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To the guy who first listened to my unrehearsed idea and saw something in it,

the guy who told me to write this idea and wouldn’t let me be until I did.

A guy like that is worth marrying, so I did that, too.
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EVERYTHING WAS NOTHING. JUST a wasteland of nothingness with nothing-grass and nothing-trees. Then light started quivering—not yellow like a light bulb, but a white that shimmered until it burst into a flash. First there hung the nothing-sky; then, flash: a tall guy with wavy brown hair slid out of the blackness. Jimmy Daniels? What was he doing in my dream? Flash: a backwards “Z” with half-circles stemming from the diagonal line hung in the dark and replaced Jimmy Daniels. Though I’d never seen it before, I somehow recognized it. My mind thought, Oh, yes, there’s that symbol I’ve been meaning to remember.

The flashes continued in indistinct blurs that gradually solidified into recognizable faces and places: Kara, my parents, and homeschooling at the family computer, blips from eleventh and twelfth grade. All the while, I heard myself repeating the same letters over and over, like a chant but not quite, because chants meant something and those two letters didn’t.

“E... N... E... N....”

EN?

Then I awoke. The scenery abruptly changed from the chaos of my weird dream to the clock on my bedside table. The numbers read 4:30, two hours before wake-up time for school, and way too early to feel so alert. I rolled over and tried to force myself back into sleepiness, but it didn’t work. Finally, I pushed my covers away and sat on the edge of my bed.

Someone began muttering, most likely my dad talking in his sleep. My house had thin walls, which meant my mom wasn’t the only one annoyed by Dad’s chronic sleep-talking.

I smiled, hoping to hear his latest sleep-rant on frustrating lawn mowers. Only, the more the voice spoke, the less the speaker sounded like my dad.

“A ploy?”

The words came out in a raspy croak that originated not from my parents’ room, but from somewhere outside my bedroom window. But that made no sense.

“They have no reason to suspect our presence,” the voice continued.

“Then we must assume the elak is here,” came a second voice, equally croaky.

I shot out of bed in an automatic movement and edged toward my window. Without my approval, my body tensed instead of running straight to my parents’ bedroom. Something kept me still, and an unfamiliar nudge in my subconscious reminded me to stay alert.

“We cannot report on an assumption,” spoke a third gravelly voice.

“It is no assumption,” said the first voice. “Listen to the heartbeats. One is stronger than the others.”

I was overly aware of my own heartbeat, calmly thumping despite the confusion that tangled my thoughts.

“Do we seize it?” asked the second voice.

“No,” said the first, after a pause. “Our orders are to observe. We have completed our task. We will tell Ledare that Ella Kepler is found.”

The muddled conjectures in my brain drowned out the reply of the second speaker.

My name. They knew my name.

After the final comment, everything grew silent, minus the occasional snore from my parents’ room.

Again, my flight reflex remained absent, leaving me unexpectedly composed. Instead of ducking into my wardrobe, I tiptoed toward the window and gingerly moved aside the curtains. Outside, the air conditioning unit hummed and the branches swayed, but no strangers lurked. They must have moved, or, more likely, never existed at all, because I was boring old Ella Kepler and unusual things didn’t happen to me.

Not in the slightest.

***
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SENIOR YEAR WAS SUPPOSED to feel significant, but, truthfully, the drive to school felt the same as it had sophomore year. My mind held no sense of, This is it, the last year; instead, I seemed stuck in that awkward middle stage between not-quite-adulthood and officially-an-adult, despite already turning eighteen. My hope was that, come graduation in five months, I’d stop feeling like a sixteen-year-old.

Of course, I had spent an entire school year—plus some extra months—in my house, since my parents had decided to try out homeschooling. Clearly they thought I’d made a terrible homeschooler, and now I had to readjust to high school all over again.

“You weren’t terrible,” my mom had said earlier with a pat to my cheek, “but it’s time you stop sitting in front of a computer. I know it’s mid-semester, but don’t be nervous. At least you’ve got Kara.” And she’d handed me my brown paper lunch bag and told me not to be late. This left me little time to mention the voices outside my window, so I promised myself I’d tell my parents later and scooted out the door.

Once at school, I parked close to the unchanged building and waited for Kara to arrive. Kara Watson: the voice of reason. She’d lay out a list of possible explanations for this morning. “What do your parents think?” she’d ask, because Kara, although smart, was also under the impression that all parents believed everything their children said. My parents weren’t evil skeptics or anything, but they liked proof, particularly my dad. That was another reason I hadn’t told them about the ominous voices outside my bedroom window. First, they would want to know who-where-what-when-why, and I could only answer some of that. Second, if they believed me, they would freak out. And I didn’t like it when people freaked out—it made me freak out. Part of me debated telling Kara, but the idea of not telling my best friend something, no matter how strange, felt so wrong that I immediately deleted the thought from my brain.

After a few minutes, Kara’s car ambled to a spot close to the building, only to retreat to the back of the lot when another car aimed for her spot. I shook my head and chuckled. Some things never changed.

I grabbed my backpack and hurried across the parking lot. “I’ve told you you’re the nicest person ever, right?” I called when Kara exited her car.

“What do you mean?” she said mid-yawn.

“You let that car take your spot because you felt bad, didn’t you?”

Predictably, crimson splotches overtook her face. Kara blushed a lot. She also happened to look like a seventeen-year-old cherub. This made sense because she held the “Nicest Person Currently Existing” trophy, hence the parking spot ordeal. Nobody could hate Kara, except Kyle, but Kara’s older brother hated everyone. Especially me.

Kara had loose blonde curls, blue eyes, and rosy cheeks as plump as her figure. Definitely angelic. As I scrutinized her sleepy features in the winter morning light, a jarring sensation tugged at my thoughts, shouting that something was most certainly off about Kara’s face.

“Did you...?” I paused, trying to spot the difference. “Are you wearing makeup or something?”

She frowned. “I was just about to ask you that.”

“You were?”

“Yes. You look different.”

“No, you look different.”

“Let’s agree that we both look different,” Kara said, surrendering—not that a real argument had almost erupted. “You nervous to be back?”

“Kinda. I see you’re still letting the freshies take your spot, even though you’re a senior. You have to stop with the niceties, Kar. You make me look selfish for parking up close.”

“‘Niceties?’”

“That’s not how you use that word, is it?”

“No, not that the niceties of the word ‘niceties’ matter. I think homeschooling was ineffective in teaching you vocabulary.” She grinned at my eye roll and began following me to the school building, a mug of coffee in her hand.

I opened my mouth to ask when she’d started drinking coffee when Kara stumbled and lost her grip. My hand shot out. The cup fell for a split second before my fingers closed around it with a little too much intensity. The next thing I knew, my hand held several fragments and boiling liquid was melting my fingers. It all happened so fast; Kara had hardly recovered from tripping when she noticed that her mug hadn’t fallen to the ground—at least not in one piece.

