Someone was awfully thirsty,” she said cheerfully, refilling the jug of water on the rolling tray table. Her dark ponytail swung from side to side as she moved around the bed.

      “Yeah. They told me to drink a lot of water.” Vivienne glanced back at the guy. He was looking out the window now. The nurse didn’t acknowledge him. Which was odd. Right? Sure, he was on the other side of the curtain, but he wasn’t invisible.

      The nurse babbled about her weekend plans while she took Vivienne’s temperature and blood pressure. “Do you need anything before I go?” she asked, throwing her rubber gloves into the biohazard bin. “My shift is almost over, so I won’t be back in to see you tonight.”

      “I think I’m good. Have fun in Vegas.” 

      “You can guarantee it!” 

      The nurse bounced out the door. When Vivienne turned back to the dividing curtain, the guy was staring at her. His eyes narrowed, and his head tilted to the side, but he kept silent.

      She was about to say something when yet another nurse slipped between the curtains. Her purple scrubs were a welcome break from all the blue ones.

      “I have some good news for you, Vivienne,” she said after glancing at the clipboard. “They’re moving you to another facility to see a specialist.”

      That was supposed to be good news? “I thought I was staying here.” The doctor had said that, right? 

      “No. You’re leaving tonight.” In an efficient yet detached manner, the nurse unhooked Vivienne from the various machines. “Get up and get dressed. Someone will be along shortly to bring you to the lobby for transfer.”

      This didn’t feel right. The hospital wouldn’t release her without her guardian’s consent. “Where’s Lynn?”

      The nurse launched into an explanation about forms being signed and hospital procedures and stuff she probably should have been listening to, but she found her attention drifting back to the guy behind the⁠—

      He was gone.

      The clipboard cracked against the bed rail. “Are you even listening to me?” 

      “Sorry. I thought I saw someone over there.” Vivienne nodded her chin toward the empty chair. Had he been there at all?

      The nurse walked to the hanging material and gave it a swift tug. 

      Vacant bed. Empty chair. Open window. Where had he gone?  

      “There’s no one else in the room but us.” After scribbling a note in Vivienne’s chart, and with and a curt reminder to get dressed, the nurse left.

      Hopefully the specialist would be able to tell Vivienne why she was hallucinating now too. 

      She traded the unflattering hospital gown for her ripped jeans and gray T-shirt. When she yanked the hoodie out of her backpack, a small square of glossy paper drifted to the bed. She picked up the photo of her brother and sister and smiled.

      Adventures with William and Anne made up the bulk of Vivienne’s scant childhood memories. Bedtime stories, pancake Saturdays, trips to the lake⁠—

      Sighing, she tucked the photo between the pages of her history book.

      “Are you dressed yet?” a male voice asked from behind the curtain. “It’s getting late, and we really must be on our way.”

      His British accent made her heart skip a beat. She’d always had a thing for accents. “Yeah, I’m all done.” She reached for the privacy curtain to see what her escort looked⁠—

      The guy from the corner leaned with his shoulder against the door frame. And wow. Just wow. High cheekbones, sharp jaw, straight nose, and his mouth…

      It was rude to stare, but she couldn’t help it.

      He wasn’t just handsome. He was beautiful.

      “It’s about time they unhooked you,” he said. “I thought I was going to have to do it myself.” His head tilted and his eyebrows pulled together as he studied her outfit. His eyes were the most unusual shade of green, deep and rich, like a grassy field in spring. “Do you have anything darker to wear?”

      “Darker?” She glanced down at her yellow hoodie. Did the color really matter? “Um…no?”

      “It’ll have to do then. Are you ready to leave?”

      “With you?” She gripped the bed rails at her back to keep herself steady. 

      The corner of his lips lifted into a half-smile. “I can hardly let you go on your own.”  

      Either she was missing something or this guy was in the wrong room. “Who are you?” 

      He moved past her to where her things were strewn on the bed and started collecting her books. “If you hurry up, I’ll tell you.”

      A mysterious guy no one else could see wanted her to come with him? That sounded like a great idea. 

      She grabbed the plastic cup from the table and drank until the cool water was gone. “As intriguing as your offer is,” she said, feeling steadier, “I’m going to stay here and wait for the doctor.” 

      Instead of leaving, he continued tucking things into her backpack. When he had finished, he gripped her wrist firmly with cold, slender fingers.

      “What the heck?” When she tried to pull away, his hold tightened. 

      Tossing her bag over his shoulder, he yanked her toward the door as if she was a second piece of luggage. He poked his head into the hall—presumably checking for witnesses—then towed her into the stairwell.

      “Let. Me. Go!” She tugged free and stumbled backwards. Her shout echoed in the hollow space.

      “You can go if you’d like.” He waved his hand toward the door before checking the silver watch at his wrist. “The so-called specialist they’re sending you to is going to kill you. But you can absolutely go.”

      Did he say someone was going to kill her? That couldn’t be true. She was a boring, seventeen-year-old kid from Ohio. Why would anyone want her dead? 

      “Or”—he pulled up his hood and winked at her—“you can come with me.”

      She didn’t believe him, but going back to the room didn’t sound very appealing either. “How do I know you’re not going to kill me?”

      “Because I’m trying to save you.”

      “So, what? You’re like my guardian angel?”

      He gave her a grin full of dark promises. “Something like that.”

      She only followed him up the next three flights of stairs because she was curious. 

      The higher she climbed, the more her head spun, and the more her head spun, the more she felt like she was going to pass out.

      Her shoe caught on a stair, and she crumpled onto the landing. The cold floor felt good against her overheated cheek. If she kept her eyes closed, maybe the water and chicken tenders in her stomach wouldn’t make a second appearance. 

      The guy cursed. “Are you all right?” 

      “No.” If she moved, she was going to get sick. And she refused to puke in front of him. 

      “Are you nauseated?”

      She nodded. 

      “Here.” There was a crinkling sound, and he pulled a peppermint candy from his pocket. “Eat this. It should help.”

      “Taking candy from a stranger? No thanks.”

      “My name is Deacon.” He forced the candy into her palm. “There. We’re no longer strangers.” 

      Despite her reservations, she unraveled the candy and popped it into her mouth. 

      “Better?” he asked a moment later.

      “A bit. Thanks.” She ignored the hand he offered and rose unsteadily to her feet. Her stomach revolted, but her dinner stayed down. 

      “Do you think you’ll manage,” he asked, nodding his chin toward the next flight of stairs, “or do you need me to carry you?”

      “Yeah. You’re not carrying me.”

      “Not yet anyway.”

      “Not ever”

      A smile. “Not yet.”

      Rolling her eyes, she told him that she could make it on her own. She clutched the handrail through another wave of dizziness, then resumed climbing. They had to be getting close to the roof. “I don’t have a lot of experience escaping murderers or anything,” she said, pausing to catch her breath, “but if we’re trying to get away, shouldn’t we be going down instead of up?” 

