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PROLOGUE


Present Day


The answers to every burning question Autumn had ever had about her history might be sitting in one of the four file cabinets across the room.


She leaned forward in her chair, craning her neck until she could see her social worker, Chantelle. The older woman was standing on the other side of the hall just outside her office. Her back faced the partially open door as she spoke to the coworker who’d interrupted her meeting with Autumn to have a stack of—apparently urgent—forms signed.


Autumn had come there begging for information and clarification from one of the only people who could give it to her, but it’d quickly become clear that Chantelle was only going to continue to stonewall. The same way everyone had, all her life. If Autumn wanted answers, she was going to have to steal them.


It’s now or it’s never.


With a deep inhale, Autumn pushed herself off the chair, rounded the desk, and slipped quickly past the door, cringing as she waited to hear her name called in a warning tone. But the only sounds were the continued noise of a busy office and the murmurings of Chantelle and the man she was conversing with as she signed his forms.


Autumn blew out a slow breath as she put her hand on the nearest file cabinet and pulled the handle of the top drawer. Her heart pounded as she prepared for a squeak, but it glided open noiselessly. Thank the heavens. Autumn’s gaze flew over the labeled tabs, attempting to quickly ascertain Chantelle’s filing system.


Years. She has them organized by year. These are the most recent.


Chantelle’s laugh rang out, and Autumn jerked, her breath hitching. Just another minute. I’m so close.


She was all in now. She couldn’t fathom leaving this office with nothing.


Nothing about her childhood.


Nothing about her moonlight boy.


No. The thought of him bolstered her courage, and she took a step to the right, making a guess about where her own file might be. She’d entered the system twenty-three years before as a newborn baby. It had to be in one of the two farthest cabinets.


Autumn squatted down and pulled the bottom drawer of the third cabinet open, but this time, a squeak emerged from the older hardware. She froze, her heart pounding so hard she felt mildly dizzy. She caught a few words from the man speaking to Chantelle that sounded like “…court-ordered hearing, and…” It was only a snippet but enough to tell her they were still talking business and were otherwise occupied. For now. She pulled the drawer open a little more, just enough to see the dates.


Not this one. But very close. Hurry!


Autumn sprang to her feet, pulling open the top drawer on the final cabinet. The blood whooshing in her head slightly muffled the surrounding sounds, but she didn’t think even the smallest squeak emerged.


“Hey, thanks for taking the time…” the man outside was saying. They’re wrapping it up. Oh God.


Again, her gaze flew over the tabs separating the file folders within. Yes! There. The year she was born. Autumn’s shaking hands went to the dated section, riffling through the files, eyes landing on what she’d been looking for.


Mercy Hospital for Children.


“Good luck today,” Chantelle called. Her voice was closer. And Autumn heard her approaching footsteps as she shuffled through the paperwork.


My name. There’s my name.


She pulled her file out, several more coming with it. She didn’t have time to put the others back, instead sticking the short stack under the front of her shirt and then wrapping her large, bulky sweater around herself. She hit the open drawer with her shoulder, and it slid back into place just as Autumn took a giant step away from the cabinets and Chantelle reentered the office.


“Sorry to keep you—” Chantelle stopped, words halting as her brows raised, obviously surprised to see Autumn standing instead of seated like she’d been.


Autumn struggled not to visibly swallow, tried desperately not to appear as though she’d just done something unscrupulous. And illegal.


“Are you leaving?” her social worker asked. Her gaze moved to the purse on the floor next to the chair where Autumn had sat begging Chantelle for information she wouldn’t give. She obviously knew something was off.


Autumn needed to go before the older woman worked it out and demanded that she turn over what she’d stolen. She moved quickly, grabbing her purse and heading toward the door. “Yes. I just remembered I’m late for another appointment. Thank you for your time, Chantelle.”


Chantelle stepped in front of Autumn, taking her by her upper arms and causing Autumn’s heart to jolt. Oh God. Don’t make me fight for these files. I will.


But Chantelle sighed, her face melting into what looked like empathy. “Listen, Autumn, I know it’s hard to accept that you lost fourteen years of your life.”


Autumn stayed still, afraid to move lest the sound of rustling papers come from beneath her clothing, but she was relieved to see that Chantelle wasn’t a total bureaucrat. She still possessed some humanity.


“I’m sorry you suffered. I truly am. But you still have your whole life ahead of you. Take it and make it count.”


Autumn nodded. She intended to do just that. She pulled away from Chantelle, the unmistakable sound of the files shifting under her sweater causing Chantelle’s eyes to widen. Autumn dipped away from her and raced out of the room.


“Autumn!”


She heard Chantelle’s voice from behind her and picked up her pace, rounding a corner and then another, practically flying down the stairs and then running for the main door.


She ran as if her life depended on it, her painful past and her bewildering connection to her moonlight boy clutched firmly to her chest.









CHAPTER ONE


NineYears Ago—Mercy Hospital for Children


The dream was always the same.


She was running through the woods as quickly as her frail body was able, something—no someone—fast on her trail. The moon was high and full, a glowing orb in the sky above the trees, casting the dense forest in fluctuating streaks of pearly light. Her breath came heavy, lungs aching, heart hammering. Whoever had given chase meant her terrible harm. She could smell his intention, enveloping her far before his arms were able.


Hide. Her head whipped back and forth, searching for a suitable location but finding nothing. There were only thin tree trunks and a carpet of pine needles.