She clutched her face. “Oh no, are you okay? I can’t believe I dropped it!”

“Kara, your cup—I’m so sorry! I guess I squeezed too hard.”

“Don’t worry about that. How’s your hand? Are you bleeding?”

“I’m fine,” I said, shaking off the liquid to inspect my palm. Fortunately, only one cut seriously bled; the rest were pinpricks along my fingers. I wiped the blood on my jeans and tried to hide the wound from Kara. “I don’t even know how I caught it,” I added. As one of the clumsiest people at Whale’s, catching things was definitely not my strongest skill.

“That was borderline ninja. I wonder why it broke?”

“Probably because you microwaved it in the sun. How can you drink it that hot?”

“Oh no, your hand is probably burnt. I’m so sorry, Ella!”

“Kar, it’s okay. Stop having a heart attack.” I examined the growing welt on my hand, which Kara saw, and of course she panicked and demanded that we go straight to the clinic. On our walk there, I finally explained the weirdness of my morning.

“Voices outside your window?”

I nodded, wincing as the school nurse wiped my palm.

“You might need stitches,” the nurse said. She ignored our conversation, too busy frowning at my cut like it had offended her.

“Stitches? Are you sure? I’ve... I’ve never had stitches before.”

“This is a deep wound. I’m not a doctor, though, so I can’t do more than bandage it. If it’s still bleeding after a couple hours, I’ll sign for you and you can head straight to the nearest walk-in.”

Kara’s expression began to resemble my mom’s whenever she saw the state of my bedroom. “I’m not dying,” I said to her, pulling her out of the clinic as the first bell rung.

“I’m just so sorry! Does it hurt?”

“It’s not your fault. And it probably doesn’t hurt as much as your tongue from that boiling coffee.” Actually thinking about it, my hand didn’t throb that much. My brain pushed the pain away like an unpleasant thought.

We separated after agreeing to continue analyzing my morning at lunchtime... if Kara hadn’t carted me off to the hospital by then.

I had a quick meeting with the guidance counselor, who gave me my schedule and the code to my new locker. Then he sent me on my way to fend for myself amongst the crowds of students that seemed to have multiplied since sophomore year. They paid me no attention, and I let myself get swallowed up and pushed down the hallways toward my locker.

Playing with the locker dial, my fingers noticed an interruption in the metal. I flipped the lock over to see a pointy etching carved into it. My heart responded faster than my mind; my pulse quickened for a second before I realized that I was looking at something which, before, had only been a flash in my subconscious.

The mark on my dial had to have been done intentionally, because no one could have crafted the exact symbol from my dream by accident. No one but me, that is.

Approaching footsteps interrupted my confusion. Up strode none other than Jimmy Daniels, a wavy-brown-haired classmate who, oddly enough, looked exactly as he had in my dream. A year-and-a-half later and he hadn’t gotten any taller.

“Hey, Jimmy,” I said, hoping my expression didn’t reveal my awkwardness at the sight of Jimmy in non-dream form. “My parents decided to unhomeschool me, so—”

“What happened to your hand, Kepler?” he interjected, standing with his arms behind his back. Jimmy called me by my last name, like he couldn’t remember my first.

“I cut it on Kara’s coffee cup.”

“I see.” His gaze flicked behind me, presumably searching for Kara, but then landed on my wrist. “You’ve lost something.”

“What?”

“Something important.”

I squinted up at him, trying to read his impassive expression, but his hazel eyes seemed entirely shielded. Robotic, almost.

He suddenly held out a piece of red yarn. I grabbed my wrist, feeling skin instead of cloth.

“Wow,” I said, taking the string from him. “I didn’t even notice it had fallen off. I guess it happened in the parking lot. Thanks!”

“You need to be more observant, Kepler,” was Jimmy’s piece of advice for the day, and he turned on his heel.

I watched him walk away, grinning and wondering if we’d ever have an actual conversation.

First period brought the assault of “Ella, you’re back!” and “I thought you were homeschooled?” and “Homeschooling looks good on you,” which I found a weird thing to say to someone. The inquiries repeated each period, irritating my teachers. By lunch, I’d gotten just as tired of the questions and had started blurting, “Yes, I was homeschooled and now I’m back. No, I haven’t been working out,” before the students could interrogate me. Still, despite the constant flurry of excitement, the day passed in a dreary haze. I couldn’t sit still nor focus on anything my teachers said. The morning exhaustion that usually hit around nine stayed absent, leaving me jittery and twitchy. Kara made me check on my palm after second period, which at least interrupted the boredom. Dried blood encrusted the wound, but it had stopped leaking, thankfully.

At lunch, Kara and I quickly resumed our conversation from earlier.

“I’ve been thinking,” she started as soon as we slid into our usual spot beneath a hanging oak; I was pleased to see that our bench hadn’t gotten moldier during my absence. “Do you think that—”

“I dreamed it? No,” I said, grinning at Kara’s puzzled expression. I dug into my sandwich, suddenly ravenous.

“How’d you know I was going to say that?”

“Because I’ve known you for nine years. I didn’t dream it, Kar. I was awake.”

“Alright, so you were definitely awake. What about this symbol and the letters?”

“What do they have to do with voices outside my window?”

“It’s a combination of unexpected things, El, and that usually means something. We just have to figure out what.” Kara spread peanut butter over her apple. Her meal took up neat sections of the picnic table, whereas I’d tipped my lunch bag upside down and let it spill where it wanted to.

“What did your parents say when you told them about the voices?”

I started fiddling with the peel of my orange, my sandwich already eaten. “Well....”

“Let me guess: you didn’t tell them.”

“I don’t have any proof. You know how my dad is. He doesn’t believe anything, and my mom believes everything. I’m supposed to be the normal one, but I’m not, so that leaves you. My life is in your hands, Kar.”

“Then I command you to tell your parents if you hear those people again. Or call me. You have to do something.”

I nodded, though doubtful I’d hear the voices again. Besides, the symbol, a more tangible source of confusion, preoccupied me. It had appeared on my locker, something I could see and touch.

As Kara asked if I still felt jittery, my ears tickled with the whizz of something slicing through the air. I swiveled my head just in time to see the incoming Frisbee flying straight for Kara’s face. My hand darted automatically out as I cried for Kara to duck, and my fingers closed around plastic and more fingers.

“Kara, watch ou— Oh.” I stared at the Frisbee, then the other hand that encircled it.

Jimmy Daniels had materialized out of nowhere, and had somehow managed to catch the Frisbee at the exact time as me. He stood beside our table with his arm outstretched.

“I didn’t even see that coming!” Kara said. “How did you get over here so fast?” she asked Jimmy.

Without answering, he tugged the disc out of my grasp, then tossed it casually over his shoulder at the guys who’d come running over with apologies. The Frisbee sailed over their heads and landed on the roof of the gym. Then, after a sideways glance at Kara, Jimmy turned and made for the school building.