      “One would think so.” 

      “Where will we go when we get to the top?” 

      “You’ll see.” A chuckle. “Actually, you won’t see. But I’ll tell you about it later.”

      Before she could ask what the heck that meant, they reached the emergency exit. Deacon ignored the red and white warnings posted everywhere and shoved the door open.  

      Yellow lights attached to the brick walls eased the severity of the falling darkness, and cool September air filled her lungs. She followed Deacon past the helicopter resting on the helipad. 

      “How do you feel about heights?” he asked casually.

      She wasn’t particularly fond of them, but she didn’t have a phobia. “Why does it matter?” 

      He glanced back at her, and his lips curled into a smile. “Because we’re going to jump off the roof.”

      “Ha-ha. Very funny.” 

      He dropped to his knees and peered over the ledge. 

      Wait. Was he being serious? No…that was crazy.

      Why was he looking down? Her arms started to itch, and her head felt loopy as she crouched beside him. “What are you looking at?” 

      “The people who are trying to kill you.”

      She steadied herself against the wall and gripped the bricks until the grittiness cut into her fingertips. Two black vans waited at the main entrance, along with several men in black suits. Two more men ran out the door, followed by a woman in purple scrubs. After a brief conversation, one man went back into the hospital while a second set off around the building. The rest of them looked like they were guarding the automatic doors.

      It was strange, but that didn’t mean they were trying to—hold on. Was that guy looking at her?

      She ducked back down. 

      Deacon touched her arm. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think one of them saw me.” 

      He swore under his breath and started digging through his pockets. “Then we’ve run out of time.”

      She pressed her fingertips to her temples and tried to make sense of the last fifteen minutes. “What the heck is— Why are you taking off your shirt?” she choked.

      The black T-shirt showcased his toned arms and chest. “Take yours off as well.”

      “If you want to get me undressed, you’re going to have to ask nicer than that.”

      His grin flashed in the darkness. “Please?”

      She had already come this far, so she slipped out of her yellow sweatshirt and handed it to him. The air chilled her bare arms.

      “Here.” He tossed his balled up top at her, told her to put it on, and then stuffed her sweatshirt into the backpack.

      She pulled Deacon’s hoodie over her head, thinking the whole time how she should not be wearing some stranger’s shirt, but also…

      Wow. It smelled amazing. “Happy now?”

      “Immensely.” He motioned for her hand. “Now give me your arm.”

      “Why?” 

      “Because you’re wearing pants.”

      Could this day get any weirder? “You know that makes no sense, right?”

      “It does to me.” Deacon yanked on her wrist and shoved the sleeve over her elbow. She felt a sharp pinch, and a bead of dark blood welled in the crook below her bicep. 

      “Did you just…?” Woah. She blinked once. And again. Did Deacon have a twin? Because there were definitely two of them. And they were both cute. Annoyingly cute. Had she always had this many hands? Where were her legs? Had they fallen off?

      Deacon’s features faded as he whispered, “Think of your happiest memory.”

      It was a weird thing to say. But this guy said a lot of weird stuff. Reflexively, she thought of her brother and sister and smiley-face pancakes. 

      Warm, comforting heat gathered around her, and instead of resisting, she succumbed to the darkness.
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      Deacon nestled deeper into the back of the steep rooftop, wincing when the shingles scraped his neck like sandpaper. He missed the smooth, clay and slate roofs in London.

      “What the hell is going on?” his best mate Ethan shouted on the other end of the line. “Paul just interrogated the shit outta me and kept asking if I’d heard from you.” 

      “I was afraid that would happen.” Deacon sighed, adjusting the earpiece in his ear. “HOOK showed up at the hospital.”

      “I leave you alone for two days and all hell breaks loose,” Ethan muttered. “How’d they know about her?”

      That was the million dollar question. “I haven’t a clue.” 

      “Where are you now?”

      “On her neighbor’s roof.” The car illegally blocking the fire hydrant shuddered to life before sputtering toward the intersection. A man and his dog strolled past.

      “Do you have a death wish?” Ethan bit out. “Why’d you bring her home if HOOK knows about her?”

      Deacon may have flouted the rules on occasion, but he wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize his mission. “The hospital roof wasn’t the best place to convince her to accompany me.”

      “You must be losing your touch, Prince Charming. You’ve convinced girls to do a lot more for a lot less.” A chuckle. “I suppose now’s as good a time as any to tell you Lee caught wind of what’s happening.”

      “Brilliant.” Just bloody brilliant. Could this day get any worse? 

      Once the narrow alley below was clear, Deacon sat up and scooted closer to the grimy gutter. 

      “It doesn’t stop there.”

      Sure, why would it? 

      “Paul wants you to cut your losses and come back,” Ethan went on. “Expect the call any minute.”

      That was one call he planned to ignore. “If I go now, they’ll take her.” He searched Vivienne’s dark window for signs of life within. How much sleep did she need? It had been hours. 

      “She’s young⁠—”

      “I don’t care if she’s seventeen or seventeen hundred. We have to keep her DNA out of their hands.” 

      “You’ll need to convince her quickly, because Paul’s sending extraction.”

      “Tell him to hold off. We’ll both be on our way by sundown.” Deacon pressed the button on his earpiece. Then he jumped across the gap, landed on the third-story window ledge, and slid the glass aside.
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      Vivienne woke from the strangest yet most realistic dream. She had been soaring over the city in the arms of a handsome angel with white feathered wings. Instead of being afraid, she’d felt free. 

      She stared at the roses on her sun-dulled wallpaper and tried to separate fact from fantasy. Had she really followed a stranger to the roof? Were people really trying to kill her? Or had she been hallucinating the whole time?

      If someone had been after her, why was she home, sitting in her lumpy bed? 

      She still wore the clothes from the day before, but her shoes had been removed and placed beside the nightstand. 

      Weird. All of this was too weird.

      After a scalding shower, a blue bruise and a patch of sticky residue were the last visible signs left of the ordeal at the hospital. She wrapped herself in her Bounce-scented robe and returned to the tight space that had served as her sanctuary for the last four years. 

      Feeling better than she had all week, Vivienne searched the sparse contents of her closet before throwing a pair of black leggings and an oversized sweatshirt on her bed. When she slid the door closed, her reflection stared back; smudges of blue bruises ran beneath her wide brown eyes. Her face was a ghastly greenish-gray, making her look more zombie than teenager.

      She reached for the tie at her waist and⁠— 

      “You should probably leave that on.”

      She jerked around so fast she rammed her shin against her desk chair. Deacon sat on the ledge of her opened window, raising his dark eyebrows, fighting a smile. 

      “Otherwise,” he went on, looking pointedly at her bare knees, “I’ll be too distracted to do my job.” He was still wearing his black hoodie and skinny jeans. 

      Her face caught fire, and she gripped the lapels of her robe until her knuckles turned white. “And what job is that? Breaking and entering?”