She tripped then and went sprawling, fear and frustration clashing inside her, an internal gong of soul-crushing defeat, as she rolled to her back, ready to face her attacker. She was certain she’d be no match for the person in pursuit. She’d be no match for a young child if he or she had an ounce of strength, and that unfortunate truth didn’t change in her dreams. But she refused to die unaware. She’d face what was coming. She’d look death in the eye as he overwhelmed her, her spirit the muscle her body lacked.


The blur of a fast-approaching figure. A flash of silvery white. A gasp of breath. Hers.


And then the dream…changed. Always before, she’d hidden, rolling herself into the smallest ball she could inside a fallen tree trunk or behind a large enough rock.


Her pursuer skidded to a stop, and his face came into view. Her heart lurched, staggered breath pluming in the chilly air. Autumn blinked, lifting her head as far as she was able from her reclining position. A breeze blew, the boughs of the trees taking command from the wind and leaning aside in tandem. Moonglow glittered through the created opening and fell over the man…no, boy.


He’s a boy, no older than me. But…


Her gaze danced over him once and then again before she met his eyes. The trees swayed, the shaft of moonlight fading to sterling tinted night. But in that moment, she’d seen him. All of him.


He was a boy, yes, but he was larger than any adolescent or teen she’d ever seen and unusually muscular, his chest bare, a large, jagged scar running from his throat to his navel.


And his hair. His hair was stark white and bone straight, hanging over his ears and in front of his eyes, a striking contrast to his smooth, light brown skin. He gave his head a small jerk, his choppy bangs shifting from his forehead to reveal midnight eyes, dark and fathomless.


And there was something protruding from his hair on his right temple. It looked curiously like a bolt.


What are you?


What are you going to do to me?


Her heart quickened, the forest wavering. This was a dream, of course, brought on by the medication, but it was the most vivid dream she’d ever had. And the only time she’d been caught.


She felt the bite of the cold, the hardness of the earth under her, and the burn of her weakened muscles, crying out from her efforts. She couldn’t explain it, but in this bizarre hallucination where her brain was somehow registering her senses, it only stood to reason she’d feel whatever he did to her as well. Fear quaked inside.


She lifted her chin, drawing her shoulders back.


“Do your worst.” Her voice quivered, but her gaze did not.


His heavy brow lowered as he leaned forward, peering at her more closely. His fists were clenched, but she no longer sensed that violent intention rolling off him the way she had before.


He took a step forward, then another, looming over her now, seeming to want to get a closer look.


He was…something. His hair…it…sparkled. His dark eyes were an endless universe.


“How did my mind come up with you?” she wondered aloud.


His head twitched again, gaze narrowing. Light shifted, tree branches swayed, and still, they stared. She saw now that his eyes were a deep twilight blue, the shade of the sky mere moments before it dimmed to black. Her breath released. She wasn’t scared anymore. It seemed like years that she’d been running from him, hiding, and now that she’d come face-to-face with her nightmare, she was no longer frightened. Funny. His pale brows twitched.


“You’re…magnificent.” The word was whispered. It didn’t seem quite right. Not that he wasn’t magnificent. He was. But he was more than that. “Are you made of nighttime itself?” she asked the boy, eyes like twilight, hair like moonglow, a fanciful collaboration of all that was mysterious and nocturnal.


Something about the thought delighted her. Her mind was a more interesting place than she’d given herself credit for. She’d created him. With the help of narcotics, true, but even so… She let out a slight laugh, and the boy reared back like she’d slapped him with the faint, breathy sound.


Behind her, a scream rang out, high-pitched and filled with terror. The boy looked sharply in that direction, his fists rising as though readying for a fight. His hands were so large, veins protruding in his muscled forearms. He looked back, hesitated, then before she knew what was happening, he scooped her up as though she were a mere feather, deposited her behind a nearby tree, and then dumped an armful of pine needles over her. He leaned in, putting his finger over his full lips. Shh. He even smelled like the night—wind and fire.


He backed away, fading before her. The dream became misty again, the forest blinking, twisting, the boy made of night growing faint. He seemed to hesitate before turning and ducking away out of sight.


He hadn’t attacked her at all.


He’d…saved her.


Autumn let her head fall back to the earth, her lips tipping, eyes shutting as the dream world around her glittered to dust.




She woke with a smile. But her smile faded as her eyes opened, the mint-green hospital walls greeting her just as they did each morning. Autumn sighed as she sat up, stretching her back and trying not to catalogue her aches and pains. What was the point? Everything hurt. Everything always hurt. Gingerly, she swung her legs over the side of the bed to sit up, waiting as the head rush subsided.


“Sleep well, sunshine?”


“Better than usual.” She paused as Genie, the morning shift nurse, wrapped the blood pressure cuff around her arm and pressed a button as the cuff tightened. Autumn focused on breathing as what she knew was a slight tightening to anyone else made her grimace in pain. “I had the dream,” Autumn said, her breath releasing along with the machine-induced grip.


Genie looked from the numbers on the machine to Autumn. “Did you manage to escape again?” she asked.


Autumn shook her head, the smile creeping over her face. “No. I got caught this time.”


Genie’s expression registered confusion before she let out a short laugh, removing the cuff and tossing it aside, apparently satisfied with whatever the number read. “And that was a good thing?”