Kara and I gawked at each other.

“Jimmy Daniels just saved you from decapitation. Why didn’t he say anything?”

“I think he’s shy.” She rubbed a cheek, which didn’t conceal the flush.

“Kara. You are totally blushing.”

“No I’m not!” She hid behind her hands, groaning.

I laughed. “I guess I’m not the only one who has dreams about Jimmy.”

“Ella!” She threw her napkin at me, which moved about an inch in the air before the wind blew it back into her face.

I grinned and returned to my orange, then realized that I’d already finished it. I eyed Kara’s untouched yogurt.

“You gonna eat that?”

She raised her brows but pushed the yogurt across the table.

When the school day finally ended, Kara met me at my locker. “That’s it?” She stepped forward and peered at the tiny symbol etched into the metal. No one else lingered in the hallway, except Jimmy. He idled by his locker ten feet from mine. His face stayed hidden behind the open door, but I had a weird feeling he was listening to us.

“Yeah,” I said, pulling my gaze away from Jimmy. “Seem familiar at all?”

“No.” She moved the lock around and tilted her head. “It sort of looks like a backwards ‘Z’ or a straight ‘S.’ Or a sideways ‘A.’”

“I was thinking hourglass.”

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. You probably saw it here before but didn’t pay attention, and your subconscious remembered it in your dream. It could be the same thing with the letters. You’ll have to see if you have the same dream tonight.”

We both instantly looked toward Jimmy, still invisible behind his locker door. Kara flushed again. I bit back laughter and pushed Kara through the hall and down the stairs.

“Do you think he knows?” Kara whispered as we walked down the empty stairwell.

“That you dream about him every night? Most likely.”

“If I had any upper body strength—”

“You’d never hurt me, Kar.”

We entered the humid outdoors—warm, even in December—and headed toward our cars. Kara kept mumbling her embarrassment over Jimmy, but my thoughts switched to the symbol. It was easy enough to dismiss as coincidence, except for the pressing feeling that I should know what it meant. My mind kept reaching for the connection, some trace of meaning, but the more I strained to understand, the farther away it flitted.

“Ella.” Kara stopped moving and gripped my wrist.

My heart started to thud at the sight of her wide eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Those people are watching us.”

With a sudden feeling of dread, I followed her gaze, locking on the parking lot fifty yards away from us. Kara stared at a picnic table nestled between the few trees near the parking lot. At the table sat two people. The man, bald and small, blended in with the bench, but the girl was plainly visible, her every feature outlined and defined. She didn’t stick out because of her white-blonde hair or her piercing brown eyes. No, I couldn’t miss the girl simply because it’s impossible to miss someone glaring at you with such intense dislike.

At that moment, the symbol consumed my vision, zooming toward my eyes until the sharp lines blinded me. I blinked a few times, until finally the mark evaporated. “That girl’s got some mean brown eyes,” I muttered to Kara.

“How can you tell from here?”

“You can’t? It’s hard not to notice them. She looks like she wants to kill us. Or maybe just me. Let’s just walk normally and pretend we don’t notice them.”

We edged toward the lot, me growing more and more uncomfortable the closer we got to our cars. Every few feet, I peeked in their direction, unable to resist the tug of curiosity. The bald man stared unblinkingly, while the girl watched us like she couldn’t wait to rip our heads off.

We reached my car first, but I walked Kara to hers, coming within twenty feet of the people. Kara unlocked her door and set her bag in the passenger seat; then she glanced over my shoulder. Her expression said everything: they hadn’t budged.

“Ella—”

“Just get in real quick. I’ll call you later, okay?”

Before Kara could protest, I edged her into the car and shut the door. Only when she started the engine did I spin around and speed-walk to my car. Once inside, I exhaled and quickly turned on the ignition. Curiosity kept daring me to look back, but I resisted, certain that their eyes followed me out of the parking lot, never once blinking.
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​Chapter 2​
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I TOSSED IN BED Monday night, trying to ignore whatever or whoever “EN” was. It refused to leave my thoughts, like a nagging reminder to do something. “I’m lost,” EN seemed to say. “Put me somewhere.”

“Would you leave me alone and let me think?” I asked. Then I realized I was talking to letters and resumed my attempts to fall asleep. However, sleep stayed aloof as my mind continuously bounced from EN, the symbol, the people watching Kara and me, and the voices outside my window. In the lone quiet of the night, I remembered how calm I’d felt earlier, hearing those voices discussing me. That sudden moment of collected bravery wasn’t Ella Kepler. Boldly facing confusion or danger—that wasn’t me. I felt strange, almost as misplaced as the letters in my mind. It made no sense, this off feeling clinging to me, but it kept growing more obvious and unshakeable, until it swelled like a giant welt on my brain. At least my first day back at school had gone relatively well. Once everyone had finished interviewing me about the niceties of homeschooling—“Is that how you use that word, Kara?”—they’d lost interest and let me blend in with everybody else.

I quit trying to sleep, sat up, and wrapped my arms around my legs. Gilded mirrors curved along the wardrobe directly in front of my bed. Or at least that was where the mirrors used to be. My wardrobe sat off-center, most likely because Mom had rearranged my bedroom again. It forced me to lean to one side to examine myself. Did I look as different as I felt? My ponytail hung, while wisps of hair danced around my forehead, going haywire due to the humidity that no Florida home could prevent. Despite the shadowy reflection, my hair looked noticeably redder, though it would never turn fully auburn. My hair liked to switch between brownish-red and reddish-brown, just as some days it preferred waves to curls. The inconsistency bothered me, so most of the time I put it up and tried to ignore it.

Yep, definitely Ella Kepler in the mirror—frizzy hair, random freckles, and all.

A clock began dinging from my living room. One... two... three o’clock. That meant I’d been awake for almost twenty-four hours straight. Hopefully, the exhaustion would hit sometime during school the next day.

I left my bedroom and tiptoed downstairs to the fridge, fighting a pang of guilt. I’d eaten seconds at dinner, then thirds before bed. My body seemed in a constant state of hunger—another new thing. After getting myself a snack, I curled up on the couch to watch a movie. It couldn’t hold my attention, however. At every creak of the pipes and every pulse from the refrigerator, I grew edgier. My body had tensed, half aware of the film, while the other half paid attention to the noises in my house.

“We will tell Ledare that Ella Kepler is found.”

A dream—that was the only reasonable explanation. But the voices had sounded too strange, too precise. My imagination wasn’t that creative.

I sighed and began playing with the bandage on my hand. My palm had stopped throbbing, and no more blood had oozed from the bandage. The nurse must have exaggerated about needing stitches. I peeled away the bandage and spat on my finger to wipe away the remnants of dried blood. Then came the confusing part. The gash had completely scabbed over, and the scab itself seemed old, a bumpy ridge sealing a thin, pink line. I ran a finger over the mark. The cut must have only looked deep, because there was no way that bleeding gash could have healed so quickly.

