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PROLOGUE



HE’D BEEN WATCHING HER FOR a long time. Watching how she moved through the still waters of her life. Watching the friends and family who surrounded her. It was like watching a bright tropical fish in an aquarium, bounded on all sides, safe inside the confines. Unaware of the glass walls.


He could watch her sitting at a coffee shop, intent on something in her e-book reader, drinking the same skinny latte that she always ordered. He knew her street, and he knew her home. He knew her class schedule. Calculus and AP Chem, Honors English. A 3.9 GPA, because some asshole bio teacher had knocked off her perfect score over a triviality of how she formatted her lab notes.


Smart girl.


Sharp girl.


And yet completely unaware.


It wasn’t her fault. All the fish in her tank were the same. All of them swimming in perfectly controlled waters, bare millimeters from another world that was hostile to them entirely.


Moses Cruz felt like he’d been watching all of them forever. But Alix Banks he could watch in that aquarium and hours could pass. Fund-raising events, field hockey tournaments, vacations to Saint Barts and Aspen. It was a safe and quiet world she lived in, and she—just like a beautiful neon tetra in a tropical tank—had no idea she was being watched.


All of her people were like that. Just a bunch of pretty fish in love with themselves and how beautiful they were, in love with their little aquarium castles. All of them thinking that they ran the world. None of them realizing that only a thin pane of glass separated them from disaster.


And here he was, standing outside, holding a hammer.
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ALIX WAS SITTING IN AP CHEM when she saw him.


She’d been gazing out the window, letting her eyes wander over the perfectly manicured grounds of Seitz Academy’s academic quad, and as soon as she saw him standing outside, she had the feeling she knew him.


Familiar.


That was how she put it later, talking to the cops. He’d seemed familiar. Like someone’s older brother, the one you only glimpsed when he was back from college. Or else the sib whom Seitz wouldn’t let in because of “behavioral match issues.” The one who didn’t attend the school but showed up with Mommy and Daddy at the Seitz Annual Auction anyway because sis was Seitz Material even though he wasn’t. The resentful lone wolf who leaned against the back wall, texting his friends about how fucked up it was that he was stuck killing the night watching his parents get sloppy drunk while they bid on vacations to Saint Martin and find-yourself-in-middle-age pottery classes at Lena Chisolm’s studio/gallery.


Familiar.


Like her tongue running the line of her teeth. Never seen, but still, known.


He was standing outside, staring up at the science building.


Ms. Liss (never Mrs. and definitely not Miss—Ms. with the z, right?) was passing back AP Chem lab reports. Easy A’s. Even when Liss was putting on the pressure, she never pushed hard enough, so Alix had let the activity of the class fade into the background: students in their lab coats beside their personal sinks and burners, the rustle of papers, Ms. Liss droning on about top-tier colleges (which was code for the Ivy Leagues) and how no one was getting anywhere if they didn’t challenge themselves—and Alix thinking that no one was getting anywhere anytime soon.


Suspended animation was how she thought of it sometimes. She was just another student in a cohort of students being groomed and sculpted and prepped for the future. She sometimes imagined them all floating in liquid suspension, rows and rows in holding tanks, all of them drifting. Seitz-approved skirts and blazers billowing. School ties drifting with the currents. Hair tangling across blank faces, bubbles rising from silent lips. Tangles and bubbles. Waiting for someone to say that they were finished.


Other times, she thought of it as being prepped for a race that they were never quite allowed to run. Each Seitz student set up and poised, runners on their starting blocks, ready to take over the world—as soon as their control-freak parents decided to let them get their hands on their trust funds. But no one ever gave them the gun, so they all waited and partied and studied and tested and added extracurriculars like volunteering at the battered women’s shelter in Hartford so they could have “meaningful” material for their college-entrance essays.


And then she caught sight of him—that loner marooned on Seitz’s emerald lawns—and everything changed.


For a second, when she first spied him, Alix was almost convinced that she’d conjured him. He was so weirdly recognizable to her that it seemed like he could only have emerged from her own mind. A good-looking black guy in a trench coat. Short little dreadlocks, or maybe cornrows—it was hard to tell from this distance—but cool-looking whatever it was. A little bit gangsta… and he was so unsettlingly familiar to her. Like some kind of music star, some guy out of the Black Eyed Peas who looked better than Will.i.am. Not an Akon, not a Kanye. They were too clean-cut.… But still, somebody famous.


The more Alix studied him, the more he appeared out of place. He was just standing there, staring up at the science building. Maybe he was lost? Like his sister had been kidnapped and dragged to one of the whitest schools on the East Coast, and he was here to break her out.


Well, the school wasn’t all white, but pretty close. Alix could think of maybe six kids who were actually black, and two of them were adopted. Of course, there was a solid helping of Asians and Indians because there were so many Wall Street quants who sent their kids to the school, but they were, as one of Alix’s friends put it, “the other white meat.” Which said all you really needed to know about Seitz. If you were Ivy-bound, and headed for money and power, Seitz Academy found that it could hit its diversity targets easily.


But there was that black guy standing outside, looking in. Cool. Old-school aviator shades. Army jacket kind of trench. Looking like he could stand out on the grass all day long, watching Alix and her classmates.


Was he a new student? It was hard to guess his age from this distance, but she thought he could be the right age for a senior.


Just then, Mr. Mulroy came into view, striding with purpose.


From the man’s attitude, Alix could tell the Seitz headmaster didn’t think the black guy belonged on his lawn. Mulroy moved into the stranger’s space. Alix could see the man’s lips moving, telling the stranger he wasn’t at the right school.


Move along.


Mulroy pointed off campus, his body language loaded with authority—arm out and rigid, finger pointing—ordering the intruder back wherever he’d come from, back to wherever black kids came from when they weren’t here on a scholarship or given a pass via Nigerian oil money into Seitz’s manicured world.


Mulroy made another sharp gesture of authority. Alix had seen him do the same with new students who he nailed smoking. She’d watched them cringe and gather up their backpacks as the headmaster herded them into Weller House’s admin offices for their sentencing. Mulroy was used to making rebellious rich kids believe he was in charge. He was good at it.


The black guy was still staring up at the school, nodding as if he were paying attention to the headmaster’s words. But he wasn’t moving to go at all. Mulroy said something else.


The stranger glanced over, taking in the man for the first time. Tall, Alix realized. He was at least as tall as the headmaster—


The stranger buried a fist into Mulroy’s gut.


Mulroy doubled over.


What the—?


Alix pressed against the glass, staring, trying to make sense of what she’d just witnessed. Had she really just seen Mulroy get punched? It had been so fast, and yet there the headmaster was, clutching his gut and gagging, looking like he was trying to throw up. The black guy was bracing him up now, patting the headmaster on the back. Patting him like a baby. Soothing.


The headmaster sank to his knees. The stranger gently let the headmaster down and laid the man on the grass.


Mulroy rolled onto his back, still clutching his belly. The stranger crouched beside him, seeming to say something as he laid his hand on the older man’s chest.


“Holy shit,” Alix whispered. Gaining her senses, she turned to the rest of the class. “Someone just beat the shit out of Mr. Mulroy!”


Everyone rushed for the windows. The intruder had straightened. He looked up at them as everyone crowded against the glass for a view. A strange, isolated figure standing over the laid-out body of his victim. They all stared down at him, and he stared back. A frozen moment, everyone taking stock of one another—and then the guy smiled, and his smile was radiant.


He didn’t seem bothered at all that the headmaster was sprawled at his feet, nor that he had the entire class as witnesses. He looked completely at home.


Still smiling, the stranger gave them a lazy salute and strode off. He didn’t even bother to run.


Mulroy was trying to get up, but he was having a hard time of it. Alix was dimly aware of Ms. Liss calling security, using the hotline number they were supposed to use if there was ever a campus shooter. Her voice kept cracking.