Autumn nodded. “I was caught by moonlight himself.” She stepped down from the bed, wincing as her hips took her slight weight, the flare of pain soon subsiding so she could move.


“Ah. Well, who doesn’t want to be caught by moonlight himself? He was very handsome I’m assuming?” Genie asked, shooting Autumn a smile.


“Handsome?” Autumn frowned, conjuring the boy’s face. “No, he was much more than handsome. He was…” She still couldn’t think of the right word. “Fascinating,” she settled on, picturing him again. She wished she knew how to draw well. She’d sketch him now while he was still fresh in her mind, before he faded away as all dreams tended to do with time. Even very vivid ones. But she didn’t know how to sketch well. Still, she’d take her journal to class and do the best she could. Those eyes, that hair, that scar… Of course her mind had added a scar. That was almost to be expected. She was surrounded by scars. By sickness. By surgery. It only stood to reason that her unconscious thoughts had hung on to that aspect of her life, even in sleep.


She looked at her arm, where scratch marks stood out. She’d done it before, scratched herself in the night and woken with bloody skin. This time wasn’t so bad.


“Do you need help in the bathroom?” Genie asked. Autumn had almost passed out the day before when she’d leaned over the sink and stood too fast.


“No, but will you stay close by?”


“I’ll be right here, changing your bedding. Autumn—”


Autumn turned, her questioning look turning into a frown when she saw Genie’s suddenly troubled expression. She took a few steps away from the bathroom door she’d been about to enter. “What is it?”


Genie’s shoulders lowered. “Zoey died in her sleep last night.”


Autumn’s stomach plummeted to her feet, and bile burned her throat. She brought her hand to her mouth, giving herself a moment before speaking. “Zoey? No. She was doing so well.”


“We all thought she was too. You know how it goes though. This damn disease…things can deteriorate rapidly.” This damn disease. Genie paused, gazing at Autumn with concern. “They’re going to make the announcement at breakfast, but I thought…I thought you’d like to take a little time…”


To cry alone. The words went unsaid, but she saw them in Genie’s eyes. Zoey. Autumn’s heart constricted, chest aching as a steady buzz took up in her head. She pictured the tiny twelve-year-old girl with dark curls and a heart of pure gold. She’d dreamed of being a ballerina. An impossible wish that could never come true no matter how long she’d lived. She’d done slow pirouettes down the hall just three days before…


Dance, sweet Zoey. You’re well now. There is no sickness where you are.


Autumn had suffered this same clawing grief and uncertainty so many times before—this familiar tipping feeling that made her want to grab on to something solid and the terrifying knowledge that there was nothing there that would hold her steady. It never got easier. It never demolished her any less. She could only ride it out.


“Thank you, Genie.” Autumn did want to cry. Where no one could hear her. Where she could be alone with her grief. Where she could mourn again when she’d already mourned so many times before. Yet each loss cut just as deep, the scars she carried internally far deeper than any that marred her skin.









CHAPTER TWO


The small form was dwarfed by the large hospital bed, machines blinking and beeping softly from behind her. So much equipment for one tiny girl.


Autumn dropped her school bag from the class she’d attended in the south wing and sat down at Mara’s bedside, taking her friend’s skeletal hand in hers. Mara’s eyes blinked open, and she gave Autumn the slip of a smile. “How are you feeling?” Autumn asked.


“About as good as I look.”


Autumn squeezed one eye shut, wrinkling her nose. “That bad, huh?”


Mara laughed, though it was shallow. “Worse.” She adjusted her body, wincing. “There’s not much more they can cut out before I’m all out of the necessary organs,” she said, and though her tone was matter-of-fact, her bottom lip quivered slightly.


Autumn gave her hand a squeeze even as she felt tears burn the backs of her eyes. “If the surgeon removed enough, the Mesmivir will take care of the rest.”


But Mara shook her head. “You’re always optimistic, Autumn. But…it hasn’t so far. And…I don’t know if I want to do this anymore.”


A slice of fear cut through Autumn. “Do what?”


“Live like this. What kind of life is it? Constant suffering? Unending surgeries.” Mara gestured to her body, the wound from her most recent operation covered in gauze. Autumn knew that beneath Mara’s white nightgown, there were numerous scars from previous surgeries, the ones that had attempted to remove tumors so her body could overcome the cancer.


“What’s the alternative, Mara? We have to fight. If we don’t, what is there?”


“Peace.”


Peace.


The yearning that one-syllable word brought produced a physical pang that rose above her myriad other aches. Peace. Others felt that. Others woke in the morning and sprang out of bed with healthy bodies, their minds focused on classes, meetings, or maybe the date they had planned that weekend. Did they stop to consider the peace they possessed? The peace that enabled them to hum distractedly as they listened to music or scrolled through social media? Autumn could only wonder.


What she was certain of was that she’d give anything not to wonder but to know.


“That’s what we fight for,” she told Mara. “No matter the improbability.” And they had to address the improbability that Mara would heal, didn’t they? Because truth mattered too, and if Mara couldn’t count on it from her other sick friends who carried the same burden as she did, regardless of scale, then who could she trust to provide honesty?


Fight, but not blindly.


Yet Autumn didn’t tell her about Zoey. Not today. Not when Mara was still so fragile. She hadn’t been able to attend breakfast in the cafeteria, so she wouldn’t have heard the announcement.