To distract myself from this new perplexity, I shifted focus to the people outside my window. Kara remained convinced in her dream theory, but not me.

I walked to the living room window, lifted the blinds with my finger, and peeked into the night. My front yard sloped down toward the curb and asphalt. The streetlamp in front of the driveway illuminated an empty road. The streetlamp at the other end of my yard revealed the same nothingness. Between the lights, however, in a patch of darkness I had to strain to see, sat someone on a motorcycle, staring in my direction.

My finger jolted back and let the blinds fall. I inhaled and exhaled, preparing myself for a panic that never came; instead, I felt the same calm from the morning, a composure as unexplainable as EN and the symbol and the old scab on my hand. Either I’d become immune to anxiety, or my mind knew I had nothing to worry about.

I moved the blinds again and stared harder. Someone was definitely there, clothed entirely in black, from the helmet on his head to the boots on his feet. His arms folded over his biceps, a finger tapping against the jacket covering his upper arm. He sat turned toward my house, though his face lay hidden behind the helmet.

My breath came out evenly as I continued the staring contest. So in the middle of the night, someone on a motorcycle had parked outside my house. No big deal.

Who was I kidding? It was a huge deal. Or, at the very least, it was a weird deal. I lived in a suburban neighborhood with an older population who definitely didn’t drive motorcycles; yet, there one sat, staked right outside my house, with a rider who hadn’t budged.

“You need to tell your parents,” came Kara’s voice floating through my skull.

I looked at the person a few minutes longer and then spun around and hurried up the stairs to my parents’ room. If something strange was happening, at least they’d know. At worst, they’d grumble at me and go back to bed.

I tapped on their bedroom door and then turned the knob when they didn’t respond. The smell of toothpaste and my dad’s cologne breezed into my nostrils, filling me with unexpected nostalgia. I crept toward their bed, listening to their heavy breathing and feeling ridiculous. Easy to feel dumb with the motorcyclist no longer visible.

“Mom?” I called. “Dad?”

Dad grunted something about a potato and rolled over. Mom snored.

“Mom?” I said louder.

“Ella?” She started and lifted her head to search for me. “Ella? What’s wrong?”

“There’s... there’s someone outside our house.”

“What?” She fumbled for the lamp beside the bed while I felt stupider and stupider.

When light bloomed in a circle around my mom’s side of the bed, Dad groaned and opened his eyes. “Helen, what—”

“Ella said something about someone outside.”

“There’s a motorcycle parked in front of our house,” I said, stepping closer to the light so my parents could see me.

They both sat up. My dad rubbed his eyes, and Mom rubbed her earlobes.

“I don’t understand,” Dad mumbled. “Someone left their motorcycle in front of our house?”

“No. Someone is on the motorcycle, watching our house. They’ve been there for, like, five minutes.”

“How do you know?”

“An alien told me. Come on, Dad. I saw them. Can you just come look so you’ll know what I’m talking about?”

He sighed and heaved himself from the bed, while my mom pulled the blanket close to her chin like the motorcyclist might zoom into their bedroom and whisk her away.

I hurried out of their room and back down the stairs, my dad a few, slow steps behind me. I reached the living room first and waited for him to stumble in, clad in striped pajama pants and a t-shirt. “I was looking through that window,” I said, pointing. “They’re across the street between the lampposts.”

He crossed the room and, subtlety aside, yanked the cord to pull the entire set of blinds upward.

“Wait, Dad!”

I stopped, looking at the vacant street in front of our house.

The motorcyclist had vanished.

“Where did you say they were?” my dad asked, craning his neck to see left and right of the yard.

My shoulders slumped. Silently, the bike had disappeared, as if it had never existed at all. “They must have left when I went to get you.”

“For someone worried enough to wake us, you seem pretty disappointed.” He lowered the blinds, yawning and in no way concerned over the missing motorcyclist. He waved a hand in front of my face. “You there, kiddo? What were you doing up, anyhow?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Why’d you start looking out the window?”

“Because there was....”

My dad watched me, waiting for me to finish, but I imagined his doubtful expression when I told him about the voices or the people at Whale’s or the fading cut on my palm.

This was the hardest part for Kara to understand. While my mom might have already dialed the police because her daughter had seen someone on a motorcycle, my dad would remain stubbornly skeptical unless the motorcyclist came up to him and shook his hand. Even then, he’d probably find a logical explanation.

After a few silent beats, Dad pulled me to his chest and kissed the top of my head. “Go get some sleep, Ellie. No more sleepwalking. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said, muffled against his shirt. “It’s been a weird Monday, Pops.”

“You mean Thursday.”

“Thursday?”

“Today is Thursday. Or yesterday was, at least.” He let me go, stretching his arms over his head.

I blinked at him, searching his face for a hint of humor inside the exhaustion. “What?”

“You thought it was Monday?”

The motorcyclist disappeared from my thoughts as easily as he had from the street. “But... are you sure?”

“Positive. You okay?”

I shook my head to clear the bewilderment away. It didn’t work. “I’m just confused. It doesn’t feel like a Thursday.”

“That’s because, technically, it’s Friday.” My dad grinned and tousled my hair. “Which means we have to be awake in a few hours, so let’s go back to sleep.”

Slowly, I nodded. “Okay, be up in a bit.”

As he ambled toward the stairs, my throat suddenly started aching, like he might go into his room and disappear forever. This thought shook my newfound calm. My dad was skeptical, stubborn, and impatient, but he was my dad, even if he refused to believe me about the motorcyclist. At that moment, though he stood in the same room as me, he seemed farther away than he’d ever been.

“Pop?”

He turned, one foot on the first step. Wrinkles creased his cheeks and gray hairs salted his hair. My dad was getting older. When had that happened?

“I love you,” I said, not even remembering the last time I’d said it.

He yawned again, oblivious to the new feelings pulling at my heart. “Love you too, kiddo.” He continued up the stairs, leaving me inexplicably sad, with no thought for what day of the week it was, cuts that healed too quickly, or even the elusive motorcyclist.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3​


[image: ]




EN. EN. EN.

“Stop it,” I said.

“Stop what?”

I spun around, feeling paranoid.

Jimmy Daniels trailed behind me in the courtyard, backpack over one shoulder. He always carried his backpack with him.

“Uh, not you. I was just talking to... myself.” I chewed my lip and waited for him to catch up. Then we continued walking toward the gym together.

For the first time in my life, I couldn’t wait for gym class. As the most uncoordinated person in the whole school, I avoided exercise as much as possible. Unfortunately, the guidance counselor had warned me that I needed at least one physical education credit to graduate, and since I couldn’t lie and feign sudden illness every fifth period, twice a week, I had to embarrass myself in front of my entire gym class. However, after nearly thirty-six hours of no sleep, my goal was to run myself into exhaustion.