      “Among other things.” He moved to investigate the framed photos decorating her desk. His lips lifted as he slid his finger along Vivienne’s short blue dress in the picture of her and her friend Jamie at prom. 

      She stomped over and slammed the frames so the photos were face-down. The stack of college letters she had been avoiding tumbled to the floor. “You need to stop talking in riddles and give me some real answers. Otherwise, I’m going to⁠—”  

      Deacon leaned forward until they were nose to nose. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll scream.”

      His eyebrows quirked upwards. “No one is home.”

      Crap. He was right. Lyle and Maren were at school, and Lynn was at the office. “Then I’ll call the police.”

      “If you want me to leave you alone, all you have to do is say the word and I’ll be gone.”

      She should want him to leave her alone. But she was too curious for her own good. “I want you to give me answers.”

      “Have lunch with me and I’ll answer every question you have.” 

      Her stomach responded for her. When was the last time she’d eaten? “Are you paying?” Her bank account was ten dollars away from a negative balance.

      “What kind of gentleman would I be if I didn’t?”

      “The kind who breaks into other people’s houses and creeps around bedrooms that aren’t his.” 

      “Touché.” Chuckling, he went back to the window. “I’ll meet you out front.” 

      “I have a door, you know.” 

      “What fun is that?” He slipped beneath the raised pane and jumped.

      She ran to the window and scanned the gravel three stories below. Nothing. And there was no ladder either. It was like he had disappeared. 

      Which was impossible. 

      Vivienne threw on the clothes she had laid on her bed earlier and raced down the stairs to find Deacon waiting for her on the porch steps, petting the neighbor’s cat. 

      “How did you⁠—?”

      “Food first. Then answers.” When he grinned, it felt like she had swallowed a bunch of fireflies and they were lighting up and buzzing around in her stomach.

      Annoyed by her body’s reaction, she breezed past him and down the stairs. 

      They ended up at a twenty-four-hour diner six blocks from Lynn’s townhouse. Vivienne had been there once before with Lyle. Not the nicest restaurant, but the food had been good. The place wasn’t busy, but there were enough people around in case Deacon ended up being a serial killer or something. 

      And witnesses were extra important because she had forgotten her phone back at the house. 

      Deacon held open the silver swinging door and let her pass. She chose a booth near the fire exit in case she needed a quick escape. Not that she had any hope of outrunning him. 

      A waitress shoved a menu at Vivienne, then fluttered her lashes at Deacon and placed the second menu in his hands. “Can I get you something to drink, handsome?”

      “I’ll have water, please, Mary Beth.”

      The girl startled at his casual use of her name. “Do we know each other?” With a slight shake of his head, he pointed at the shiny name tag on the girl’s striped uniform.

      “I always forget I’m wearing this stupid thing,” she giggled.

      “I hate to interrupt”—Vivienne kept her eyes on the laminated menu—“but I’d like some water too.” 

      The waitress said she’d be right back and sauntered to the kitchen. 

      “Okay, handsome,” she teased, “you owe me an explanation.” Everything on the menu looked amazing. “And a burger. And fries. And maybe even dessert.” 

      Deacon slid his menu to the end of the table and told her to order whatever she wanted—something he would probably regret saying.

      The waitress came back carrying two ice waters in tall, plastic cups. She plopped them on the table, fished straws from her faded apron, and flipped open her notepad. “What can I get ya?”

      “I’ll take a cheeseburger and a large fry,” Vivienne said. “And maybe some cheese sticks. And some nachos.” 

      Deacon raised his eyebrows over his wide eyes but kept quiet. 

      “Are you finished?” the waitress asked with a smirk.

      “Until dessert.” Vivienne was starving, and no one was going to make her feel bad about eating. 

      The waitress turned to Deacon and started flirting again. By the time he ordered, he had a napkin with the girl’s phone number on it. 

      “That’s all you’re getting?” Vivienne asked when the girl finally left. “A chocolate milkshake?”

      “I had lunch earlier.”

      “Then why did you insist on bringing me to eat?”

      “Because I wouldn’t have been able to hear myself think over the racket your stomach was making.” 

      She shrugged. He wasn’t wrong. “All right. Let’s do this. How do you⁠—?”

      “Before you start firing questions my way, let me start at the beginning. When I’ve finished, you can interrogate me all you’d like.”

      “I usually throw in a little torture when I interrogate people.”

      “I might enjoy that,” he said with a wicked smile. 

      Her stomach took a break from growling to do that annoying firefly thing again. 

      The smile faded from his lips. “What do you know about your parents?” 

      Her parents? What did they have to do with this?

      Vivienne didn’t remember much about her mom because Christine Dunn had always been working. She freed a napkin from the dispenser and spread it across her lap. “I never knew my dad, but my mom’s name was Christine.” 

      “And the rest of your family?”

      “I had a brother named William and a sister named Anne. They all passed away when I was six.” She tore the napkin into tiny pieces then brushed them to the floor. She grabbed another napkin.

      “I’m very sorry to hear that.” He sighed. “Your parents were special.”

      “They were special?” That could mean a million different things.

      “Yes. And so are you.”

      “I’m pretty sure you have the wrong girl.” The second napkin met the same fate as the first.

      He leaned back and crossed his arms. “I have the right girl.” 

      “How am I special?” Vivienne was the average of the average; there was nothing outstanding or remarkable about her. While she had done well in school, her good grades had been preceded by long hours of study and hard work. She wasn’t athletic, nor was she the last one picked for teams in gym class. People had called her cute before, but never beautiful. 

      Vivienne was painfully ordinary.

      “Do you remember your episode? The one that sent you to the hospital?”  

      That explained it. “You saw the video, didn’t you?” she groaned, dropping her head into her hands. Someone had recorded her stumbling down the hall like a drunk past the entire JV soccer team, tripping over a backpack, and ramming head-first into a locker.

      Her foster sister had created a remix from it. 

      “Video? Vivienne, I was there.”

      Was he saying he attended her high school? 

      “I’ve been keeping tabs on you for a while,” he explained. 

      The fine hairs at the nape of her neck tingled, and her arms started to itch. “So you’ve been stalking me.” Of course he was a stalker. He knew her name. He knew where she went to school—where she lived. He had broken into her house. He had been waiting for her in her bedroom.  

      His lips lifted into a mocking smile. “I prefer the term guardian angel.”

      She kicked him beneath the table. “Not. Funny.”

      “It was a joke,” he laughed, rubbing his shin. “I’m not a stalker. I was simply keeping a close watch for any indication that you were unwell.”

      That made him a good guy, right? Some of the itchiness subsided. “How did you know I was going to have an episode before it happened?”

      “Your parents had the same experience.”

      “So you’re saying that whatever is wrong with me is hereditary.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you,” he said, rolling his eyes. “People like you and I possess a rare genetic mutation that activates around our eighteenth birthday. Your episode was caused by this gene activating.”