Autumn squeezed Mara’s hand. “You just had surgery, and you’re feeling especially ill. But you’ll be up walking the halls soon, and you’ll get that fighting spirit back.”


“Walking the halls.” Mara sighed. “Great. Really something to look forward to.” But she gave Autumn a faint smile and squeezed her hand back, even if weakly. There it is. That glimmer. That fight. Autumn would be there to help her friend lace up her armor when she was ready.


For a flash, Autumn thought about her dream, and something strange blossomed in her chest. She’d almost call it excitement, but that seemed too strong a word for something only in her imagination.


“You must look at me and worry,” Mara said, taking Autumn’s momentary silence for concern.


“Of course I worry—”


“No, I mean, you must worry that you’ll be me in a few years.”


The door opened, Mara’s nurse bustling in and chirping an overly cheery good morning. Autumn let go of Mara’s hand as the nurse she believed was named Cheryl took Mara’s vitals and asked her questions about how she felt.


You must worry that you’ll be me in a few years. Autumn turned her head, staring unseeing out the window to the wide stretch of emerald-green lawn and paths where a few early morning walkers strolled, arms linked with nurses, children and teens who moved slowly and hunched over as though they were ninety. A wheelchair went by, the occupant’s head hung low, lank flaxen hair covering her face.


You must worry that you’ll be me in a few years.


A buzz of guilt vibrated through her. Of course she did. And perhaps more than others because she was one of the ones who hadn’t yet developed any tumors. That yet loomed large, and rarely did a day go by when she didn’t fear that the next scan would show what was practically inevitable.


Her fate.


She was an ADHM baby, the chemical name a long chain of consonants she’d known once and would recognize on paper but couldn’t spell unless she thought long and hard about it. And she had no interest in doing that. The acronym told the tale, and there wasn’t anyone in the Northern Hemisphere who hadn’t heard of it at this point.


ADHM, a street drug that had hit the market sixteen years before and addicted hundreds of thousands of people, was known by other names too: satellite, blue lightning, blind man’s vision, Lucy in the Sky (and the simpler offshoot, Lucy), among the more popular and well-known. The users of ADHM who had gotten pregnant while taking it had had babies riddled with cancerous tumors, and if they weren’t born with tumors, they developed them soon after. There were a rare few, like her, who remained tumor-free longer, thanks to the medication all ADHM babies were put on at birth. But they were the exceptions. Her body had responded amazingly well, but like all of them, she was a ticking time bomb. Her clock simply held a few more digits. The oldest ADHM baby had lived until sixteen. His name had been Logan, and he’d lived in the room down the hall. He’d loved classical music and read philosophy books. The nurses had called him an old soul, and Autumn had hoped that was true and he’d lived a hundred lifetimes, because this one had been far too short. Logan had died five days after his sixteenth birthday.


Autumn was fourteen and three months.


And her last scan, while tumor-free, had shown a concerning thickening of her stomach walls and swelling of her uterus.


She was scheduled for a full hysterectomy in three months. Most female ADHM babies had them earlier to avoid the tumors that would inevitably grow there, but Autumn had been a late bloomer, her periods had been light and absent of the severe pain often associated with their disease, so the surgeon had put it off, opting to keep a close eye on any changes.


Because many if not most of those who had given birth to ADHM babies were chronic addicts, often living on the street, and diagnosed with one or several mental illnesses, a large swath of the kids were wards of the state and lived in government-run facilities like Mercy Hospital for Children. It served as a home, a hospital, and a school. Most had never met or known their birth mothers.


Autumn stretched her back as the nurse took Mara’s temperature. She felt especially sore this morning. The Mesmivir was their only hope of keeping the tumors under control or, in her lucky case, away entirely for as long as possible, but it also came with a long list of side effects ranging from unpleasant to horrible. It made them sick and achy. It gave them severe rashes and stomach issues, which often necessitated feeding tubes. It brought on migraines and cognitive disorders. But it was the sleep medication, designed and manufactured specifically for their bodies, that gave them vivid dreams so realistic they engaged all their senses.


Autumn had hated those dreams. Until last night. Before, she’d dreaded them because she’d woken disoriented and afraid. But this time, she’d opened her eyes with this sense of wonder and a feeling that the dreams were not at all what they seemed.


Cheryl patted Mara’s hand. “The pain meds should kick in shortly.” She shot Autumn a look. “You have ten minutes, and then this young lady needs to rest.” Then the nurse bustled out of the room, the soft-close door shutting silently behind her.


Mara adjusted herself again, wincing. “You’ll feel better in a few minutes,” Autumn told her.


Mara nodded, but her expression remained pained.


“I had one of the running dreams last night,” Autumn said, the words spilling out quickly, attempting to distract Mara from her obvious discomfort until the medication started working. If it started working. Because they’d been on every drug imaginable since birth, their tolerance was sky-high. Finding the right dose that would ease their pain without putting them in a coma was a challenge the doctors sometimes failed.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mara said.


Mara knew the dream too. They’d all had a version of it. Likely because they were all highly suggestible and had no personal knowledge of regular life. The only things they knew intimately were each other, the hospital and its grounds, and the woods beyond. They seized on the experiences spoken of by others, even dreaming similar dreams. Certain materials were banned at Mercy because they brought on terrible nightmares that felt far too real to ADHM kids—horror movies, ghost stories, even tearjerkers. Once, a girl named Gracie, who was new at Mercy, had told them how she’d found her mother dead in the bathtub, and that night, they’d all dreamed about it in some form. Autumn’s dream had featured a creature with hanging skin emerging from a murky lake.