“How are you feeling?” Jimmy asked.

“Fine, thanks.” In truth, I felt antsy, thanks to the words bouncing around my head. I also felt tense about the lack of sleep and overwhelmed with the feeling that something strange was happening. Or, at the least, was about to happen. There’d been no voices outside my window this morning, though. Just a motorcycle that had vanished into nothingness and a line on my palm that seemed fainter than hours before.

“I’m glad it’s Friday,” I said. Friday and not Tuesday. “How are you? Aren’t you supposed to be in class?”

“I’m in your gym class, Kepler.”

“Oh. Right. Homeschooling, you know.” I tugged at my earlobe, wondering if I would ever have a normal conversation with Jimmy that didn’t involve me losing something, forgetting something, or hiding my dreams from him. We walked in silence until we reached the gym and separated to our changing rooms.

I sighed. Saturday could come no sooner.

Kara rushed into the locker room thirty seconds after me, her hair frizzy and her eyes bright. I knew that look.

“You just took a test, didn’t you?” I said as she opened her mouth.

She wrung her hands, teeth sunk into the corner of her lip. “Yes, and I mixed up the conjugations for passive and past perfect!”

“Kara, I don’t even know what you’re saying. But if it makes you feel better, calc apparently uses algebra, which I know nothing about, because I guess I slept through every single class last year. So I’m fully confident that I’m going to fail every test until graduation. That is, if I do graduate....”

“Believe it or not, it doesn’t actually make me feel better to hear that you’re struggling. Do you want help after school?”

“That sounds awful.” I yanked my gym clothes from my bag. One yellow and one blue sock tumbled out. “Anyway, I’m sure you aced. Don’t worry about it, Kar.” And I gave her a look until she reluctantly grinned and began unpacking her own matching, wrinkle-free clothing.

Although scrawny, I ranked lower than just athletically challenged. Couldn’t catch a ball, tripped over invisible objects, frequently ran straight into the wall padding... the memories went on. My parents encouraged me to stick to reading, while Kara kindly turned blind every time I knocked something over. It didn’t upset me, though. I had no athletic prowess—that was all there was to it.

“Did you have a personal trainer while you were homeschooled, Ella?” Amelia, a fellow classmate, gawked at my legs like she’d never seen them before.

“Why does everyone keep asking me that?” I said, befuddled more than exasperated.

The rest of the girls imitated Amelia. Following the trend, I glanced down. Then I stared. The bottoms of my legs arched, whereas before, they’d slumped.

Amelia laughed at my expression. “You’d think you’d know your own body.”

“You’d think, but it’s not like I frequently check myself for muscle growth. This doesn’t....”

Coach J finished my incomplete sentence, shouting for us to hurry up. The girls left, but Kara and I stayed behind, gaping at each other.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” I said to her.

She moved closer and lifted the sleeve of my gray Whale’s t-shirt. “You look... toned.”

Sure enough, both my biceps... well, they were biceps. Not loose skin, but clearly defined muscles. I didn’t resemble a bodybuilder, but I had something, whereas before I’d had nothing.

I leaned to measure my calves. They felt firm, as did my thighs. When I stood straight, I could feel the hardness of my stomach. “Are these what they call ‘abs’?”

Kara nodded slowly.

There was no denying it. Ella Kepler, formerly a clumsy, stringy teenager, had muscles.

“This is weird, Kara. I can assure you I did not work out while homeschooled.”

Her eyes came close to bugging. However, I continued to feel fine, instead of racing around the locker room and wondering what in the world was happening in my life. In a way, a panic attack would have been nice, because at least it would have seemed normal.

Before Coach could yell again, I shook my head until the troubling thoughts returned to their rightful place in the back of my mind. “Come on,” I said, dragging Kara out of the room. “We can worry about this later.”

“Sprints!” Coach yelled when he saw us, and the whole class groaned and got in line. My groan might have been the loudest. Jimmy stepped beside Kara, who started fidgeting, then Coach blew the whistle. With a grimace, I moved my feet one behind the other, the rubber of my soles squeaking toward the basketball hoop. It took five seconds for me to realize that something was wrong. I halted, already on the opposite side of the gym. I turned to see that the rest of my classmates dawdled about twenty feet behind me; some still lingered at the starting line with their jaws hanging open, gazing in my direction. Kara’s hair had somehow gotten frizzier with shock. Coach J had dropped his clipboard, his pen rolling around on the floor. Only Jimmy, who hadn’t budged, wore a neutral expression.

My face turned bright red, something that rarely happened; Kara’s face flushed plenty for the both of us.

“Since when can Ella run?” a guy asked, crossing his arms.

Since never, though clearly what I’d just done contradicted my previous belief. I waited for the rest of the class to catch up, and then I continued sprinting back and forth with them, paying close attention to Kara’s speed. It proved difficult to slow down; my legs wanted to go much faster than my brain would allow. I let most of the class pass me as we ran the length of the gym over and over. By the time we finished, I hadn’t even broken a sweat.

The next thirty minutes of dodgeball passed in utter confusion, and I felt trapped inside a very random dream. I stood in the back as usual, blocked from incoming pegs by unaware teammates. While I watched the game, I tuned in to every inch of movement inside the gym. My ears magnified every pant and grunt. Each time the ball whizzed by, I could feel it; my eyes stuck to the ball like an object to its shadow. I became far too perceptive of the action around me—a satellite picking up all the frequency waves in the gym. Strangely enough, the over-stimulation energized me, rather than overwhelming me.

A couple of minutes into the game, a ball came flying toward Kara. Normally I would have jumped selfishly behind her, but instead I found myself moving in front of her. Before the ball got too close, it suddenly veered to the right and whizzed past her.

I stopped, staring. The ball had just seemingly changed direction on its own accord. I must have imagined it.

“Ella, watch out!” Kara called.

In an instant, I whipped around. I dropped to one knee and caught another ball that had sped our way. A third ball zoomed toward me, and my free arm automatically shot out and caught it with the tip of my fingers, squeezing so tight that the ball popped. Air whooshed out until the ball shrunk into a purple rubber pile in my palm.

Silence struck the gym until Kara whispered, “How did you do that?” Her face loomed over me, and she stuck out an arm to help me up.

“Beats me.” I continued kneeling, awkwardly keeping one ball suspended before my muscles finally relaxed. As soon as I let go, my classmates exploded.

“Sign me up for homeschooling!”

“Did that really just happen?”

“She wigged out!”

I was inclined to agree with the last comment, and spent the remainder of the school day wondering the same thing. Word spread fast; by lunch time, all the seniors had heard about Ella Kepler, the homeschooler turned star dodgeball player.

“Maybe I finally know what my career will be,” I said to Kara as the two of us scooted onto the same bench outside for lunch.

“For real, El. Have you been working out?”