      The waitress chose that moment to interrupt. Vivienne would have told her to go away, except she was carrying a tray of delicious, greasy goodness. After arranging the plastic baskets in front of Vivienne and giving Deacon his milkshake, she hurried off to get the table of teens that had just walked in. 

      Burgers. Whoever created them deserved some sort of medal. Seriously. So good. She thought of Deacon’s claim as she chewed. It could be true, she supposed. It didn’t really make sense, but that didn’t mean it was a lie. She grabbed a cheese stick and dipped it in marinara sauce. 

      Across the table, Deacon took a long sip of his whipped-cream-crowned shake. 

      If his claim was true, then she didn’t have to worry about her health. “Why didn’t the doctors know about any of this?” 

      “They weren’t doing the right tests.”

      “And the specialist in Virginia?” she asked, crunching a nacho covered in guac. Deacon’s shoulders stiffened, and his eyes narrowed. She’d definitely hit a nerve. “Would he—or she”—because women could be murderers too—“have done the right tests?” 

      A nod. “And the moment your test came back positive, they would’ve given you something to end your life.”

       He was serious. Whether it was true or not, Deacon believed what he was saying. 

      “Why would anyone want to kill me over a mutated gene?” She grabbed a fry and swirled it in ketchup. 

      “Our genetic mutations give us special abilities.” His eyes darted from one table to the next as he withdrew a small, worn book from his pocket and slid it across the table. 

      She wiped the grease from her fingers before reaching for the tattered hardback. Why the heck was he giving her a copy of Peter Pan and Wendy?

      And why did it look so familiar? Some long-forgotten memory prickled at the recesses of her mind. She traced the golden lettering embossed on the green leather. 

      “This is your explanation,” he said. “This holds the answers to all your questions.”

      She lifted the book and turned the soft leather between her hands. “A fairy tale?”

      “A fairy tale that explains how I survived the jump from your window—and the reason you’re in grave danger.”

      There was only one ability that corresponded with both the story and the leap he had taken earlier, but it was too ludicrous to say aloud.

      Deacon leaned forward and whispered, “I can fly.”

      Vivienne snorted. When he remained stone-faced, she sobered. “Wait. Are you…you’re serious right now? Come on. That’s absolutely crazy. It’s insane. It’s⁠—” 

      “Vivienne?” He reached across the table and placed his hand over hers. “You can fly too.”
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      How could he say that with a straight face? You can fly. Like it was nothing more than a passing comment about the weather. Vivienne searched his serious expression for some indication of a joke but found none. “You’re kidding, right? You have to be joking.” 

      “Nope.” Deacon ate a spoonful of whipped cream and closed his eyes with a sigh of satisfaction.

      “I’m out.” She balled up the napkin on her lap and tossed it on the table. “I have listened to every other crazy thing you’ve said, but this is too much.” 

      Deacon’s spoon clattered to the floor, and he caught her hand. “Please, don’t go until I’ve finished. I understand it’s hard to believe⁠—”

      “It’s impossible.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Will you please sit down? What’s the harm in indulging me for a few more minutes? You haven’t even finished your lunch.”

      After a sidelong glance at the exit, Vivienne silenced the warning in her core, sat down, and resumed eating. “You need to see a psychiatrist.” Maybe she did too.

      “How do you think we got off that hospital roof?”

      The fry in her hand fell back into the basket. “You’re telling me that we flew off the hospital roof?” It took every ounce of willpower she possessed to keep her volume at a level whisper. 

      He could have dropped her. She could have died. She could have—wait. She didn’t honestly believe him, did she?

      Vivienne flashed back to the rooftop, trying to make sense of things. She remembered him asking to see her arm and then a pinch and then nothing. “You drugged me, didn’t you?” 

      “A necessary precaution. The moment we were in the air, you would have panicked and endangered both of us.”

      She forced her gaze from him to the book on the table, willing some logical explanation for the very illogical things he was saying. “You’re claiming to be some sort of flying mutant who spends his free time saving people.”

      “We aren’t mutants, Vivienne.” Deacon pushed his sleeves over his forearms and rested his elbows on the table. “We possess a genetic mutation, the Nevergene, that gives us the advantage I spoke of, along with a few others.”

      “What else is there?” Could he walk through walls or blend in with his surroundings like a human chameleon? Or did he have x-ray vision? She crossed her arms over her chest just in case.

      “Most of us don’t age.”

      “Flying immortals. Why not?” If Vivienne chose to believe the first, she may as well go along with the second.

      His fingers drummed against his glass. “The term ‘immortal’ implies we cannot be killed.”

      “Who’s going to kill you? Captain Hook?” The idea of a curly-haired, one-handed pirate chasing Deacon around an exotic island made her chuckle. 

      Deacon’s expression hardened. “HOOK is real.”  

      She stopped laughing. “He is?” 

      “HOOK stands for The Humanitarian Organization for Order and Knowledge, and they are bent on destroying every single one of us by stealing our DNA and deactivating our gene. HOOK agents were the ones who came for you at the hospital. Which reminds me.” He checked the fancy silver watch on his left wrist. “We need to be going.”

      “Going where?”

      A smile. “To Neverland.”

      “I’m not going with you.” She had followed him onto a roof and into a diner. But she drew the line at Neverland.    

      He frowned at what was left of his milkshake. “Why not?”

      Where did she begin? “It should be pretty obvious. But the turning point for me was when you claimed you could fly.”

      “I can prove it to you.”

      She nearly choked on the last bite of burger. “You’re going to show me?”

      He slurped the dregs of his milkshake through the striped straw. “Will you come with me if I do?”

      “Well, I’m not coming with you if you don’t.” 

      “Then I suppose I don’t have much of a choice.”

      After paying the bill—and leaving the waitress a hefty tip—Deacon steered Vivienne out the exit by the elbow. 

      Surveying the street, he escorted her down a gloomy road to the right of the diner. After about five minutes of searching, they ended up in an alley in the warehouse district, surrounded by low, windowless brick buildings. 

      A nervous prickle against her skin warned her not to follow him into obscurity, so she waited closer to the sidewalk. 

      Deacon walked to the farthest, darkest corner until she could barely see his outline. “Are you coming or not?” he called.

      Part of her wanted to run back to Lynn’s and lock her door—and barricade her window. But Deacon had gotten her off the roof somehow. If she didn’t go with him now, she would never know the truth. 

      Her skin started to itch, but she ignored the warning and followed him into the darkness. “Okay, I’m here. Now what do I do?” 

      “You?” 

      “You said I could fly, didn’t you?”

      He raked a hand through his dark hair and started pacing. His footsteps crunched on the gravel. “Can’t I just show you?”

      She had seen illusionists on television. If he wanted her to go anywhere else with him, he had to do better than some cheap magic trick. “Nope. I want to do it myself.” 

      She couldn’t wait to hear what excuse he came up with.