“We should help him!” someone said, and everyone made a rush for the door. But Liss shouted at them all to get back to their seats, and then she was back on the phone, trying to give instructions to security. “He’s right outside Widener Hall!” she was saying over and over again.


The guy who had hit Mulroy had already ambled out of sight. All that was left were Mulroy lying in the grass and Alix trying to make sense of what she’d witnessed.


It had been utterly unlike any school fight she’d ever seen. Nothing like the silly strutting matches where two dudebros started shouting at each other, and then maybe pushed each other a little, and then maybe danced around playing as if they were serious—with neither of them doing much—until maybe, finally, the shame and gathering spectator pressure forced them to throw an actual punch.


Those fights almost immediately ended up as a tangle on the floor, with a couple of red-faced guys squirming and grunting and swearing, tearing at each other’s clothes and trying out their wrestling holds and not doing much damage one way or the other, except that the school ended up having discussions about conflict resolution for a week.


This had been different, though. No warnings and no threats. The black guy had just turned and put his fist into Mulroy’s gut, and Mulroy was done. No second round, nothing. The boy—the more she thought about it, the more Alix thought he really was student age—had just destroyed Mulroy.


Ms. Liss was still speaking urgently into the phone, but now Alix spied the school’s security team dashing across the quad from Weller House. Too late, of course. They’d probably been eating doughnuts and watching South Park reruns behind their desks when Liss’s call came in.


Cynthia Yang was leaning over Alix’s shoulder, watching the slow-moving campus cops.


“If there’s ever a school shooting, we’re toast.” Cynthia snorted. “Look at that reaction time.”


“Seriously,” Emil chimed in. “My dad’s security could get here faster, and they’re across town.”


Emil’s dad was some kind of diplomat. He was always reminding people how important his dad was, which was seriously annoying, but Alix had to admit Emil was right. She’d seen that security detail once when they’d partied at Emil’s summer house in the Hamptons, and those guys had definitely been more on top of it than Seitz Academy’s rent-a-cops.


The campus cops finally made it to Mulroy. He was on his feet now, though bent over and gasping, and he shook off their help. Alix didn’t need to hear the words to know what Mulroy was saying as he pointed off campus. “Go get the guy who beat the hell out of me!” Or something like that.


From where Alix was standing, she knew they’d fail. The puncher was long gone.


[image: image]


A few hours later Alix heard from Cynthia that, sure enough, they hadn’t found the guy. He’d just evaporated.


“Poof!” Cynthia said. “Like smoke.”


“Like smoke,” Alix echoed.


“I heard he was from the low-income housing over on the east side,” Sophie said.


“I heard he’s an escaped convict,” Tyler said, plopping down beside them. “Some kind of ax murderer.”


They all kept chattering and speculating, but Alix wasn’t paying attention. She couldn’t stop playing the incident over in her head. A shattering of Seitz’s model perfection that wasn’t supposed to happen, like a bum crapping in the reflecting pool near her father’s offices in DC, or a runway model with lipstick smeared across her face in a jagged red slash.


As soon as the rent-a-cops had started questioning the students, descriptions of the intruder had started falling apart: He was tall, he was short, he had dreads, he had braids. Someone said he had a rainbow knitted Rasta beret, someone else said he had a gold-and-diamond grill—it quickly turned into a strange jumble of conflicting stereotypes that had nothing to do with the guy Alix had seen.


For Alix, he remained fixed in her mind, unchanged by the shifting stories of her peers. He stayed with her through Honors English and then followed her out to the track. And even though she ran until her lungs were fire and her legs were rubber, she couldn’t shake the image of him.


She could play the entire event back in her mind as if in slow motion. She could still see the stranger’s green army trench billowing around him as he squatted beside the headmaster. She could still see the guy laying his hand on Mulroy’s chest, soothing him.


She could see him looking up at the class. She could see him smile.


And the memory of his smile started her running again, pushing against her pounding heart and her ragged breath and her aching legs. Pushing against the memory of the stranger, because she could swear that when he looked up, he hadn’t cared about all the AP Chem students crowding around and staring from the windows. He hadn’t been looking at any of them.


He’d been staring directly at her.


He’d been smiling at her.


And she still couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d seen him before. Familiar and frightening at the same time. Like the smell of an electrical storm looming on the horizon, ozone and moisture and winds and promise, swirling down after a long time dry.
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AT DINNER, ALIX’S YOUNGER BROTHER, Jonah, wouldn’t quit talking about the strange event. “He completely pounded Mulroy. It was like some kind of MMA takedown.”


“You weren’t even there,” Alix said. “He just hit him, and Mulroy keeled over.”


“One hit, though, right?” Jonah mimed a punch that almost knocked his water glass off the table. He caught it just in time. “Epic!”


“Jonah,” Mom said. “Please?”


Mom had put candles on the table and laid out a tablecloth. Dinner was supposed to be a family ritual, the entire Banks clan gathered and undistracted for a whole half hour, instead of grabbing something out of the fridge and separating into different rooms to play on iPads and computers or watch TV.


Mom had been on a kick for family time lately, but she was fighting an uphill battle. Dad had once again brought his tablet to the table, just to reply to one quick emergency e-mail, he said, and so everyone was engaged in the conversation while he claimed to listen: Alix, Jonah, their mother, and half of Mr. Banks, workaholic extraordinaire.


For Mom, it counted as a win; Alix’s mother took what she could get, when she could get it.


Alix’s friend Cynthia was always asking what made the relationship work considering that Alix’s father was never paying attention and her mother always seemed a little isolated in the project of raising her family. Alix had never really thought about it until that moment. It was just the way things were. Dad worked in public relations and made the money for the family. Mom did Pilates and book clubs and fund-raisers, and tried to gather everyone together for meals. They mostly got along. It wasn’t like in Sophie’s house, where you could practically hear her mom and dad chewing glass every time they said anything to each other.


“Nobody caught the guy,” Alix said. “He just walked away. They called security, and the police and Mr. Mulroy went out looking for him.” She took a bite of Caesar salad. “Nothing.”


“I don’t like the town around there,” her mother said. “They should have security at the gates.”


“The town around there?” Alix rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you just say you don’t trust those people, Mom?”


“That’s not what I said,” Mom said. “Strangers shouldn’t just be able to wander onto campus. They should have a guard at the gate, at least.”


“Fortress Seitz,” Jonah said, pushing a crouton onto his fork with a finger. “Maybe we can put in gun turrets, too. Then we can feel really secure. Put up some barbwire, right? Fifty cals and barbwire. Oh wait, don’t we call that prison?”


Mom gave him a sharp look. “Don’t be smart. That’s not what we’re talking about. Seitz is hardly a prison, no matter how much you pretend.”


“You only say that because you don’t have to go,” Jonah said.


Mom gave him an exasperated look. “Someone just walked onto campus and assaulted the headmaster. I’d think even you’d admit there’s a problem. What if that had been a student? Don’t you think that’s a problem, at least?”


“I’m definitely bummed I missed it,” Jonah said. “I’d pay money to see Mulroy take one in the gut.”


“Jonah!”


Alix stifled a laugh. Doctors described Jonah as having poor impulse control, which basically meant that Jonah’s entire world was a series of decisions that balanced precariously on the razor’s edge of clever vs. stupid.


Stupid normally won out.


Which meant that since he started attending Seitz, it was Alix’s job to keep an eye on him. When she’d protested that playing nursemaid for her younger brother wasn’t her idea of a good time, Mom hadn’t even yelled; she’d just sighed in resignation.


“I know it’s not fair, Alix, but we can’t always be there… and Jonah…” She sighed. “It’s not his fault.”