“Kara. Do you know me?”

“What happened, then?”

I kept my gaze forward, staring at the tree behind Kara. The cracks in the bark absorbed my attention until, at last, I relented. “I don’t know what happened, Kar. Apparently, my body changed overnight.”

“What if you’re more athletic than you thought?”

“If that’s the case, I would’ve appreciated these abilities in middle school.” I chowed down on the orange my mom had packed for my lunch, starving again, like the sight of food awoke my hunger.

The thing was, I hadn’t flown through the air or rescued an old woman from a burning building. Nothing I’d done fell under supernatural, or completely miraculous; yet, I knew, as readily as I knew my own name, that nothing I’d done was normal—not for me, at least. I couldn’t run faster than everyone, catch a ball, or even touch my toes.

I kept waiting for the fear and panic to come, but despite all this, that eerie calm remained mixed with a dash of unsettlement.

There, the perfect word. Yesterday and today, I’d felt unsettled, stuck in an unending dream while my mind pointed out all the off-putting things.

I watched Kara slice her apple. Her hair curled around her shoulders, same as always. Her eyelashes seemed longer. Her face, too, seemed thinner. Like my dad, Kara was aging. Maybe that was the difference I’d noticed in her yesterday morning. Everyone around me kept growing, but I felt oddly stuck in place. Maybe, as Jimmy Daniels had advised, I was finally becoming observant, noticing things that had gone unobserved before.

“Do I seem different to you?” I asked Kara, who paused with a piece of apple halfway to her mouth.

“I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that,” she said, putting down her food. “It’s not just that you look different. You seem different. Way more composed, and not freaking out like I would’ve thought you would. It’s strange, because all these unusual things are happening to you, but you’re not really... reacting. Does that make sense?”

“I was just thinking the same thing. I feel unsettled that I’m not more unsettled. And I’m wondering if I’m not reacting because, subconsciously, I know that nothing all that weird is happening.”

“Make up your mind, El! You keep talking about weird things and then saying that they’re not all that weird. Is something going on or not?”

“I don’t know. It’s not that I’m unconcerned, necessarily. I think it’s my body that’s off. I’m worrying and over-thinking things like always, but my heart isn’t racing—” I halted, staring at what had caught my peripheral.

There, scraped on the top of our table, the rock dust still crowding it, sat the symbol.

“El? What are you looking at?”

I glanced at Kara and then pointed to the mark. “That. It wasn’t here yesterday.”

She looked down. The two of us got quiet as we observed the symbol like we could glean information from it. Finally, she said, “Someone must have drawn it after we left. It could be a character from another language.”

“Or it could be the symbol for a club.”

“Why are you so sure it’s a symbol? I would have thought it was a random mark, but you seem positive it stands for something.”

“It just feels like a symbol to me. I know it’s not random.” I touched the mark and pushed aside the dirt and dust.

The warning bell rang, signaling the students in the courtyard, who ambled to the building amid sighs and groans.

“I don’t want to go to class, either,” I said. “School is so boring. I almost wouldn’t mind going back to gym.”

“Now we know something’s really wrong with you.” Kara smiled, brightening her eyes. Her warm expression brought me back from the land of strange and into the world of normalcy.

“Seeing this symbol isn’t that big a deal, right?” I said. “I mean, you can see it too.”

“Yeah, the symbol in and of itself isn’t alarming. Your body changing overnight is, though, and so is the fact that people are watching you. I would have told your dad about them and the voices outside my window.”

“Kara, I told you: I made my dad look out the window, and the motorcyclist wasn’t there. He’s definitely not going to believe me about weird voices or the two people outside school yesterday.”

She raised her eyebrows in that stern way that reminded me of all the times I’d wanted to procrastinate on homework or not clean my bedroom. I’d always felt protective over Kara, but in so many ways she had been the one mothering me. I grinned at the simple familiarity of her expression and scooted off the bench, ignoring the symbol that tugged for my attention.

“Come on, Kara. We can’t have you late for class and breaking your impeccable record. Impeccable—that’s a word, right?” We walked toward the building, half of my mind still with that symbol behind our backs.

The rest of Friday passed with nothing eventful. No unnerving dodgeball skills, no more sightings of the cryptic symbol. The further away gym class became, the more I thought I must have imagined that dodgeball game. Even with Amelia recounting the ridiculous story, I still clung to the idea that everyone was overreacting. Jimmy alone acted unimpressed and disinterested; he sat quietly in his desk as Amelia detailed the story yet again.

When the final bell sounded, I stretched my arms and glanced at the doodles I’d done instead of taking notes. My stomach jolted. My many overlapping circles formed a shape that took up the entire page: the symbol. Before anyone noticed, I ripped the sheet of paper from my notebook and threw it in the trash.

Kara met me by the stairs, and we followed the students fleeing toward the freedom of the weekend.

“Do you still feel wide awake?” she asked as we stepped out of the building.

“Actually, I feel more normal now. I guess gym zapped some of my energy.” I searched the parking lot for my car, and my gaze automatically went to the table at the back. “Oh, crap.”

The bald man and the blonde girl occupied that bench.

Kara froze when she saw where I looked. “That’s the same two people, isn’t it? In the same spot?”

“Um. Yes.”

Even from this distance, I could see the leer dancing on the girl’s lips. Her eyes met mine exactly. She wasn’t glaring at Kara; she glared at me.

“Okay,” I said. “So they’re here again and it’s... it’s weird. If they’re back on Monday, we officially freak out.”

“I have a feeling you’re saying this to placate me.”

“Sure. What does ‘placate’ mean again?”

She smiled, but she didn’t laugh at my dumb joke like she always did. We walked toward the parking lot in silence.

For the first time in my life, nothing felt normal. I couldn’t fit the pieces together: the symbol, EN, my new physical abilities, my calmness, the varying people watching me. As Kara had said, the pieces formed a combination of unexpected things, and that usually meant something.

We just had to figure out what.
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FRIDAY NIGHTS MEANT MOVIE nights with my family. The idea of watching a film now seemed unimportant, considering everything going on. But my parents always insisted on Kepler tradition, and at least the normalcy gave me something to look forward to.

“What movie did you get?” I asked my dad as soon as he and Mom walked into the house.

He rubbed a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair and tossed his keys on the foyer table. My mom, behind him, picked his keys right back up and hung them on a set of hooks on the wall.

“For what?” my dad asked.

“Tonight. Maybe we can go see a movie instead of staying in.”

“Mom and I are going on a date, so we’ll have to postpone a trip to the movies.”

“You... oh.” I tried hiding the disappointment while my parents picked through the mail and kicked off their shoes, a ritual done in sync while I watched, feeling left out. “You guys go on dates? Since when?”