      “Fine.” Deacon winced and rubbed his ear like it was sore, then started digging through his pockets. 

      “What do I do?” she asked again, flapping her arms up and down because…well, it made sense.

      “First”—Deacon reached out to stop her—“you need to get rid of all your skepticism. And then you need to take this.” In his palm sat a dark pill, about the size of a vitamin. 

      “I’m not taking drugs.” She knocked his hand away. “But at least that explains your hallucinations.”  

      Sudden and overwhelming disappointment settled over her. Although she hadn’t believed Deacon’s story, somewhere inside of her had been a glimmer of hope. For a few brief moments, she’d thought there could be some hidden secret that made her remarkable.

      “I’m not hallucinating,” he grumbled, “and technically it’s not a drug. At least not in the way you mean.”

      “It’s technically a funny looking pill handed to me by a guy who is still technically a stranger.”

      “Your body needs an adrenaline spike to fly,” he explained. “You don’t know how to do it on your own, so you need to take this. Just stick it under your tongue and wait for it to dissolve.”

      “Unless Tinkerbell appears and sprinkles me with a magic wand, I’m not taking it.”

      “It’s only stinging nettles and sugar and”—he mumbled something incoherent—“in a fancy pill.” 

      “What was the last thing you said?”

      He coughed the word, “Epinephrine,” into his fist.

      “You want me to swallow the stuff used to stop an allergic reaction?” Just when she thought this couldn’t get any crazier he pulls this.

      “No, Vivienne.” A grin. “I said I want you to put it under your tongue.”

      “You first, smartass.” And if he didn’t keel over, she’d consider it.

      Deacon popped the pill into his mouth. Then he pulled another out of his sweatshirt pocket and handed it to her. Vivienne removed the lint stuck to the pill, broke it in half, and slipped the smaller piece into her pocket. Then, against her better judgment, she tucked the other half beneath her tongue.

      It tasted earthy and leafy, like an unwashed salad, but also sweet, like the lettuce had been sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon. Ten slow seconds later, flames of adrenaline burned within her chest, sending her staggering backwards. Her entire body tingled as if a swarm of ants danced over her skin. Then she felt lighter, as if the easy breeze dancing between them could carry her away like an errant leaf.

      “How do you feel?” he asked, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. 

      “Like I’m standing in the middle of a bonfire covered in ants.”

      His mouth curled into a slow smile. “And your mood?”

      “Less skeptical.”

      “Good. Now clear your mind.”

      With so many questions swirling through her head, it was tough. But with a little effort, all that remained was the darkness, the fire, and Deacon’s steadying commands.

      When he told her to isolate her happiest memory, she pictured the Darling children thinking “happy thoughts” before soaring around their nursery ceiling.  

      “Make sure it’s not superficially happy,” he qualified. “It needs to be the kind of memory that brings so much joy it cannot be snuffed out by even the darkest sorrow.”

      Sifting through her past, she realized the last time she was that happy was long ago, before the tragic fire had stolen hope from her world. 

      “There.” 

      Vivienne’s eyes snapped open. Everything looked the same as it had a second ago.

      Then Deacon told her to look down.

      HOLY CRAP. Her toes. Weren’t. Touching. The. Ground.

      She had to be eight inches up at least. Not exactly flying; levitating really. But close enough. 

      How could this be happening?

      How did it work?

      Why the heck was she sinking back down?

      The soles of her shoes connected with the ground, and her skepticism returned with a vengeance. “What happened?”

      Deacon’s broad grin grew wider. “You flew.”

      “But why did I stop?” 

      “If I had to guess, I would say your brain got in the way.”

      Maybe half of the pill hadn’t been enough. Maybe she needed to take the whole thing. She reached a hand into her pocket, but Deacon stopped her. “I want to do it again.” 

      “And you will—if you come with me. What do you say, Vivienne? Will you leave all of this behind”—he opened his arms in the darkness—“to join our family?” 

      Family.  

      Vivienne’s memories of a true family were few, but they were strong, and they were safe. The sense of love and acceptance that came with being part of something bigger than herself was what she wanted more than anything else in the world.  

      All she could do was nod. 

      “Yes!” Deacon spun into the sky. When he landed, his eyes sparkled with excitement. It felt like his smile had the power to clear the shadows around them. “We need to leave right away. We’re already days behind schedule.”

      “I can’t leave right now.” She retreated toward the streetlights. “I need to go home, pack, and tell Lynn what’s happening.” And get her phone, some money, her toothbrush, and all her clothes.

      Settling his hands on her shoulders, he bent so their eyes were level. “Someone alerted HOOK to your whereabouts. Who do you think it was?”

      Right. People were trying to kill her. She had forgotten about that part.

      “It wouldn’t have been Lynn. She’d never do that to me.” Lynn wasn’t very maternal, but that didn’t mean she was a villain.

      “I’m not saying she’s the one who made the call. It could have been Lyle, or Maren, or any number of your friends and acquaintances.”

      She wrenched her sleeve to her elbow to scratch her arm. Lyle? No way. Not possible. Maren was another story. If anyone in Vivienne’s life was a villain, it was Maren. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to.” He gave her a slight shake. “I need you to understand the reason you’re not allowed to return home. It’s all or nothing.”

      “Give me a second to think, okay?” 

      She shouldn’t do this, right? It was insane.

      But she wanted to. She peered through her lashes at Deacon. She really, really wanted to.

      “Come with me to Neverland, Vivienne. I promise you won’t regret it.” When Deacon held out his hand, she placed her palm in his.
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      Vivienne squinted against the harsh fluorescent lights at the Greyhound Station. A man in the line next to them shoved his duffel bag closer to the ticket counter with his foot. Nobody, including herself, looked happy to be there. 

      She tugged on the back of Deacon’s sweatshirt and asked him again why they were at the bus station. 

      “As I told you five minutes ago, we’re taking the bus.” 

      She hadn’t believed him. Taking the bus was so normal. 

      Deacon smiled at the tired-looking young woman behind the counter. “Could we have two tickets for the half eight bus to Cleveland, please?” 

      The woman clicked the keyboard in front of her and, before she could ask for the balance due, Deacon handed her a fifty-dollar bill. 

      The girl dropped the change in his palm and gave him two tickets from the printer. Deacon thanked her and turned toward the seating area.

      “Why don’t we fly instead?” Vivienne asked, taking the ticket he shook at her. “And why are we going to Cleveland?” It was just her luck. She had been invited to freaking Neverland and didn’t even get to go out of state.

      “Airports have too many cameras and security checkpoints. And don’t worry, Cleveland isn’t our final destination.”

      At least that was something.

      Vivienne stuffed her hands in her pockets, and her fingertips grazed the remaining half of the pixie dust pill. “I didn’t mean fly on a plane.”

      He assessed her from the crown of her head to the black Converse on her feet. “You’re not dressed appropriately.”