“Yeah, yeah. It’s his nature, just like the scorpion and the frog.”


Alix’s nature was just the opposite. She knew the difference between clever and stupid, and didn’t feel any need to dive across the line. So, as long as Mom was doing Pilates and fund-raisers and book clubs, and Dad was down in the city or seeing clients in DC, Alix was in charge of keeping an eye on the little nutball.


“We could punch him for charity,” Jonah was saying. “Like those old-time dunk tanks. Big fund-raising thing. Thousand dollars a pop.” He mimed punches. “Bam! Bam! Bam! Slug Mulroy and feed the homeless. I bet even Alix would donate to that,” he said. “It would make her early-decision application look good.”


“There aren’t any homeless in Haverport,” Alix said. “We put them on a bus to New York.”


“So save the whales! Who cares, as long as we get to punch Mulroy.”


“I don’t think assault is a joke,” Mom said.


They went back and forth like they always did, with Mom taking it seriously, trying to persuade Jonah to stop being “troublesome,” and Jonah taking the opportunity to poke at her, saying just the right thing to annoy her again and again.


Alix tuned them out. When she played the attack back in her own mind, it made her feel a little nauseated. It had been a completely normal, boring day. She could still see Mulroy walking over to the guy, thinking that he was in charge, thinking he knew what was up. Mulroy and Alix had been fooled by the spring sunshine. They’d been living inside a bubble that they’d thought was real.


And then this guy turned up at school, and the bubble popped.


“It was weird,” Alix said. “Right after he punched Mulroy, the guy held Mulroy up so he didn’t fall over. He was gentle about it. It almost looked tender, the way he laid him in the grass.”


“Tender?” her mother said, her voice rising. “A tender assault?”


Alix rolled her eyes. “Cut it out, Mom. I’m not Jonah. I’m just saying it was weird.”


But it really had looked tender, in the end. So slow and careful and gentle as he laid the man down. Tender. Alix knew the power of words. Dad had drilled it into her enough as a kid. Words were specific, with fine shadings and colors. You chose them to paint exactly the picture you wanted in another person’s mind.


Tender.


She hadn’t chosen the word accidentally. The only other word she could think of that might have described the moment was apologetic. Like the stranger had actually been sorry he’d beaten Mulroy up. But that didn’t match with what had happened. No one accidentally shoved a fist into another person’s stomach.


Oh, gee, sorry about that. I didn’t see your belly there.…


Dad had been reading on his tablet, half listening, half working. Now he broke in as he kept tapping on his tablet. “The school is going to hire an extra security detail. They have the young man’s face from the security cameras—”


“They probably got a thousand pics,” Jonah said.


Dad went on undeterred. “—police have him identified. He should be found soon.”


“He’s identified?” Alix asked, interested. “They already know who he is? Is he famous or something? Is he from around here?” He looked so familiar.


“Hardly,” her father said. “He’s just a vandal they’ve been looking for.”


“How’d you find that out?”


“I called the school,” her father said, barely looking up. “Mr. Mulroy, despite his terrible skills at self-defense, is a very efficient administrator.”


“I’ll bet he’s getting a lot of calls right now,” Mom said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if some parents pull their children.”


“There’s extra security?” Alix asked. “Do they think he’ll come back?”


“It seems unlikely.” Dad finished his salad and set it aside. “But better safe than sorry.”


“Yeah,” said Jonah. “If we aren’t careful, we’ll come into school and the whole place will be tagged.”


“I didn’t say he was a spray-painter,” Dad said. “I said he was a vandal.”


“Like he breaks windows and things?”


“Don’t get any ideas,” Mom interjected.


“What did I do?” Jonah looked wounded.


“You sounded like you wanted to start a fan club,” Alix said.


“You know, sometimes a question is just an innocent question,” Jonah groused.


“Not with your track record, young man,” Mom said as she cleared the salad dishes.


Dad was ignoring the interplay, still tapping out e-mails on his tablet.


“Mr. Mulroy didn’t know what other things the young man had been up to. All he knew was that he’d been associated with extensive vandalism incidents.”


“So does the vandal have a name?” Alix asked.


Dad looked up at her, frowning, suddenly serious.


Alix stopped short, surprised. It was the first time he’d really looked at her all night. Normally, Dad was Mr. Multitasker, thinking about other things, working out puzzles with his job, only half there. It was a joke among all of them that you sometimes had to ask him a question three times before he even heard you. But now he was looking at Alix full force.


When Dad focused, he really focused.


“What?” Alix asked, feeling defensive. “What did I say?”


“No.”


“No, what?”


“No, he doesn’t have a name.”


“Nice. Ghost in the machine,” Jonah said, as usual completely unaware of the way the energy in the dining room had changed. “The man with no name.” He made a funny ghost noise to go with it. “Woooo.”


Dad didn’t even look over at Jonah. He was still looking at her, and she felt suddenly as if she was picking her way through a conversation that had become more important than she’d expected. Like the time Jonah had joked about seeing Kala Spelling’s mom having coffee with Mr. Underwood, the European History teacher.


“So…” Alix hesitated. “If they don’t know his name… then how do they know who they’re looking for? I thought you said he was identified.”


“He has a track record,” Dad said.


“But you don’t know his name?”


“He has a nickname,” Dad said finally. “Something he marks his work with.”


“And it’s…”


“2.0.”


“That’s my GPA!” Jonah said.


“In your dreams,” Alix retorted. To her father, she said, “What’s the name supposed to mean?”


“If anyone knew, I’m sure they would have caught him already.”


[image: image]


Alix couldn’t sleep. The strange day and conversations hung with her. Finally she got up and turned on her computer. Jonah wasn’t allowed to have a computer in his room, but Mom and Dad trusted her not to do “anything inappropriate,” as Mom put it, without actually meeting Alix’s eyes when she said it. So Sophie and Denise had spent a year jokingly warning her not to do “Anything Inappropriate” with her computer in her room.


She opened a browser and ran a search for 2.0.


She found Wikipedia entries. A lot of entries for Web 2.0, Health 2.0, Creative Commons, and the Apache Software Foundation came up. There were fistfuls of computer listings, actually. Software companies released new versions all the time, tracked by their release numbers: .09 beta, 1.2 release, 2.0. The Chrome browser she was using now had a release number, too, except it was something like 33.0.


2.0…


She tried image searching and scrolled idly through the pictures that came back. Lots of corporate logos, antiseptic and staid, even as they tried to claim that they were doing something new. Gov 2.0, City 2.0, and—seriously?—even a Dad 2.0. Apparently everything was 2.0. Even Dad could get a new version. Alix tried to imagine what a “Dad 2.0” would look like, but all that came to mind were paunchy old dudes wearing hipster plaids and skinny jeans while swaggering around in Snuglis—


An image caught Alix’s eye. She scrolled back up. She’d almost missed it, but it was different from the others.


A spray-paint tag on the side of a smokestack. Instead of the carefully designed corporate brands with 2.0s affixed as an afterthought, this was 2.0 as red scrawl spray. From the image, it looked like it was maybe at an oil refinery. And the graffiti was high up, almost impossibly high. The image was a little blurry, shot with someone’s phone, but the 2.0 was starkly legible. In the foreground, dark and sooty pipes ran this way and that, linking grimy holding tanks in an industrial tangle. Against that dark foreground, the number was like a beacon, rising high above the pipes and steam.


2.0. Bright and red and defiant.


Alix clicked through to the site, hoping for more images or an explanation, but the site the image came from was just a website for street graffiti from around the world. Random people uploading their random exploits. Among all the other art, the one that she’d found wasn’t particularly compelling. It wasn’t complex or wildly colorful. It wasn’t clever or strange or thought-provoking. Except for its location, it was an unremarkable tag. Not like a Banksy, for example. Over the winter, Cynthia had become obsessed with Banksy because he’d been in the news again. She’d persuaded Alix to catch the train down to the city for the day to go on a treasure hunt for the guerrilla street art. They’d spent the day canvassing New York, digging up every instance they could find where the street artist had left his mark.