“No. That’s the thing. It was the same dream, only… different. Better.”


“Better?” Mara’s eyes lit with a small spark of interest. “What do you mean?”


“I got caught.”


Mara blinked, her mouth forming a small O. “And that was…better?”


“Yes. Because of who caught me.”


Mara pulled herself up on her pillow, and though she flinched, the expression was slight, and it smoothed out as she lay back down. “Tell me.”


Autumn described the incredible way he looked.


“He sounds like a monster!”


Autumn laughed, but it faded quickly, her brow wrinkling. “Yes…but no.”


“What did he do?”


“He just stared at me like he didn’t know what to do.”


Mara’s eyes began to droop, her shoulders lowering as her body relaxed into the mattress.


Autumn exhaled a sigh of relief. Sleep, Mara. Heal.


“If that’s all that happens, then we should all stop running in our sleep.” Mara’s eyes fluttered once and then fell shut. “Maybe I’ll dream of the monster too. And if I do, I’ll take your lead,” she murmured, the words floating away as her hand went limp.


Autumn moved a piece of hair off Mara’s cheek. The blanket had slipped aside, and she saw the heavy surgical bandages. She also saw the lumps beneath her gown she knew were tumors. Hopelessness descended. Mara would need a miracle to survive. So it was with less hope that Autumn took her next breath, knowing that it was only a matter of time before she’d have to say goodbye to another friend.


Autumn stood slowly, allowing her body to adjust to the change in position, and then made her way to the door. A nurse guided an old woman toward the elevator. Someone’s grandmother—a few of those visited occasionally. She was weeping. She’d just received bad news. There was no lack of that at Mercy.


Autumn grasped her hands together, her head tilting as she caught sight of something on the side of her thumbnail. She brought it closer, frowning, using the nail of her index finger to remove the dark substance embedded. She stared at it, then rubbed it between her fingers, feeling its gritty texture. Dirt. She’d had dirt under her thumbnail. Dirt that had been deep enough under her nail that she’d missed it when she washed up that morning.


How was that possible when she lived in what could only be described as one of the most sanitized “homes” there was? She lived in a hospital where not even a speck of dirt existed.









CHAPTER THREE


Autumn lay in her bed, staring upward, the large, dropped ceiling morphing into the nighttime sky. She blinked it away, the bright, full moon disappearing, the outline of the fluorescent lights coming into focus. Reality. She sighed. The medication helped, but she was a natural at merging fantasy—dreams—with reality. No wonder she felt as if she’d been sleepwalking through most of her life.


She turned to the side, uncomfortable. She was so skinny that her bones poked at her skin from the inside and hurt. Stop complaining, Autumn. You have it far better than most around here.


True. Not that that said anything great.


Her gaze hung on her journal, still sitting on the window seat where she’d been writing in it earlier. Carefully, she got out of bed, walking to where it lay open. She read over the words she’d written.




Does my birth mother ever miss me, I wonder? Does she think of the day I was born? Was it dewy that October morning? Did she name me Autumn, or did someone else? Maybe it was her favorite season. Perhaps she once jumped in piles of leaves and ate caramel apples. Maybe those happy memories surfaced when she looked into my eyes. Did she first ask to hold me as my cry filled the room? Does she hear that phantom sound sometimes when she comes awake suddenly in the dark of the night? Does she think of me when the leaves change color and fall to the ground? Does the memory smell like firelight and taste like apples? Does she feel a reaching inside? Does she cry? Does she wonder? Or is it only me?





Pain pierced her, emotional more than physical, but it only added to her overall feeling of sickness, and she decided against writing any more. She returned to her bed, climbing in and lying gingerly against the pillows.


She lifted her hand, stretching her fingers, and it wavered in front of her, skeletal. God, she really did feel especially nauseated tonight. She could tolerate most of the side effects, but she hated the nausea. She hated it.


She turned her hand, peering at her thumb, the corner of her nail completely clean now. She was troubled by the dirt. Just a tiny smudge that had come from beneath her fingernail, yet combined with the dream…


What are you thinking, Autumn?


She didn’t know. Only that equal parts fear and excitement sparkled inside her and the feeling was unfamiliar… overwhelming.


What could it mean?


Either the dirt was a mere coincidence but one she couldn’t explain, or she’d actually been out in those woods. Impossible. She looked at the scratches on her arms, the ones she’d assumed she herself had made. The medication made them sleep very deeply, and that, combined with the skin conditions so many of the ADHM kids faced, often resulted in them scratching themselves in the middle of the night. It was one reason their nails were constantly trimmed. But the scratches on her arms—though not deep—looked razor thin. Something that might happen if one fell on a bed of pine needles.


“Stop it,” she muttered to herself. She didn’t want to feel crazy on top of all the other ailments she suffered. Her body belonged to the disease she’d been born with. To the choices her mother had made. It belonged to the doctors who tried to keep her comfortable. It belonged to the medication that had to keep her sick in order to keep her well, the ultimate unfair trade-off. But her mind? Her mind belonged to her. As did her will. Her spirit. Her heart. Those precious treasures were hers, and no person, no drug, no disease could ever, ever touch them or make them less without her permission.