      Her hands smoothed the hem of her ivory sweatshirt. The clothes she wore were now her sole possessions. “Maybe I can find something darker in one of those souvenir booths.” Of course, there was the problem of paying for new clothes. But if Deacon let her borrow some money, she would pay him back eventually. Did Neverland do part-time jobs? 

      “You’d still be too heavy for me to carry all that way.”

      And yet he thought it had been a good idea to jump off a freaking roof with her in his arms. She meandered over to a vending machine. Chocolate sounded really good right now. “Without flying, it feels like I’m just blindly following a cute guy with a copy of Peter Pan to Cleveland.”

      He leaned his shoulder against the machine and grinned. “You think I’m cute?” 

      “Shut up. You know what I mean.” She added that slip to the list of mortifying things that had happened to her this week.

      “Look, the fact is, you cannot fly properly yet. And I didn’t save you from HOOK only to watch you break your neck from a fall.” He put some coins in the slot and indicated the keypad. “I still owed you dessert, remember?”

      She caught a glimpse of her frowning reflection in the machine as she pressed A6. The metal bar holding the chocolate in place spiralled until the treat landed with a clunk. She grabbed it from the bottom of the machine and thanked him. 

      Together, they made their way to a line of metal chairs below a smudged window. 

      She curled onto the chair beside him and tucked her foot beneath her before opening the chocolate bar. Feeling generous, she offered him some. He shook his head, and she took a bite. 

      “Tell me all about Neverland. I want to know everything.” 

      “There’s actually very little I’m allowed to tell you right now,” he said carefully, his eyebrows coming together. “But imagine limitless possibilities and all the necessary resources to help you achieve your dreams.”

      Vivienne’s dreams had died a long time ago. But maybe she could get new dreams. Better dreams.

      “The rest you’ll have to see for yourself tomorrow, when you become a PAN.” 

      Two teens stopped to look out the window. When they left, he shifted closer and leaned in—wow, he smelled good. Like expensive cologne and fresh air.

      “PAN stands for People with Active Nevergenes.” His whisper raised goosebumps on her arms. “Neverland was created to give us a safe place to hone our skills and to learn how to live without exposing our secrets.”

      “No offense, but it kinda sounds like I’m joining a cult.” She took another bite of chocolate. The caramel center stuck to her teeth. 

      “Did I mention we have human sacrifices every Wednesday?”

      Okay. He was funny. And hot. And British. Did he have any flaws? 

      Stifling a laugh, she shoved his shoulder. “Stay in my room on Wednesdays. Got it.” Wait. Was she going to have a room? What if they all lived in some big communal building like an actual cult? “Assuming I have a room,” she added.  

      The corner of his mouth lifted, and he rubbed his shoulder like it was sore. “All new recruits are given flats. So, yes. You’ll have a room.” 

      If she was a recruit then, “Does that make you a recruiter?”

      He nodded. “I’m responsible for finding lost children and bringing them to Neverland.”

      She imagined Deacon as a dark angel in the night sky, combing the countryside and searching orphanages for lost brethren. The image evaporated when a man called their route over the crackling loudspeaker. 

      “That’s us,” Deacon said, shooting to his feet and grabbing her hand like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Come on.”

      She tossed her empty wrapper in the trash and ran with him to the bus. They sat at the back, nearest the window. “Can you tell me anything about the other recruits?” 

      “The last one I found had been in a foster home in Oklahoma.”

      “And did she go along willingly?”

      “He was much easier to convince than you were.” Deacon smiled and nodded to an older gentleman. The man tipped his wool hat at them before settling across the aisle and opening a book. 

      “I would have been a lot easier to convince if you had brought me straight there.” 

      A woman and her toddler sat in front of them. The boy peered through the gap in the seats, and Deacon waved at him. 

      “Kidnapping unconscious teenagers is bad for publicity.” There he was again with that grin, stirring up the fireflies. She really needed to get it together. “And when you blacked out at school, you got a pretty bad knock and needed medical attention.” 

      He touched the hairline above her temple, and suddenly she felt warm and gooey and she hated it. She wasn’t the kind of girl to swoon over some guy. Even if he smelled good and had the bone structure of a movie star. 

      “And if HOOK had come to my house?” 

      He draped his arm across the back of the seat. She liked the cocky lift to his chin when he said, “Then I would have saved you a second time.”

      It was still hard to fathom someone wanting her dead. She offered him a small, shy smile. Seriously. Those fireflies needed to take a break. “How’d you know where to find me in the first place?” 

      “We knew your parents, remember?”

      The fireflies turned to lead. “And did you know my family died twelve years ago?” 

      Deacon’s pained expression was the only answer she needed.

      They had known. 

      Known her parents were gone.

      Known that she was rotting away in the system. 

      They had known. 

      Every inch of her itched and burned, and no matter how hard she scratched, it didn’t relieve the itching.

      “Vivienne?”

      She shoved her hair back from her shoulders so she could scratch her neck. “They knew what happened—that I was all alone—and they didn’t even bother to come and get me? Why? Why now? Why wouldn’t they just turn a blind eye like they have for the past twelve years?” 

      The little boy peered through the seats, and his mother snatched him onto her lap.

      “Keep your voice down,” Deacon hissed, twisting to block her view of the exit. “This is a lot for you to process and you’re not thinking straight. I know how you feel.”

      “Were you in the system too?” 

      “No, but⁠—”

      “Then you don’t know shit about how I’m feeling.” She had been forced from one home to another, lugging everything she owned in a black trash bag. And right when she got settled, made a few friends, she had to do it all over again.

      The man across the aisle snapped his book shut and glared at them. 

      Deacon reached for her arm, but she jerked back. 

      “Move out of my way, Deacon. I want to get off the bus.”

      “There are rules we have to follow,” he rushed. “It’s how we survive. Once you’re there, you’ll understand.”

      She didn’t want to understand their stupid rules. She didn’t want to hear another word about Neverland or genes or cute guys with stupid accents. “Get out of my way.”

      “Vivienne—”

      “If you don’t get out of my way right now, I’m going to start screaming.”

      Cursing, Deacon slid out of the seat. She ignored the people staring at her as she raced down the aisle and out into the fresh air. The bus shuddered to life and the air brakes released, but she didn’t turn around. And she didn’t stop running until she reached Lynn’s street.  

      Where were the fiendish men swarming the townhouse steps? Where were the mad scientists who wanted her dead? The normalcy in the air contradicted every word Deacon had said since they first met.  

      “Vivienne?” Lynn called from the kitchen. “If that’s you, could you come in here for a sec?”

      Vivienne poked her head around the corner only to choke on the smell of burnt chicken. “Did you need me for something?” she coughed. 

      The dinner in the frying pan sizzled and popped, filling the room with steam and smoke. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been trying to call you all day.”

      “I went out for food with my friends. Forgot my phone upstairs.”

      Lynn flipped the switch for the fan. Her hair tumbled from the polka dotted scrunchie on top of her head. “I got a call from the hospital saying you left without being properly discharged.” 