Alix kept scanning images, focused in the way she normally focused on Calc prep. Half an hour later she found one more picture with the 2.0 tag, this time on the side of what looked like a metal-sided warehouse. The picture looked like it had been snapped from beyond barbwire, but when she clicked through, there wasn’t any information on this one, either. Just a big metal building in some place that looked like it might have been a desert, judging from the yellow dirt around it.


2.0…


A new version of… something.


Alix kept scrolling, but those were the only images that seemed relevant to 2.0 and vandalism, and even those didn’t carry any real information. She went back to the smokestack picture and studied it again.


The graffiti was ridiculously high up on the smokestack. Impossible for anyone to miss. A red scrawled challenge. An arrogant mark. A statement, standing out like a beacon above the soot and industrial grime of the refinery.


2.0.


Something new.
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WHEN ALIX PULLED HER RED MINI into Seitz’s parking lot the next day, she found herself being challenged by a cop, who allowed her to park only after he saw Jonah’s and her school uniforms.


“Use the spaces on the far side of the lot,” he said.


“What the hell?” Alix muttered as she maneuvered the MINI through the clogged parking area, avoiding students and other cars searching for spaces. She found an empty slot and parked.


“Is there some kind of event happening?” Jonah wondered as students and people from off the street streamed past.


“Guess we’re going to find out.”


Alix grabbed her schoolbag and climbed out of the car. Standing beside her MINI, she scanned the crowd around the Seitz main gate. Maybe someone famous was coming to tour the school. Seitz students and teachers, along with town bystanders, clogged all the sidewalks and approaches to the grounds.


Alix caught sight of Derek and Cynthia in the throng. “Come on,” she said to Jonah. “And stick close, for once.”


She pushed into the crowd, bumping and nudging through, wedging herself between students and bystanders. Up ahead, she spied yellow crime-scene tape and heard someone shouting for everyone to “move back, move back.”


Broken glimpses through the crush of the crowd showed the flashing red lights of an ambulance. Alix’s heart beat faster.


I hope someone isn’t hurt was her first thought. Followed quickly by I hope it’s not someone I know.


Pushing through the crowd was slow. She was fighting against the tide, she realized. People were gradually being herded back behind the low perimeter wall that ringed Seitz’s grounds. She finally managed to squeeze through the press to where she could get a view and was relieved to see there wasn’t anyone lying dead. There was a fire truck parked beside the ambulance, and a couple of firemen in heavy Day-Glo coats sitting on the steps of the fire truck.


How bad can it be if the firemen are drinking coffee?


She craned her neck and caught another glimpse of yellow crime-scene tape being stretched to push the crowd farther back. Beyond the tape, though, all she could see were the fire truck and ambulance parked on the quad, and, of course, Widener Hall, with its four stories of classroom windows, all looking down on the Seitz grounds like rows of empty eyes.


“What’s going on?” Jonah grabbed her shoulder and jumped, yanking on her in the process and earning them both dirty looks as he jostled the bystanders around them. “I can’t see!”


Alix shrugged his hand off her shoulder. “I don’t think anybody knows.” She stood on tiptoe again. Now she spied a bunch of cops standing at the doors to Widener.


What the—?


It looked like they were in some kind of hazmat gear.


Maybe something broke in the labs. Some kind of spill.


“Alix!” Derek and Cynthia were elbowing through the crowd to join them. “Did you just get here?”


“Yeah. Do you know what’s going on?”


“Everyone’s clueless,” Derek said as he squeezed into Alix’s personal space. He shifted apologetically, trying to give her room, and bumped into her again as Cynthia plowed through to them as well.


“They’ve had us locked out for the last twenty minutes,” she said breathlessly. “The fire truck got here just before you did. The guys in the bodysuits, too.”


Alix noticed that Jonah was getting antsy, looking for a chance to slip away. She barely snagged him by his book bag and dragged him back as he tried to make an escape. “Nice try, bro.”


“Come on, Alix,” Jonah whined as she got a firm grip on his arm. “I just wanted to see if anyone was dead in the ambulance.”


My brother, ghoul in training, Alix thought.


But Jonah’s mention of bodies mirrored her own suppressed worry. The whole thing was too weird, and now that Jonah had said it out loud, it made her own anxiety suddenly feel more real as well. As if he’d invoked something that had to happen now that he’d said it.


It had happened to her friend Anna Lenay that way. She’d lost her mother and father in a small-plane accident when they were sophomores. Before her parents left, Anna had joked with her dad that he was probably going to crash the plane. It was the last thing she’d said to them before they took off for Martha’s Vineyard, and Alix had been there to hear it.


One of the guys in the hazmat suits jogged over to the crowd. He was sweating when he pulled off his hood. He spoke to an officer who looked like he was in charge, and then the police were telling everyone to step back even farther.


“Maybe it’s a bomb,” Jonah said.


“You better hope not,” Alix replied darkly.


They’d had a bomb scare in the fall. The faculty and students had been cleared off the entire campus, dorms, faculty housing, science and humanities buildings, the pool house, everything, while K9 units went over the grounds. No one had been caught for it, and Alix had never said anything out loud, but she privately suspected Jonah had been behind the scare. It was the kind of thing her brother would do. The kid had serious impulse-control problems.


Luckily, Jonah hadn’t even been suspected. He’d covered his tracks, at least. Alix wondered if he’d been disappointed. It was at least possible that he’d been trying to get himself caught so he wouldn’t have to attend Seitz, but she never asked.


The cops kept pushing everyone farther back, and the crowd got tighter as a result. Alix was shoved up against Jonah and Cynthia and Derek. Some of the really little kids were starting to freak out. Older ones were talking on their cell phones, giving a blow-by-blow of what was happening, or else texting and posting photos online as it all went down.


Alix was starting to feel claustrophobic. The crush and shift of the crowd were overwhelming.


“We need everyone to step back, please! Behind the yellow tape! All the way back!”


The jostling increased. A truck rumbled through the crowd with the word SWAT on the side.


“Worse and worse,” Cynthia said.


“You think there are hostages?” Derek wondered.


“Yeah. SWAT got a call about a crew of free radicals holding a bunch of innocent alkanes prisoner in the chem lab,” Cynthia said.


In the crush, Alix couldn’t turn to respond. She was sweltering in her school blazer. Seitz school uniforms were uncomfortable enough as it was, and now in the unseasonably warm spring sunshine, packed in the crowd, the layers of clothing were becoming unbearable.


A news crew showed up. A camerawoman and blow-dried-hair guy with a microphone went from person to person, asking questions. The camerawoman was gesturing for the guy to move into a better position. Everyone watched the SWAT police get out of their armored truck. They started pulling equipment and setting it up on the grass.


“Bomb squad,” someone said.


It looked that way to Alix as well. The cops all had heavily padded protective garments. The SWAT guys were skulking around the edges of Widener, carrying assault rifles, and now the guys in heavy bodysuits were lumbering up the steps of the building. The SWAT guys pressed themselves up against the brick on either side of the doors. Riot helmets and body armor. It looked like the movies: cops all around the doors, ready to bust in and start blasting away at the bad guys.


The shout of “Clear!” echoed distantly.


Derek was standing right behind Alix, leaning over her shoulder, cheek close, his breath hot on her ear.


“Watch this,” he said. “It should be good.”


Alix froze.


That’s not Derek.


Alix tried to turn in the constricting crowd. She barely managed to twist, and when she did, she gasped. The black guy from yesterday was right there, smiling slightly. Mirror aviator sunglasses reflected her own surprised expression back at her.