“Don’t act so surprised,” my mom said, smiling. She gathered up the junk mail and headed for the kitchen. Looking at my mom was like looking in a mirror that reflected thirty years into the future. We had the same green eyes, same hair, same nose. She had fuller cheeks, though, and my sporadic freckles definitely came from Dad.

“Why don’t you see what Kara is up to?” she called over her shoulder. My parents carried their routine into the kitchen, chatting to each other with a closeness that struck me as oddly exclusive.

“Yeah, good idea,” I mumbled, though no one heard me.

Thirty minutes later, my parents headed out the door with a promise that they wouldn’t stay out late. I roamed around my empty house and finally decided to call Kara when the boredom set in.

“Hey. Apparently my parents go on dates now, so no movie night.”

“Want to come over here? Gran’s in town and we’re doing fish tacos.”

I paused, repeating her words in my head. “You want me to come over to your house?”

“Yeah, after dinner we can get started on the astronomy project. I forbid you to procrastinate on this, Ella Kepler.”

Doing homework on a Friday night definitely sounded like Kara, so I ruled out the possibility that someone was impersonating her.

“So....” I said, “you’re not worried about... Kyle?”

“Well, he’s... he’s not home right now.”

I traced my fingers across the kitchen counter, thinking of my last interaction with Kara’s brother. Kyle’s words still echoed in my head. They’d led to my decision to avoid Kara’s house. Today didn’t seem like the day to go back on my promise to myself.

“It’s okay, Kar,” I finally said. “I’ll stay home and let you guys do family time. Who knows, maybe I’ll actually start that astronomy project.”

“You sure? And will you actually start it?”

“If by ‘start’ you mean ‘watch a movie about aliens.’ There are stars in alien movies, right?”

“Probably not from this galaxy.”

“Yeah, yeah. Talk to you later. Tell your Gran I said hello.”

I got off the phone and listened to the emptiness of my house. It had never felt more enormous, and the night of solitude before me loomed just as large.

Gym class, that fifty-minute period of strangeness, pestered my thoughts. I pulled up my sleeve to see whether my magical muscles had disappeared. Defying all reason, my upper arm bulged. Sudden brawniness, instead of thrilling me, made me feel eerie. Forget dreams about waking up with new abilities—this was real, and it had none of the adventure of my dreams.

Kara had suggested that I was more athletic than we remembered, which, judging by my countless humiliating memories of middle school gym, couldn’t have been accurate. Could someone outgrow clumsiness?

I moved from the couch and lay on my stomach with my palms flat on the ground. After a grimace at the thought of exercising alone on a Friday night, I pushed myself up. Then I lowered myself down. My arms didn’t snap. They didn’t shake. I tried again. And again. After ten total, I’d done more pushups than in the past five years, and still the energy came. My arms kept going. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. Even scarier, I was enjoying myself. After fifty pushups came sit-ups. My body moved effortlessly, like I’d worked out my whole life.

The time had come for a panic attack, because Ella Kepler wasn’t fit; she was klutzy, weak, and unable to run a mile.

Alongside playing catch with my dad, running persisted in my memories as one of the more horrible punishments my parents had given me. Who knew the last time I’d run willingly? This was a week of firsts, though, so I pulled on my tennis shoes and darted into the inky winter night.

While jogging down my street, I resisted the unfamiliar push inside that made me want to run faster. New muscles and reflexes were one thing; a desire to dash all over my neighborhood seemed an idea too weird to accept. Yet I could feel my muscles eagerly stretching, like they’d been waiting for me to take them out for a drive. Running awakened the athletic Ella who had wanted to burst out of me the past few days.

Too quickly, I’d sprinted around the block and returned to my house, all too ready to keep going. So I kept at it, running circles in my neighborhood. Ten minutes into my run, my brain began nagging me. A noise tickled my ears, something strangely familiar. I focused on the sound and recognized footsteps somewhere behind me. After a minute of listening to the footsteps, I grew antsy at the feeling that the jogger was following me.

I spun around. Even from this distance, that wavy brown hair stuck out.

Jimmy Daniels?

I waited uncertainly for him to catch up to me, which happened fast. “Do you live around here?” I asked when he stopped beside me, notably not panting, either.

“Yes.” He folded his hands behind his waist and stared at me. “It’s not smart to go running alone in the dark.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“I’m speaking primarily for you. I thought you hated exercise.”

“I do,” I said, aware that I was a running contradiction. “Anyway, I should probably get home. Um—”

“I’ll run with you.” And Jimmy took off in the direction of my house, though he couldn’t have known where I lived.

I wondered what would make my parents angrier: me running alone in the dark, or me running alone with a boy in the dark. They’d probably hate both ideas equally.

I caught up with Jimmy and ran easily beside him. “How long have you lived in Edenfield?”

“Not long.”

“Did you know I lived here?”

“I’ve seen you driving.”

“Do you run a lot?”

“You like asking questions, Kepler.”

“Do—” I stopped myself. My dad said I asked questions just to ask them.

When we reached my house, Jimmy jogged with me to the porch. “Well...” I started awkwardly.

“I’d like to use your restroom.” Before I could protest, he twisted the doorknob and let himself inside.

Forget running alone with a boy—hanging out alone in my house with a boy would definitely get my dad close to exploding. I could already see Kara’s giant eyes: Jimmy Daniels came inside your house? Alone?

“Um, it’s down the hall...” I called, but Jimmy found the bathroom on his own. I wrung my hands and paced the kitchen. What should I have done, tell him he couldn’t use the bathroom? I’d get him some water and send him on his way, before he asked if he could use the computer or borrow my car. At the same time, Jimmy exuded a sense of trustworthiness, like if he had any ulterior motives, they’d be easy to spot.

He found me in the kitchen, where I waited with a water bottle. “Thanks for walking me home,” I said, “but I should probably get started on my homework or something.” It felt like a poor excuse—who did homework on Friday nights, other than Kara?—but he seemed oblivious either way. His eyes had focused on the front door, paying attention to an invisible something.

Then, that something crashed hard enough against the side of my house to rumble in my stomach. My knees bent automatically. That now-familiar calmness seeped into my skin, steadying me.

Jimmy grabbed my arm and pulled me to the stairs. I flinched when he touched me; I’d almost forgotten he was there.

“Did you hear—”

“Yes. Upstairs. Quietly.” He steered me to the landing, where a set of windows faced the street. Jimmy edged against the wall and peeled back one of the curtains, reminding me of yesterday morning: peeking outside my bedroom window in search of those croaky voices.

I crouched beside Jimmy and lifted the blinds. Shapes flung themselves across my lawn. When I squinted, definition spilled into them. Six people fought one another, two in cloaks, and four dressed in the same black outfit as the person on the motorcycle. The cloaked figures attacked with the sporadic, brute force of kickboxers, while the opposing fighters in black danced around them, wielding staffs that spun in blurs over their heads. When the tip of one staff touched the chest of a cloaked fighter, he flew backward across my yard and landed near the driveway. He leaped to his feet in a second, as if unharmed, then lunged back to the battle. Though the staff fighters outnumbered the cloaked figures, I had a feeling the cloaked guys had the upper hand.