      “I was discharged.” 

      Lynn lifted a penciled-in eyebrow. 

      “A nurse came in, unhooked me, and told me to get my stuff ready to go.” She skipped the part about the woman working for an evil organization. “Then I waited for an escort, who brought me home.” Not a complete lie.

      Lynn pursed her lips, making the maroon lipliner stand out against her faded lipstick. “I’ll call again before work and get it straightened out then. It’s my long shift tomorrow,” she said, wiping her hands on the stained towel hanging from the oven handle, “so I won’t get to see you on your birthday.”

      Vivienne had completely forgotten about her eighteenth birthday. 

      “I hope you’ll consider staying here at least until summer.” Lynn had said the same thing at the last meeting with the social worker. 

      “That’s still the plan,” Vivienne assured her. It wasn’t like she had anywhere else to go.

      “Good. Oh! I almost forgot.” She rummaged through a blue plastic bag next to a collection of unpaid bills stacking up on the counter and pulled out a card with crumpled corners. 

      Vivienne thanked her and turned toward the stairs. 

      “Aren’t you having dinner with us?” Lynn asked, shuffling back to the chicken on the stovetop. “I’m making your favorite.”

      Chicken stir fry was her favorite dish that Lynn cooked, but that didn’t mean it was any good. “I already ate, remember?” 

      “Oh yeah. I’ll fill a bowl and leave it in the fridge in case you change your mind.”

      Back in her bedroom, Vivienne changed into pajamas and curled up under the covers with her phone. She made a conscious choice not to set her alarm for school the next morning. After everything that had happened, she refused to face the monotony of another day in high school.
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      Deacon wanted more than anything to chase after Vivienne.

      Then he got the call he had been dreading.

      “You need to come home. Now.”

      “Hello, Mother.” He watched Vivienne retreat down the aisle and escape into the empty parking lot. 

      “Don’t patronize me, Deacon. If you’re not back here by morning, I’m going to send in the extraction team to haul your arse back to Neverland.”

      The bus driver started the massive engine, and Deacon fell back onto the seat. A few noisy wheezes from the closing doors and releasing brakes, and he was on his way to the first stop-over in Cleveland. “There’s no need for drama. I’m on my way back as we speak.”

      “You should have left the moment HOOK showed up. If they had captured you and found out who you were there’s no telling what they would’ve done.”

      “I had everything under control.”

      “That’s debatable,” she muttered. “Thankfully, it’s over now.”

      The next time he looked out the window, Vivienne was gone. “Yes, it is.” It was over. He had failed. 

      “Travel safe, and I’ll see you soon. I love you.”

      He ended the call and shoved his back against the window with a loud curse.

      He’d been so close. He’d had her.

      Then he’d said too much and lost her.

      The woman in front of him glared from the gap between her seat and the window. Deacon mumbled an apology and went to make the necessary calls to report his progress—or lack thereof. 

      An uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach stopped him. 

      He stuffed his mobile into the pocket of his jeans and pulled up his hood. What he wanted to do was climb out the window and stretch his muscles with a lengthy, head-clearing flight back home. Instead, he allowed himself to take a long overdue—but in his mind, undeserved—nap.
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      The next morning, Vivienne rolled over in bed and scrolled through her social media accounts. The inspirational quotes about heartbreak on Lexie’s page meant she and Johnny had probably broken up again. There was a home football game tonight and a dance afterwards.

      No, thanks.

      One DM from Jamie asked how Vivienne was feeling. 

      She ignored it.

      Had life always been this boring?

      The answer was yes. It had been boring and dull and downright depressing until a guy named Deacon had flown into her life. Had she made the right decision? 

      There was no point dwelling on it now.

      She dropped her phone on the mattress and sighed. Last night it had been so clear, but today, everything was all muddy. 

      Lying around in bed feeling sorry for herself wasn’t helping, but showering sounded like too much effort. She compromised and threw a sweatshirt on over her tank top and tights and pulled her hair into a ponytail.

      The other half of the pill Deacon had given her last night fell out of the pocket and onto the carpet. He had been so sure she couldn’t fly without it, but was that true? 

      Determined to prove him wrong—even though he’d never know the difference—she dropped the pill back into her pocket and cleared a space at the end of her bed to practice. 

      Adrenaline. It was the first step. She did some jumping jacks and ran back and forth until her heart was racing. Then she closed her eyes, emptied her mind, and imagined carving pumpkins at Halloween with William and Anne. Her skin started to feel warmer then started to itch and⁠—

      She was doing it! Her toes were barely off the carpet, but with lots of practice, she could be flying properly in no time. Who needed Neverland? 

      “What’re you doin’ home?”

      Her ankle rolled when she dropped to the ground. “Lyle!” She pressed her hand against her hammering heart. 

      Her foster brother laughed and pushed his light brown hair out of his eyes. He had the same small gap between his front teeth as Lynn, accompanied by a smattering of freckles across his sunburned nose. “What’s the matter, Viv? Afraid Mom will find out you’re playing hooky?” 

      “It’s my birthday. What’s your excuse?” She rubbed at the invisible insects swarming beneath her skin until the tingling subsided. 

      “It’s high school. Do we really need an excuse to skip?”

      He had a point. “Just don’t let Maren know. She’ll rat us out.” 

      “Yeah, she’s a terrible human being.” He stepped over her backpack and flopped onto her bed. “Probably the worst person I know.”

      She had to agree. Maren was the worst. 

      “Or maybe I’m the worst for not coming to see you when you were sick.” A wince. “I haven’t been in a hospital since Dad…well, you know.”

      Lyle’s dad had died from cancer long before Vivienne had met him. “It’s fine. I was asleep for most of it anyway.”

      She gathered her dirty laundry into a heap beside the door with great intentions. But the thought of bringing it all the way downstairs and washing and drying and folding it, then hauling it all back upstairs made her want to cry. It could wait until tomorrow.

      Lyle picked up the bus ticket from her nightstand. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “I was going to go to Cleveland,” she said, snatching it from him and tucking it into her pocket, “but changed my mind.”

      “Good. Because I’d never forgive you for leaving me alone with Maren.” With an exaggerated groan, he stretched to his feet and knocked her on the shoulder. “I’m gonna watch some trash TV, if you’re interested.”

      “Maybe later.”

      Instead of leaving, he meandered over to her desk to where the frames were still face-down from the day before. “Are you gonna read these”—he picked up one of the envelopes scattered on the floor—“or are you starting a collection?” 

      “Are you gonna go away,” she mimicked, “or are you gonna annoy me all day?” 

      “Geez. Someone’s testy this morning.” He made his way into the hallway.

      “Go away,” she said with a laugh.

      “I will, but only because it’s your birthday.” 