“Nice to see you again, Alix.”


He looked completely different. His head was shaved smooth now, and he was wearing an expensive sports coat over a button-down shirt. TAG Heuer wristwatch. But it wasn’t just the change of hair and clothing. Everything about him was different. The style of him was different. The guy yesterday had been loose, carefree—cool in that I don’t give a damn about all of you sort of way. Hip-hop cool. But the way this guy held himself, the first thing that popped into Alix’s mind was cop. Or even more: Secret Service. Like the cold men who had observed from the alcoves the time Dad had been invited to a dinner for the president’s reelection campaign.


But still, this was definitely the same guy who had punched Mulroy. She was sure of it. He was an inch away, and he looked completely different, but he was the same guy.


“How do you know my name?”


“You’re going to miss the show if you keep looking at me,” he said. And then he smiled and raised his sunglasses, showing dark, flashing eyes. Alix felt like she’d been hit by a train. Definitely the same guy. The same blaze of wildness and laughter. The same frightening promise.


His eyes flicked toward the school. “You’ll like this, Alix,” he said. “This is for you.”


Another preparatory call echoed up from the SWAT team members arrayed around Widener Hall’s doorway, and then the air shivered as their explosives went off. A booming rush rolled over the crowd and left everyone murmuring. Alix jerked her gaze back to the school. Smoke was billowing up from around the doorway.


Widener’s doors had been blown wide, and then…


Nothing.


Everyone waited with bated breath, expecting whatever they were supposed to expect when SWAT blew open a door in the movies. Gunfire. Dragons. A nuclear apocalypse… Something, at least.


Instead, there was silence.


The SWAT team dashed inside, assault rifles pointed ahead, ready to fire.


“Wait for it,” the stranger whispered in her ear. His hands were on her shoulders, lightly holding her, keeping her looking at the events unfolding.


Wait for what? Alix wanted to ask.


She wanted to turn around and see him fully, ask him who the hell he thought he was—


A dull thud echoed from Widener Hall.


Alix gasped as blood splattered up against the windows.


It was a massacre. There was so much blood that it looked like every single SWAT guy had been run through a blender and splattered on the windows.


Shrieks of shock and terror rose up from the crowd, and suddenly everyone was trying to get away. Alix tried to run, but the stranger’s fingers dug into her shoulders, holding her in place. His lips pressed against her ear.


“Don’t panic!” he whispered. “Read! You see it, right?”


And even as everyone was shoving and pulling back and screaming about all the blood, Alix did see. Right there in the windows, a message inscribed in red, now dripping down.


Suddenly all the SWAT guys who had disappeared into the building came barreling back out, shouting and hollering, wordless and panicked, their rifles held carelessly, stumbling down the front steps in their heavy armor.


Behind them, a seething wave of snowy motion erupted from the doors, a tumbling rush pouring out in a river. White fur, twisting-clawing-thrashing bodies, a tidal wave exploding through the open doors and cascading down the school steps.


“No way!” Jonah exclaimed from somewhere in the crowd, delighted.


Rats.


Thousands and thousands and thousands of rats, gushing out of the building and down the steps. More and more of them coming every second. They swarmed the cops and the SWAT team. They surged across the lawns. They scattered every which way. The people watching up front tried to run, but everyone was too jammed together. People were scrambling up on Seitz’s wall. Police were standing in the middle of the rodent horde, kicking and shaking the rats that ran up their legs. The TV crew was balanced up on the wall, recording the whole weird thing.


Alix caught a glimpse of Jonah laughing and pointing at how all the cops were running, and then everyone was running and shoving and fleeing as the rats came scrambling through. Someone smashed into Alix and she stumbled, barely catching herself before she fell. A white furry streak bolted past, followed by another and another.


Alix spun, trying to find the guy who’d been standing right behind her, but the stranger was gone. Lost in the scrum. Gone entirely except for the rats and the word that he’d left dripping in red paint from the windows of the science building:
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Alix dodged another surge of rats coming her way and scanned the crowd, frantically trying to spot the stranger again.


There!


He was striding away, moving confidently through the chaos. The same careless, arrogant stride she’d seen after he’d punched Mulroy.


He could be dangerous. You shouldn’t—oh, fuck it.


Alix went after him.


Behind her, she thought she heard Jonah shout, but she kept her eyes on the stranger, fighting to keep him in sight as people fled in every direction.


Later, she couldn’t even really say why she went after him. She was angry, sure. Pissed that he was so smug and that he thought he could just come up on her like that. She did it because she was angry; that was what she told herself later.


She caught up to him as he was pulling open the rear door to a black town car.


“Wait!” She grabbed his sleeve.


He turned so fast she flinched. She took a step back, suddenly reminded that this was the guy who’d punched Mulroy. She took another step back, swallowing uncertainly.


“Who are you?” she asked. “How do you know my name?”


She could see herself reflected in his mirrored lenses. It made her feel small. More like a little girl than a grown woman: brown hair French-braided, Seitz school uniform with its prim blazer and skirt. He’s tall, she thought inanely.


“You want to know who I am?” he asked, and there was so much sadness in the words that she was struck nearly speechless. She felt even more horribly aware of her school uniform. It was as if she was looking at someone who had seen the entire world. Not like she’d seen Paris or Barcelona on vacation, but more like the Bastille or the slums of India. And here she was, in all her naïveté, trying to grab hold of that. It took all her will to press him again.


“What’s all this about?” she asked. “What’s 2.0?”


The guy’s expression was so different that she almost wondered if she’d grabbed the wrong black guy in the crowd. It reminded her of how Cynthia complained about people not being able to tell her and Alice Kim apart. Improbably, Alix heard Cynthia’s voice in her head—Alice is Korean, for Christ’s sake.


“You’ve got questions now, don’t you?” he said, and abruptly the heavy sadness disappeared and the brilliant smile was back. The same boisterous, knowing smile that she’d seen twice before.


A new explosion went off, right among the parked cars. Alix ducked instinctively. Smoke enveloped her, wild and thick and yellow, hiding everything from sight. Suddenly the stranger grabbed her. Hard and tight.


“Hey!” Alix tried to knee him in the balls, but he must have turned away because all she hit was thigh. She struggled against him for another second, then changed tactics and let herself be pulled close.


She bit him.


She heard a satisfying yelp of pain, but to her surprise the stranger didn’t let go. Instead, he spun her around and wrapped his strong arms around her, pulling her into a tighter embrace.


“Should have known you’d have some bite to you,” he murmured in her ear.


The amusement and play were back in his voice.


“You want to see how much bite I’ve got?” she asked. She tried to twist free again, but he was ready for her now. He had her pinned against his chest. She rested, gathering strength. Looking for a chance to hurt him again.


The stranger chuckled. His breath was hot on her cheek. “How about we call a little truce?”


“Why? So we can go for coffee?” If she threw her head back fast, she could hit his face with the back of her skull. She might crush his nose if she was lucky.


“You want to know what this is all about?”


Alix stilled, suddenly alert.


“Are you going to tell me?”


The smoke was thick around them. Alix could hear cops shouting and people running, but all of it was distant. She and the stranger were in a bubble of smoke, separate from everything around them.


She was suddenly acutely aware of how closely he held her. She could feel the rise and fall of his chest as he panted, the exertion she’d put him through. He was holding her so tightly she could feel his heart beating.


“What’s this all about?” she asked.


“Ask your father.”


“What?”


“Ask your father. He’s the one who knows all the secrets.” He shoved her away abruptly.


Alix spun to pursue, but he was lost in the smoke. Everything was shadow forms.


By the time the smoke cleared, he was gone, as if he’d blown away in the wind.
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ALIX SAT ON SEITZ’S LOW perimeter wall, trying to get her shaking hands to be still.