“I’m calling the police,” I whispered. Jimmy ignored me, glued to the scene outside. I darted toward my parents’ bedroom, grabbed the phone on the bedside table, and dialed.

“What’s your emergency?” a woman said.

I answered the operator’s questions and hung up once she’d dispatched someone. I edged back to Jimmy, who hadn’t budged. He looked calm, considering the scene outside. Then again, “calm” was my new best friend.

“Are they still there?”

“Yes,” he murmured. Then he finally glanced at me. “Have you seen these people before?”

I held onto my words, staring into his eyes. Jimmy wouldn’t laugh at me. He didn’t seem the type to laugh at much of anything. “Yesterday morning, I heard people talking about me outside my bedroom window. Their voices sounded weird... raspy and guttural. Last night someone on a motorcycle was staked outside my house. And I’ve noticed a blonde girl and a bald guy watching Kara and me after school. They sit behind the lot and stare.”

“Anything else?” He hardly seemed fazed.

“Well, there’s the fact that I’m suddenly athletic, and I keep seeing this strange symbol around and thinking of the letters ‘E’ and ‘N.’”

His brows went up at that. “‘E’ and ‘N’?”

“Yes. Any clue what that means?”

A hint of irritation passed over his face before he resumed his nonchalant expression. “No. I doubt it’s important. Have you been approached by anyone unusual?”

“No.... Wait, do you know what’s happening to me?”

“How would I know what’s happening to you, and how are you sure anything is happening to you?”

“Too many unexpected things, and that usually means something,” I said, echoing Kara.

An engine outside started up, so deafening it ached my eardrums. I scooted to the window. The people in black sat on motorcycles parked crookedly in my yard, while the cloaked bodies lay draped, presumably unconscious, on the backs of their seats. The staff fighters had prevailed. I wasn’t sure whether to feel worried or relieved. My mouth hung while the motorcyclists revved their bikes and sped off the lawn, leaving inches of tire marks in my parents’ lovingly maintained grass.

“They just... left?” I said.

“I’ll stay with you until the civilian law enforcement arrive.”

“You mean the police?”

“Yes. The police.” He joined me on the floor, head angled toward the window.

I studied Jimmy and noticed the checkmark scar by his eye, his stiff posture, the serious tilt of his brow. Though only a senior, he looked at least twenty.

“Where are you from?”

He inhaled and exhaled twice before answering. “Georgia.”

“Why do you think those people were fighting?”

“A more important question, Kepler, is why are you not afraid?” Then he turned to study me, and I felt self-conscious and wanted to burrow into myself.

EN. EN.

The letters pulled me right back out, reminding me that the unsettled feeling in my gut was only going to worsen.

A siren whooped. Blue and red light spilled through the window.

We shot up at the same time. “I’ll see you on Monday,” Jimmy said and bolted for the stairs.

“Don’t you need to stay to give a statement?”

“No, I don’t.” He hurried to the first floor and made for the back door. Right before he opened it, he turned around and said, “Only tell the police what you think is necessary.” Then he slipped outside into the night, just as the doorbell rang.

I stood in the foyer and steeled myself, preparing an explanation that made no sense. After a shrug, I moved to the door.

“Officer Melbourne, responding to an emergency call about an altercation?” said the young policeman peering at me.

“They were over here.” I led him to the trench-like tire tracks in my front yard, explaining while we walked.

“Anyone else witness this?” the officer asked. He kept his attention on a flat computer screen in his hands, hardly acknowledging the destruction in the grass as he took notes.

I considered Jimmy’s advice, then opted for the truth. “A guy from my school. Uh, just a friend.”

“His name?”

“Jimmy Daniels.”

“Jimmy Daniels,” the officer repeated. He swiped his fingers over the screen with a concentrated expression.

While he typed, I scanned the yard. A flashing caught my eye. It came from a pocket of grass, an electronic pulsing a few feet away. I moved toward it and saw a tiny screen built into some sort of long wrist guard. “Hey,” I said, bending over, “look at this.”

Officer Melbourne came out of nowhere and snatched the wrist guard up, but not before I’d read the words racing along the screen: Andrews wants a report.

“Excellent,” he said, slipping it into his jacket without looking at it. “Evidence. Anything else to add to your report?”

“No.”

Officer Melbourne, for such a young officer, seemed uninterested in the incident. Did he think I’d made it up?

“Well, there is no need to be concerned. We’ve been tracking incidents like this—gang activity. They shouldn’t bother you again. Call this number if you remember anything more specific.” He flipped a card between his fingers and extended it to me.

“A gang?”

“Correct. We have the situation under control. Have a pleasant evening.” He nudged his card into my hand, then turned toward his blinking car. My parents’ car pulled up just as his zipped down the street.

Forget running alone or having a boy over without supervision—this was definitely going to give my dad a heart attack.
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​Chapter 5​
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MY DAD ASKED A lot of questions. “A gang? In Edenfield?” and repeatedly, “Why couldn’t this ‘Jimmy Daniels’ guy use his own bathroom?” In the end, what could we do? Officer Melbourne had dismissed any idea of this being something alarming. My mom wanted me to have a distraction from the creepiness, though, so I took up Kara’s unexpected suggestion and drove to her house late Saturday morning.

Months had passed since I’d seen Kara’s house and even longer since Kyle and I had occupied it at the same time. Kara and I had an unspoken agreement: no visits to the Watson house with Kyle present. His glares and silent treatment didn’t bother me. It was what he wouldn’t say. It was the look in his eyes, far worse than the glare of the blonde girl outside Whale’s, because Kyle had a reason to glare at me. That reason meant Kara received the brunt of his anger for befriending me, though he never gave me anything more than narrowed eyes. Knowing that Kara received the antagonizing in my place had led to my decision to stay away from the Watsons’. The less Kyle saw me, the less he’d torture Kara.

I parked by the curb of the tiny house. The sidewalk lacked the same few pieces; the garden gnome was still missing a nose.

Kara opened the door after a few seconds. “Come on in,” she said with a smile.

I followed her inside and noted that familiar smell of laundry detergent and stale coffee.

“Dad’s still asleep,” she whispered, tiptoeing past the living room, where Mr. Watson slumbered in the same armchair he always occupied. My parents had invited him to our house for dinner only a few months back, but he’d gained ten more wrinkles and a bald spot since then. The skin beneath his eyes dragged into his cheeks, and his hair had turned totally white.

“How, um.” I swallowed and cleared my throat. “How’s he doing?”

“He’s okay. He moves around a lot more than he used to.” Kara continued into the kitchen and got two cups out of the cabinet. “Anyway,” she said as she filled a cup from the sink, “I still can’t believe Jimmy went into your house like that.”
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