      After closing the door, she turned back to the stack of college application responses. Going to college wasn’t nearly as exciting as going to Neverland, but she had to do something after graduation. She carried the pile to her bed and opened the first one. A form rejection. She tossed it toward the metal wastebasket next to her closet—and missed. 

      Ten minutes later, there was more trash on her floor than in her wastebasket. 

      With a yawn, she opened the card from Lynn and scanned the generic message of celebration and well-wishes. Lynn’s signature was the only word inscribed inside, and a crisp fifty-dollar bill had been taped to the inner fold. It was an enormous gesture considering the woman struggled to make ends meet.

      Vivienne stood up and stuffed the money into her back pocket, knocking the last unopened letter to the floor.

      She retrieved it and slid her finger beneath the seal.

      
        
        Miss Vivienne Dunn:

        We are pleased to offer you a place at Kensington Academy…

      

      

      Kensington Academy? Where the heck was that? She had never applied to—or heard of—Kensington Academy.  

      She grabbed her phone from the nightstand and typed “Kensington Academy” into the search engine. A website with generic stock photos of smiling students and stately professors popped up. Unsure whether or not it was the right place, she matched a picture of a rooster with its head raised toward two stars from the letterhead to the web banner.

      She tapped the link to the college’s phone number and waited for the call to connect. 

      “Kensington College, this is Michelle. How may I direct your call?”

      “Hi. I got an acceptance letter from you guys, but I have a few questions.” She tugged at a stray thread, unraveling her ancient quilt.

      “What’s your name?” the woman asked.

      “Vivienne Dunn—with two n’s in both.”

      The distinctive clicking of nails on a keyboard indicated Michelle was still on the line. “I’m afraid there must have been some sort of mistake, Miss Dunn. I can’t find you in our system.”

      “That’s why I called. I never applied to Kensington Academy.”

      “Ah. You’re looking for Kensington Academy?”

      Vivienne lifted the letter on her lap to reexamine it. “That’s what my letter says.”

      “Please hold.”

      A generic recording boasting a picturesque campus, freedom within classes, and unique job opportunities played while Vivienne waited. 

      “Kensington Academy, this is Julie. How may I direct your call?”

      “Hi, Julie. My name’s Vivienne, and I got a letter of acceptance to Kensington Academy. But⁠—”

      “Congratulations, Vivienne.”

      “Thanks.” What had she been saying? Oh, right. “But, there’s a problem. I never applied to Kensington.”

      “How odd. Will you give me your last name? I can check if perhaps the letter was sent to you in error.”

      “Sure. It’s Dunn—with two n’s.”

      “Give me one sec.” There was a moment of silence then a click, and Julie came back on the line. “Miss Dunn? There’s no mistake. You’ve been accepted to Kensington.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Quite sure. Your file is right here in front of me.”

      That was impossible. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I think you have the wrong person.”

      “Vivienne Dunn—with two n’s—born the twenty-fifth of September, living in Columbus, Ohio at—” She rattled off Vivienne’s address.

      The name could’ve been a coincidence. And the correct birthday too. But all three?

      “It seems as though your exemplary work at Southern High School caught the attention of our recruiting officer,” Julie went on. “And he thought you’d be a perfect fit for our institution. Do you remember meeting with him?”

      There had been a college fair nearly a year ago, right before Christmas of Vivienne’s junior year. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember speaking to a representative from Kensington Academy. “I’m so embarrassed, but I don’t remember⁠—”

      “I believe Benjamin Cronin was the one who spoke with you. Does that ring a bell?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hmmm…How about a recruiter named Deacon?”

      Vivienne’s finger flew to the red button and ended the call. She shot to her feet, and the letter drifted to the carpet. That piece of paper had to be from Neverland. Did it mean she had another chance to reconsider Deacon’s invitation? 

      The doorbell rang.

      Holding her breath, she stepped into the hallway and tiptoed partway down the steps.

      Lyle groaned and mumbled something about interruptions. The hinges on the front door whined open. “Can I help you?”

      “My name is Lawrence Hooke, and I’m here to see your sister.”

      HOOK.

      Vivienne paused mid-step. 

      “Which sister?” Lyle asked. 

      “Vivienne Dunn.”

      “I’m pretty sure she’s at school.”

      Vivienne shuddered at the cobwebs overtaking the light fixture above her. She’d always known Lyle’s disdain for authority would come in handy one day. 

      “We were just at your school,” Lawrence said, his irritation clear, “and they told us she’s been absent all week.”

      “That’s so weird.” It sounded like Lyle was smiling.

      “In the interest of public safety, I really need to speak with her.”

      “That’ll be pretty hard, cuz she’s not here.”

      “My associate is going to come inside and take a look, just to be on the safe side.”

      “Yeah. That’s not happening.” 

      “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. Mel?” 

      As sounds of a scuffle reached Vivienne, she prayed the worn floorboards didn’t give away her retreat to her bedroom. She flicked off the lights and listened to the muffled conversation below.

      “I’m calling the cops, man!”

      Lyle. She had to help Lyle.

      Except these guys weren’t after him. They wanted her.

      “Get out of the way, kid. We have Lynn Foley’s permission to search the premises.”

      If Lynn had cooperated with these men, that meant she could be the traitor Deacon had alluded to. Deacon had told her the truth about flying. Could that mean he was also telling the truth about Vivienne not surviving what was to come next?

      She refused to wait around to find out.

      She grabbed her backpack, dumped everything onto the bed, and shoved some clean clothes inside, along with her wallet and the photo of her brother and sister.

      “She’s not down here!” a man called. “You sure she’s still around? If he was with her at the hospital, then⁠—”

      “Go upstairs. She has to be here somewhere.” 

      The wooden treads creaked as someone climbed the steps.

      They were coming. She needed to hide. Under the bed? In the closet? No, no. Those were the first places they’d look. Her gaze landed on the window, and a familiar tingling made her arms itch. 

      She knew exactly how to escape. 

      Adrenaline wasn’t an issue, but should she take the pill anyway? She dug through her pocket for the second half and slipped it under her tongue. While it dissolved, she opened the window; raindrops splattered on the sill. Dampness seeped through her leggings when she climbed onto the ledge. 

      Happy thoughts. She needed to think happy thoughts.

      She closed her eyes, but all she could think about was the men coming for her. Dragging her away. Killing her slowly.

      Happy. Happy. Happy. Thinking about her brother and sister made her happy. She focused on those memories. Christmas. The year her brother had made her a rocking horse. The fire in her chest spread to her limbs, and she knew the moment her body left the ledge. 

      She willed herself higher, and her internal fire responded like the burner in a hot air balloon. Although she was afraid to look down, she forced one eye open. 

      The roof? She was only as high as the stupid roof? Her heart hammered in her chest. Rain fell over her face, blurring her vision.

      The light in her room flashed on.

      “She’s not here,” the man bellowed. 

      “Are you sure?” Lawrence called.

      “Yeah. The window’s open and the screen is popped out.” The man’s silhouette approached the opening.
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