Derek and Cynthia and Jonah were all missing, lost in the running crowds. She was pretty sure Derek and Cynthia would find their way back to where she was, but she suspected Jonah had seized the opportunity to escape and wouldn’t be back home before dinner.


Alix was almost glad for the moment alone. It gave her a chance to try to wrap her head around what had happened. Behind her, Widener Hall was being gone over by the police and bomb squad, and now Animal Control had shown up as well. Every so often, another clot of rats burped out of Widener’s main doors and made a break for freedom, dashing across sunny lawns for wherever the hell white rats went when they pulled a jailbreak.


2.0’s four-story tagging job continued to drip proudly down Widener Hall’s windows.
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I should tell the cops, Alix thought, but that thought was followed immediately by another.


What are you going to say? That some creeper just left you a four-story love note? That he knows your dad? That you’re involved in this, somehow?


That would go over well.


Her thoughts were interrupted by Derek and Cynthia’s return. “There you are!” Cynthia said breathlessly. “We’ve been looking everywhere!”


“You look terrible,” Derek said. “Are you okay?”


“Why?”


“Have you seen yourself?”


Alix looked down. She was dismayed to find that her blazer’s shoulder and pocket were torn. “I didn’t realize.” She patted her hair. Her French braid was undone as well. She was a total mess. “It had to have happened—”


When you were busy wrestling with your tall, dark stranger.


“I—” She stopped, feeling flustered, teetering on the edge of blurting out what had just happened to her. “I lost Jonah,” she said spontaneously. “We got caught in the crowd, and I lost him. I think he ditched.”


“Again? Seriously?” Derek asked. “That kid should have been expelled last semester.”


Cynthia elbowed him in the ribs.


“Ow. What?” Derek asked.


“We’ll help you look for him,” Cynthia said.


Alix felt guilty for the deception, but now that the lie was out, she couldn’t think of a good way to undo it, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to.


It’s better this way, she told herself as they started patrolling the grounds for signs of her delinquent brother. Once she had events sorted out in her mind, then maybe she’d discuss it with people. But not yet. Everything was still too weird: the vandalism of the school; the stranger—2.0 or whatever his name was—approaching her; the fact that he knew her name. She needed time to think through what she wanted to say—and whom she wanted to say it to.


Dad was always lamenting that his clients didn’t call him for advice before they started opening their mouths in the news. When Alix had been in junior high, she used to sit and watch TV with him and rate CEOs’ and politicians’ announcements in the wake of scandals.


Dad had a scoring system that went from Teflon (trouble would slide right off) to Self-Immolation (lighting yourself on fire for the entertainment of the public). Sometimes he also awarded Just-Add-Gasoline points for those who were really determined to double down on their own stupid.


It had just been silly fun for Alix at the time, a way to spend quality time with her father on something they both found interesting. But now the lessons of those scoring sessions felt uncomfortably relevant. If this was going to turn into news—and it was looking more and more like it would—she had to think everything through. The last thing she needed was to run around blabbing that the merry prankster who had just destroyed Widener Hall had something to do with her and her family.


“Ask your father,” he’d said.


“You’ll like this, Alix.”


“This is for you.”


This had all the hallmarks of a Just-Add-Gasoline moment.


Across the grounds, SWAT guys were marching out of Widener Hall. Alix blinked, startled. “Are they carrying paintball guns?”


Derek started to laugh in disbelief. “I think they’re Super Soakers.”


Whatever they were, they were toys, for sure. Plastic and shiny and primary-school colorful: red and green and yellow and blue, and all of them dripping bright red paint.


Cynthia pulled out her cell phone and started snapping shots. “Check out the color contrast!” She laughed.


The news crew clearly had the same idea. The camerawoman was dashing over to capture the image of the SWAT guys in their black paramilitary uniforms with their oh-so-serious bulletproof vests and riot helmets—and their arms full of cheerful toy guns.


Alix couldn’t stifle her own laughter. She half expected the SWAT guys to suddenly break into a song-and-dance routine. Some kind of plein air musical show with waltzing SWAT guys and candy-colored guns for props.


Maybe this was what 2.0 wanted to show me, she thought as more and more people started snapping pictures. If it was, it was actually kind of… sweet.


He grabbed you, Alix reminded herself. He’s dangerous.


So how come he didn’t hurt you? You bit him hard enough.


It was strange, when she thought about it. She’d hurt him for sure, and he hadn’t done anything in return. Given the way he’d punched Mulroy, she was certain he could have done almost anything he’d wanted to pay her back. But all he’d done was pull her close and whisper in her ear.


Maybe he liked her.


Get a grip, Alix, she thought.


“He’ll turn up,” Derek said.


“What?” Alix turned, confused.


Derek gave her a funny look. “Quit freaking,” he said. “Jonah always turns up.”


“Oh. Right,” Alix said, covering for herself. “Mom’s going to freak, though.”


“That kid would already be feral if it wasn’t for you,” Cynthia said. “Your mom should be grateful.”


Sophie came over, interrupting them. “Are you guys walking home, too?”


“No.” Alix looked at her with surprise. “I’ve got a car.”


“No, you don’t. You’ve got a car behind yellow tape.” Sophie pointed. “The whole parking lot is locked down. They’re sniffing all the cars with dogs.”


“But that’s where they told us to park!” Alix protested.


They hurried over to the lot, and, sure enough, squads of police were going from car to car, running mirrors under all the undercarriages, while German shepherds barked and sniffed and lunged against their leashes.


“How long are they going to be at it?”


“Until they find the people responsible, I guess,” Cynthia said.


“Or all the coke in the school,” Derek suggested.


“Is it even legal to search like that?” Alix wondered.


“Good thing you stopped dealing,” Cynthia cracked.


“Like anyone’s hiding anything in their cars.” Sophie stared up at the blue sky. “It’s too hot to walk.”


Alix watched the search continue from car to car. It looked like the German shepherds had a thing for German automobiles. Every time they came up on an Audi or Mercedes, they went nuts. “This is going to take forever.” She dialed home. Her mom’s and dad’s phones both went to voice mail.


“No answer?” Derek asked knowingly.


Alix made a face. “They’re always hammering on me to pick up immediately when they call. But when I call…”


“I think in the old days they used to call us latchkey children,” Cynthia said. “Now it’s more like voice-mail children.”


Alix considered texting, then blew it off. Let them find out on their own about the school.


“I told you we were walking,” Sophie said smugly. They all shouldered their bags and headed out. Alix glanced back at her MINI longingly.


Cynthia caught the direction of her gaze. “So close, and yet so far.” She laughed.


“I parked right where they told me,” Alix complained again.


“And I’m sure Big Brother appreciates your obedience.”


“You think we’ll have school tomorrow?” Derek asked. He was gazing back at the vandalized science building. The red shape of the 2.0 tag was amazingly clear now that they were standing farther away from it.


“You worried about the Calc test?” Cynthia asked.


“Actually, I was wondering how much rat poop they’re going to have to clean up. That was a hell of a lot of rats.”


“What do you think the ‘2.0’ means?” Cynthia wondered.


Alix shrugged, pretending nonchalance. “Who knows? My dad says it’s just some guy who likes to vandalize things.”


“I don’t know,” Cynthia said doubtfully. “That’s an awful lot of trouble to go to just to paint some windows.”


“And to set up all that equipment,” Derek added. “That guy had to be in there half the night aiming all those water guns and then filling them with paint and then setting up some kind of system to make them shoot like that.”


“And don’t forget the rats,” Cynthia said. “That’s a hell of a lot of work to go to if it doesn’t mean anything.”


“I don’t care what it means,” Sophie said. “I’m just glad to have a free day. I’m not ready for the Calc test.”