She turned again, gritting her teeth at the discomfort, settling, and staring at the strip of dim light coming from beneath the door to her room. Was it possible that she’d slipped out of bed and into the forest? Had she been sleepwalking and actually gone there? It wasn’t as if the Mercy Hospital for Children was a prison. There was very little security. She could have slipped out, unnoticed. She pictured herself, walking like a zombie out of her room, past the temporarily empty nurses’ station, down the elevator, and out the front door. Perhaps she’d run through the woods from the monster of her imagination, the one who’d turned out to be a dreamy, fascinating boy. Of course, she’d made him up too, dreamed him, even if her body had traveled to the place where she’d picked up a speck of dirt that had lodged beneath her fingernail.


But what if you didn’t?


Her heart gave a sudden gallop, and for the breath of a moment, the thought itself made her feel fully alive instead of half-dead. As always, the heavenly moment was extremely short-lived.


But the thought remained.


How did I dream him up? Autumn had thought initially that he was a culmination of that which she knew from experience and that which she believed about herself. And he was. The nasty-looking scar, long but straight, obviously made by a surgical blade. The bolt, which might represent the idea that she was being held together precariously in some fashion bound to fail, or maybe the feeling that she was part machine. Part thing.


Or even that her body would work far better than it did if her various diseased parts were replaced by metal and steel.


Yes, that all made sense. But what about his hair? His eyes? The curiosity and flash of…hope she’d seen in his gaze? Those things felt foreign. They felt as if they’d come from outside herself.


Which might mean he did too.


Autumn had no earthly idea how to explain that suspicion, yet it persisted all the same.


A small knock sounded on the door, and it was pushed open. The night nurse, Salma, came in with a warm smile and a tray in her hand. Autumn pulled herself to a sitting position, giving Salma a smile in return.


“You didn’t eat much dinner,” Salma said, glancing at Autumn’s chart and setting the tray containing her nightly cocktail of medicine on the bedside table. “The nausea again?”


Autumn placed her hand on her concave stomach. “It’s bad tonight.”


Salma’s eyes filled with sympathy. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” She put her hand on Autumn’s forehead the way a mother would do. A few of the nurses were like that. Others relied solely on equipment and readings to ascertain the patients’ health status. Autumn had been tended to by enough nurses to know that that was what separated the good ones from the wonderful ones. The wonderful ones, like Salma, made you feel as if you were being cared for in the same way they would care for their very own child. And to motherless children like Autumn, it made all the difference. All the difference.


Not only that, but other than their friends who suffered with the same condition, their doctors and nurses were the only ones who touched them. The tenderness of an embrace, the warmth of another hand in theirs, was deeply longed for but mostly nonexistent. Autumn and others who were well enough sometimes took day trips to museums and science centers in New York City and sometimes the movies. Autumn saw the way people looked at them with their oxygen tanks and wheelchairs and various other medical apparatus and shrunk away as if they might catch whatever they had with a mere brush of skin.


Salma sat down on the side of Autumn’s bed, taking her hands. Autumn gripped her. Salma’s hands were warm and soft. She turned Autumn’s arms over and gazed down worriedly at the scratches. “You haven’t suffered from rashes in months. What are you scratching yourself for?”


Autumn shrugged. “How do I know? I did it in my sleep.”


Salma pressed her lips together, her expression showing displeasure. But Autumn didn’t get the feeling Salma was displeased with her. Maybe just the situation. The unfairness of it all. “Do you want me to bandage you up so you won’t accidentally make it worse tonight?”


“No. I think it was just a one-time thing.”


Salma stared at Autumn’s arms for a few moments longer. “There seemed to be a lot of scratching going on last night,” she murmured before giving Autumn’s hands one final squeeze and letting go.


“What do you mean?”


But Salma shook her head. “Oh nothing. Just the full moon I guess.”


The full moon.


“Did you know that more babies are born during full moons?” Salma asked.


“No. Why is that?”


“No scientific reason, but it’s true even so. Not everything can be measured, at least not by us. My mother used to say that the full moon brings on all manner of strange behavior. It influences things.”


“Like dreams?” Now that Autumn thought about it, the dreams of running and the one of him had all come during the full moon. Is that why I made him of moonlight?


“Definitely dreams.” Salma leaned in conspiratorially. “If the moon is powerful enough to move the tides, just imagine what else it can sway.”


Can it bring dreams to life?


Autumn’s lips curved, but she didn’t speak of the boy with Salma. She’d been ruminating on it, and she wanted to clear it from her mind for at least a little while.


“Will you tell me about your mother, Salma?” If I can’t know my own, then let me know yours. Salma was so sweet—Autumn figured only someone good and kind could have raised a woman like Salma. “Did everyone love her?”


A wistful smile crossed Salma’s lips, and she let out a fluttery laugh. “Oh no. She wasn’t like you, sent here to tend to others’ hearts. She’d say it just like it was, whether it hurt your feelings or not.” But despite what sounded a bit like criticism, love was shining from her eyes.


“What’s better?” Autumn wondered. To forever be mindful of harsh words or overly honest opinions or to lay it out there, come what may?


Salma laughed. “Well, it’s best to be just who you were made to be. And my mother, God rest her soul, felt plenty comfortable sitting you straight down, looking you in the eye, and saying, ‘Girl, those pants don’t do a thing for you, and neither does that wreck of a boyfriend.’”


Autumn laughed. “Did she say that to you?”


“That and many other things.” Salma rolled her eyes but then smiled, the wistful one again. “But then she’d hug you so hard you’d know there was always a place for you in her arms. I miss her terribly. I miss that I always knew I could count on her to tell me exactly how she saw things. And then she’d accept it without judgment if I respectfully disagreed.” She smiled again. “Despite her brand of delivery, which wasn’t always appreciated, she was usually right in the end.” She paused. “She was fiercely loyal and passionately dedicated to truth. She always did the right thing, regardless of whether it made others like her and whether or not it was popular…or safe.” A worried frown tilted her mouth. “And she encouraged me to do the same.” Her eyes met Autumn’s, and then she looked away. She appeared troubled, thoughtful for a few moments.


Autumn yawned. Talking to Salma had served to ease her body and her mind. She glanced at the cup of meds. She’d always welcomed the absence of pain the medication provided, but now…now she had questions that would only be answered if she could pull herself from the dark depths of slumber where the medication delivered her. “Salma, do you think…do you think instead of bandaging my arms, I might cut down on the sleep medication?” She didn’t want to stop taking it completely. She suddenly wanted the dreams it brought. She just didn’t want to be practically comatose.


Salma picked up the cup, but at Autumn’s question, she hesitated, the cup halfway between the tray and Autumn. Her eyes tilted downward, and an expression came over her face Autumn didn’t know how to read. “Dr. Heathrow won’t approve of that,” she said almost woodenly. “He’s very, very insistent on the cocktail protocol, and the sleep medication is a part of that. I’ve requested tweaks based on specific cases, but the answer has always been absolutely no.”


Salma’s gaze lifted slowly, meeting Autumn’s, and Autumn stilled. She swore the look in her favorite nurse’s eyes was grief. Then a flash of anger that melted into something that appeared to be resolve before she looked away.


Autumn blinked, wondering if she’d read far more in Salma’s gaze than had actually been there. Or misinterpreted it. “Do you…do you think a different drug protocol might be better for me, Salma?”


Salma hesitated, but then shook her head. “Dr. Heathrow’s an expert, sweetheart. I’m just a nurse.” Just a nurse. Salma apparently didn’t understand how big the word just was in that particular sentence.


Autumn thought of Dr. Heathrow with his cold eyes and distant expression, the way he seemed to look through the Mercy kids rather than at them. The way his lips moved silently as though he was forever calculating things in his mind. Yes, she supposed he was an expert—a genius she’d been told—and one who kept many of them alive far longer than life alone would have allowed, but she was forever thankful that Salma and the other nurses were the dispensers of his drug cocktail rather than him. She’d prefer he stay locked in his lab, far away from her.


“Anyway,” Salma said, handing the paper cup of medication to Autumn. “These are your sleep medications. You definitely wouldn’t want to halve the dose for a week and then halve it again for another week before doing away with them entirely. That would be against protocol.”


Autumn blinked as Salma stood, taking the few steps to the sink against the wall and turning on the faucet. She began humming as she washed her hands.


Autumn looked down at the tablets. There were two of each. Halve the dose. She quickly removed one of each type and shoved them under her bony hip. Then she tipped the cup to her mouth, reaching for the glass of water on her bedside table and swallowing them just as Salma grabbed a paper towel and turned around. Autumn handed her the empty cup.


“Good girl,” Salma said, taking it and tossing it into the trash near the sink. She picked up the second paper cup, this one filled with six pills and capsules, and handed it to Autumn. “And you definitely, definitely don’t want to stop taking the yellow and blue capsules. Those make up the Mesmivir. The other ones are simply medications that expedite its delivery. Alone, they’re harmless.”


Harmless.


Which meant the other ones caused harm. But she already knew that. It was part of the trade-off she’d so recently considered.


Salma handed her that cup and turned away, walking to the sink and washing her hands again. Autumn’s heart gave a jolt. The sleep meds had been one thing. She’d inquired about cutting down on those but…was her nurse giving her instructions on how to wean herself completely off her medication? Why? Why would she do that? The medication was keeping her tumor-free. The medication was keeping her alive.


But it was also keeping her half-dead.


And Salma loved her. Autumn knew she did.


Do it. Live. No matter how long.


You have that ability where others don’t.


Mara flashed in her mind, her friend’s scarred and tumor-riddled body. What would she give to feel healthy, even for one day? A wild thrill moved through Autumn, and it practically made her gasp. That was within her reach. She could have that if she wanted it.


Autumn removed the Mesmivir from the cup, stuffing that under her hip where half the sleep meds had gone and downing the useless, harmless pills that remained, swallowing them with water.


Salma turned back again, taking the cup, and Autumn saw that her hands were shaking. “Good girl,” she repeated, and this time, she sounded slightly breathless.


She’s scared. For herself or for me? Or maybe both. Autumn was scared too. Scared but…strangely elated.


Salma leaned forward and took Autumn’s face in her hands, kissing her forehead. When she leaned back, there were tears shining in her eyes. “My special, beautiful girl,” she said. “Grow strong.” And with that, she picked up the tray, turned, and hurried out of the room.