“Free days, all around,” Cynthia declared. “At least we can thank 2.0 for that.”


“Says the one person who doesn’t actually need an extra day to prep,” Derek said.


“Don’t blame me for being efficient. Every time I see you ‘studying,’ you’re napping in the back of the library.”


“That was only once, and it was because I stayed up all night trying to beat your curve,” Derek said.


Cynthia smirked. “You sound frustrated.”


“He’s not used to being second math nerd,” Alix said.


“He probably shouldn’t sleep so much, then.”


“It was one time!” Derek protested. “And I wasn’t asleep for more than ten minutes.”


“But you were snoring,” Sophie said. “I’ve got a recording.”


“It was one time.”


“It was kind of sweet,” Cynthia said. “I didn’t know someone could harmonize his own snoring like that.”


Derek gave up. “You know what? I’m just saying it would have been nice to see you flounder for a semester or two before you started kicking my butt.”


Everyone laughed at that. When Cynthia had come to Seitz at the beginning of the year, she’d entered into the college-prep environment with an aplomb that had left Alix writhing with envy. It would have been easy to hate the new girl for her brilliance—except that Cynthia had also turned out to be almost ridiculously considerate. The girl liked helping her fellow students in a way that was rare in Seitz’s übercompetitive-but-pretending-not-to-be environment, and she’d become Alix’s secret study weapon on more than one occasion. But still, most new students did at least have the common decency to flounder for a semester or two before they settled into the Seitz curriculum.


They continued trudging across town, headed for the leafy neighborhoods on the far side of town where property lots got larger and houses stepped farther and farther back from the road.


The sun was hot. Alix could feel herself starting to sweat. They all peeled off their blazers, but it didn’t help much. Derek was dripping by the time he separated for his own home, and everyone else wasn’t in much better shape. Annoyingly, Cynthia was barely sheened.


“See? You’re unnatural,” Derek complained as he departed up the cobblestone drive to his house. “You don’t even sweat.”


Cynthia laughed. “I don’t sweat Calc, that’s for sure.”


“He likes you,” Sophie said when he was gone. “You shouldn’t rub it in so much.”


“He needs it,” Cynthia said. “If he spent half as much time studying as he does talking about studying, he’d be kicking my ass.”


The girls continued to Alix’s house, where she was surprised to find Dad working, talking on his cell.


“—tell Owens that we’ve already been down that road. Widening the test population is a dead end—”


He turned and waved at Alix, and smiled at Cynthia and Sophie, then cupped his hand over the phone. “What are you girls doing home?”


“Long story,” Alix said as she tossed her blazer over the back of a kitchen stool.


She was about to tell him more, but he was already back to his phone conversation and absently waving her off. “That’s what George is trying to tell you! The Kimball-Geier numbers don’t add up.…” He headed back into his office.


“Voice-mail children,” Sophie said. “Leave a message and description of your crisis, and we’ll get back to you as soon as we’re done ruling the universe.”


“He’s probably been on his phone all morning,” Alix said, trying not to feel annoyed and neglected as Dad pushed his office door halfway shut. She caught a glimpse of George Saamsi, her father’s business partner, through the doorway gap. His feet were kicked up on the desk as he typed away on a little Sony laptop. He smiled at Alix and waved.


Alix had known George for most of her life, an extrafamilial uncle who attended birthdays and holidays with steady reliability. George had what he termed a “robust” belly, and his head was almost completely bald, but he made up for the lack of hair with a thick salt-and-pepper beard that made him look a little like Santa Claus. The addition of gold-rimmed spectacles didn’t do much to dispel the illusion.


Alix went over to the office and closed the door the rest of way, then went and got Diet Cokes out of the fridge while Cynthia found glasses and filled them with ice from the icemaker. Alix poured, watching the foam rise and froth. She pressed the cold glass to her cheek.


“So who’s Santa Claus?” Cynthia asked as she took a sip.


Alix and Sophie cracked up. Alix tried to shush her. “It’s just George. He works with my dad.”


“I want to stick a corncob pipe in his mouth,” Cynthia said.


“That’s what I thought, too, the first time I saw him,” Sophie said.


“Sophie had a crush on him when we were in eighth grade,” Alix explained.


“Ew! I did not!” Sophie punched her arm, but she was laughing as she protested.


Cynthia was laughing, too. “He’s, um, furry.” Which sent them into more suppressed fits of laughter.


Alix made frantic shushing sounds. “Let’s go outside,” she said. “I don’t want to bother them.”


She led her friends out back by the pool. They dragged their aching feet out of school uniform–approved shoes and peeled off kneesocks.


“We should have brought swimsuits,” Cynthia commented as she rubbed her calves where the kneesocks had dug in. She was staring longingly at the cool waters of the pool.


“We could go out to the beach this weekend,” Sophie suggested. “It’s hot enough.”


“We could go now if the cops didn’t have our cars impounded,” Alix said.


“They better not mess up the paint on mine—” Sophie broke off as her phone rang. She checked the caller. “Shit. It’s my mom. I bet she finally heard about the school.”


“Voice-mail her,” Alix suggested. “Strike a blow for our generation.”


Sophie grinned, but she answered anyway. Sure enough, as soon as she took the call, Alix could hear Sophie’s mom start haranguing her. Sophie made a face as she hung up.


“Jeez,” she said. “It’s like she thinks this is Sandy Hook all over again.” She frowned thoughtfully at the phone. “I probably shouldn’t have ignored her first three calls.”


Alix and Cynthia cracked up. With a smirk, Sophie headed out, leaving just the two of them. “I’ll bet everyone’s parents are freaking by tonight,” Cynthia observed as she lay back on a lounge chair.


“Yours won’t be?”


“Are you kidding?” she said with her eyes closed. “They’re going to kill me for not coming straight home.” She made a face. “This 2.0 thing is going to make my life miserable. Next thing I know, they’re going to want to ship me to Finland.”


“Are you serious?”


“Best schools in the world, my dad keeps saying. Free, too. And no school shootings.”


“This wasn’t a shooting,” Alix protested. She was surprised to find that she felt oddly defensive about the way Cynthia characterized the morning.


Cynthia glanced over. “So what was it, smart girl?”


“A prank?”


“A prank that destroyed the science building.”


“It didn’t blow it up.”


“No.” Cynthia turned serious. “But I’d say it was a little more than a prank.”


Alix was about to answer, but she was interrupted by her father’s voice rising from his office. He didn’t normally sound angry, but now his voice rose and fell in sharp bursts.


“Wow,” Cynthia said. “He sounds ticked off.”


“Work,” Alix said. “I guess it’s intense.”


“I don’t think I’ve ever talked to him,” Cynthia said.


“I’ll introduce you—” Her father’s rising voice interrupted, and Alix grimaced. “Some other time.”


“Yeah.” Cynthia made a face. “Definitely.”


Alix felt a little embarrassed. She’d had Cynthia over to the house only a few times since they’d become friends, and here Dad was, going berserk.


“He’s not normally like this.”


“Don’t worry about it. You should see my dad when work’s going badly for him. He mopes around the house and snaps at everyone, and then we all have to act like he’s still the little emperor that he was back when he was a kid in Shanghai. That’s the problem with only kids from China. They’ve got all these relatives, and there’s only one kid for them to focus on. Makes them totally spoiled.”


“But you’re an only child,” Alix pointed out.


Cynthia made a face of mock horror. “But I’m a girl! I could never be a little emperor.”


Once again, Alix’s father’s voice interrupted them. Alix sighed. Cynthia rolled her eyes. “Seriously. Don’t worry about it.”


Alix was reminded again of why she liked Cynthia. Most of the other girls at school would have listened to her father and then turned it into some kind of gossip, but Cynthia wasn’t interested in those games at all.


Alix’s mother called Cynthia “wonderfully mature,” which sounded suspiciously like “good role model” to Alix. She would have never invited Cynthia over again just for that, except Cynthia had heard the same note of approval in Mom’s voice and turned it into a joke. Then she invited Alix out for a “Wonderfully Mature” evening of getting drunk in a bar with a couple of fake IDs that she’d scammed off someone.


Alix’s father’s voice got louder, then launched into a tirade that was impossible to ignore.


Cynthia glanced again toward the office window. “What’s he do, anyway?”


“He’s a product consultant.”


Cynthia looked confused. Alix explained. “It’s sort of a fancy name for a PR flack. Public relations. Press releases. That kind of thing.”


“Oh. Sure,” Cynthia said. “Like for Coke or something?”


“For lots of companies. He’s not allowed to say who.”


“Is that, like, company policy?”


“Well,” Alix said with a laugh, “since it’s his company, it’s his policy. He started out working for Hill and Knowlton, but now he’s got his own company. Banks Strategy Partners. BSP.” Alix couldn’t help but feel a little proud of him. “When he started, it was just him and George. Now they’ve got offices in New York and DC, and he’s got more than a hundred people working for him.”


“Yeah. I guessed it was pretty successful,” Cynthia said, eyeing Alix’s house and pool and the grounds beyond.


Alix flushed, suddenly embarrassed at the mention of money.


“Well,” she said, “he works hard.”


She shut up, not sure what else she wanted to say or why she suddenly felt embarrassed. It wasn’t like they were the richest people in Haverport. They weren’t rolling in it. It wasn’t like they were some hedge fund family or anything like that. Sure, they weren’t poor—Mom and Dad reminded her and Jonah of that whenever they tried to pull a poor-me-I’m-so-deprived complaint. This was normally followed by a reminder to Alix that although they’d pay for her college, they didn’t believe in people who didn’t build their own lives. Which was really code to say that they weren’t going to let Alix turn into one of those Seitz alums who went off to “find herself” in the Med and wound up drinking absinthe and doing lines of coke on the back of a yacht off the coast of Barcelona.… Alix’s family had money, sure, but it felt a little lame for Cynthia to bring it up.


“I mean, I guess it’s a lot, but he works a ton. I mean, he’s hardly here most of the week.…” She trailed off, trying not to show how uncomfortable she felt.


Cynthia read her loud and clear, and immediately backtracked. “I didn’t say he—” Cynthia broke off. “Sorry. I guess I’m still getting used to this place. Seitz is…”


“Prison?” Alix cracked, trying to change the subject.


“Weird. About money. And status. I don’t know. Before I moved here…” She trailed off. “It was different, that’s all. My dad was the richest person in town. People noticed.” She shrugged. “And you couldn’t really hide it, I guess. Anyway, we just talk about money in my family. It’s a Chinese thing. I didn’t mean to…” She threw up her hands and grinned helplessly. “Never mind. Whatever.”


“Your dad does something in tech, right?”


“Yeah. It’s this dot-com thing. I don’t get most of it. I guess Google uses whatever he does. Some kind of data mining.”


Cynthia was fairly private about what her family life was like. She’d said her mom and dad were real first-generation Chinese, fresh off the boat, and their English wasn’t that good, so it would be pointless and weird for Alix to meet them. But it did make Alix curious.


Alix’s dad’s voice rose again. It was odd to have him in the house in the middle of the day. Normally, he worked in the city, or down in DC and came home on weekends. Everything felt surreal today. Alix could still remember the stranger pulling her close, whispering in her ear.…


“What am I supposed to ask Dad?” Alix muttered.


Cynthia glanced over, surprised. “What did you just say?”


Alix flinched, not realizing she’d spoken out loud. Part of her still wanted to keep what had happened between her and the stranger to herself.


He’d pulled her close and spoken to her. Said the whole prank was for her. And then the smoke had enveloped them, and he’d disappeared.


When she thought about it, it was kind of romantic, in a hot stalker kind of way.


You are one fucked-up bitch, Alix thought.


“What are you talking about?” Cynthia pressed, curious now.


Alix shrugged. “It’s nothing.”


Cynthia was too smart to be fooled. “Riiiight.”


“Okay.” Alix leaned closer and lowered her voice. “But you can’t tell anyone.”


“I won’t.”


“Swear it.”


Cynthia looked exasperated. “I pinkie-swear it. Come on, Alix. Give.”


“I still don’t…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m still not sure what I should do. I want to think about it, still.”


“About…?” Cynthia was clearly dying for the details.


“You remember the guy who slugged Mr. Mulroy yesterday?”


“Yeah.”


Alix took a breath. “He talked to me.”


Cynthia gave a funny squeak of shock. “Talked to you? When? How?”


“Right when he splattered Widener Hall. He was in the crowd with us.”


“You’ve got to be kidding. I would have seen him.”


“He wasn’t dressed like before. He looked more like a cop. He was right behind me. He was whispering in my ear. He had me by the shoulders and he was whispering in my ear.”


“He touched you?”


“What?” Alix laughed nervously. “No! Not like that. He was just holding my shoulders.” Holding them so hard that I can still feel his fingers. “It wasn’t creepy,” Alix said, not sure whom she was trying to convince.


“You weren’t scared?”


“No.”


“You can’t be serious.”


But it was true. In the moment, she really hadn’t been scared. She’d been mad at the guy for screwing with her head. But when he walked away, she’d followed him. If she’d been afraid, she definitely wouldn’t have done that.


So why weren’t you afraid?


Looking at it from the outside, of course it was scary. Some stranger coming up and grabbing her. The way he’d materialized behind her and then come in so close. His breath warm as he spoke in her ear.


Confident.


In control.


Watch this. This is for you.


Telling her to watch, to see what he had in store. He’d been closer to her than anyone except Toby Welles when she’d had him up in her room and her mother had left for another Pilates class.


Except this guy had been a total stranger.


So why hadn’t she tried to get away? Or push him off? Why hadn’t she done any of the things she’d learned in the self-defense classes that Dad had made her take in eighth grade? Even later, when they’d fought in the smoke, she realized she could have fought harder. She could have screamed for help.


But she hadn’t.


“He wasn’t creeping on me,” Alix said slowly. “It wasn’t like when Alan tries to get a peek up your skirt, or gives you the eye at lunch. It didn’t feel like he was creeping on me. He was just talking.”


And looking at me. And holding me.


Alix was suddenly afraid that she was blushing and that Cynthia might read her thoughts.


“He knew my name,” Alix said.


“What?” Cynthia looked even more horrified. “How would he know that?”


“I don’t know.”


Cynthia threw up her hands in exasperation. “I’m sorry, girl. That’s some weird shit. You’re deep in stalker territory.”


“I know, I know.” Alix shook her head. “But the weird thing was that he wasn’t acting stalker-y. He just told me to watch the prank.” She deliberately left out the part where she’d chased after him and he’d grabbed her and she’d bitten him. That just complicated the whole story.


“He told you to watch it? You mean, while he felt you up?”


“I told you, it wasn’t like that!”


“If a stranger knew my name and grabbed me, I’d have crippled him. Why haven’t you called the cops?”


“He said it was for me.”


“What?”


“The thing with the paint and rats and everything… he said it was for me. Right before it happened.”


“For you, how? Like a big snuggly stalker present?”


“I don’t know. I asked him what he meant, and he told me to ask my dad.”


“Your dad? Ew. Now your guy sounds incest-y, too. Seriously, girl. Call the cops. They don’t have any leads on this guy. You could probably help.”


“Yeah. I know. I should.” Alix swirled the ice in her drink, avoiding looking over at Cynthia.


Cynthia sighed. “But you’re not going to, are you?”
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