CHAPTER FOUR


Autumn’s morning nurse was a thin-lipped shrew, ironically named Joy, who had only been at Mercy for a few months. Thankfully, she was rarely on Autumn’s floor, and her type of unpleasant personality was the exception rather than the rule when it came to the staff. Autumn took the offered paper cup of morning meds and feigned a minor coughing fit as she palmed the same ones she’d slipped under her hip the night before. Thankfully, joyless Joy looked away as she fake hacked and didn’t notice the—unpracticed—sleight of hand.


Autumn showered, tossing the pills down the drain, and then once dry, she dressed distractedly, her heart beating more swiftly than usual. She was scared, anxious. What if you’re wrong and the price you pay for this comes quickly? She had a scan in about a month. What if they find a tumor or three or six? Will it be worth it? The way her blood raced and her breath came short—not because she felt ill but because she felt a shiver of life move through her sickly body—offered up the answer: yes.


Yes, yes, yes.


The mere idea of feeling unmedicated and experiencing physical normalcy was suddenly a draw too strong to deny. She’d only considered going off her pharmaceuticals because Salma had all but instructed her how to do so, but now that the promise of strength—no matter how momentary—was shimmering before her, Autumn could not let go. She gazed at her sallow, sunken face in the mirror, feeling slightly surreal. She was certain of her choice, yet it’d happened so quickly, with nothing more than an off-the-cuff question and the unexpected instructions from her favorite nurse.


Maybe that’s the only way it could have happened. If you’d considered it too much, you’d have chickened out.


She was glad she hadn’t chickened out. She turned away from the mirror.


She’d only skipped two doses, but already she felt better, stronger. The nausea had gone completely, and she ate all her breakfast for the first time in months.


Over the next several days, her stomach pains diminished and then disappeared. When she looked in the mirror one night before bed, there was color in her cheeks, and her lips had taken on a subtle rosy hue where before they’d been practically bloodless.


Her muscles ceased aching, and one day as she headed to dinner, she came to a stop right outside the cafeteria, realizing suddenly that the ceaseless ringing in her ears had stopped. She blinked, bringing her fingertips to her ears in wonder and almost laughing out loud. The tinnitus—yet another side effect of the medication—had been ongoing and aggravating, but she’d learned to live with it as if it was just part of existing. As she stood there, the realization that it in fact was not almost brought tears to her eyes. Her head felt clear, the fogginess that had been a constant companion had lifted, and she felt bright and alert. Alive.


Autumn palmed the pills for the next week and then the next, her strength doubling by the day.


Yes, but there will be a price.


She pushed the thought aside. She was willing to pay it, she knew that much. She just didn’t want to consider it too closely and risk her fear taking over. So far, she hadn’t dreamed of her monster. But again, those running dreams—or, more specifically, hiding dreams—had come during the full moon. The more she’d thought about it, the more certain she was. There was a possibility she’d never dream of him again, the possibility that all the medication she’d been taking, not just the sleep aids, and that inexplicable pull of the moon Salma had spoken of had worked in perfect combination somehow to bring on that particular vivid dream. So on the night of the full moon, she’d take a dose of the sleep medication. A singular dose would wear off the next morning. But she wouldn’t take the others. She refused to feel hopelessly ill again when she’d just begun to really live. Even he wasn’t worth giving that up for. She pulled her shoulders back. Will it work? There was only one way to know. There was still a little less than two weeks until the next full moon.


A week to get strong.


She wanted Salma to see her. She wouldn’t tell her what she’d been doing, but she would certainly know. She wanted to share her happiness, brief though it might be, with someone. But Salma hadn’t been to her room since Autumn had started palming the pills. Was she on vacation?


She walked to the nurses’ station where Ian was sitting in front of a computer. He smiled as she approached. “Hey, good lookin’.”


Autumn smiled back, leaning on the desk. “Hey, Ian. I haven’t seen Salma this week or last.”


His smile slipped. “They didn’t tell you? She was let go.”


Autumn’s breath stalled. “What? Why?” No, no, that can’t be right. Salma was the best of the best.


And though Ian looked sad to deliver the news, he merely shrugged. “I don’t know.”


“Is there any way to get in touch with her?”


“Not that I know of, and I doubt they’d give out her personal information anyway.”


Woodenly, Autumn pushed off the counter, muttering a thank you to Ian and walking away. Loss twisted through her, but she steeled her shoulders. She was no stranger to loss. In fact, one might say she was intimate with it. So why did it still hurt so badly? I need you, Salma.


She was let go.


Why?


Did she do something wrong? Did they find out she’d all but spelled out how Autumn might wean off her medication? No…no, it couldn’t be that. If they’d found out, someone would have confronted Autumn about it and made her resume her treatment.


My special, beautiful girl. Grow strong.


Autumn looked over her shoulder, but the hallway behind her was empty. Instead of heading down the hall that led to her room, she made a sharp right, bypassing the elevators and pushing the door to the stairwell open. If she was going to get strong, she needed to exercise. And this was one of the only places where no one could see her. She stared over the railing to the floors below. There were three, with two flights of stairs separating each landing. Six flights. She walked slowly down all six flights, and despite her pace, her heart sped, her chest rising and falling as a light sweat broke out on her forehead. Autumn turned, peering up, inhaling deeply. “Mount Everest,” she muttered.


She glanced behind her at the door that led to the lobby and the elevator bank that would take her back up to her floor. She should use it. She’d just descended six flights of stairs, an impossibility just weeks before. It was enough for one day.


Yet she stood there, staring up at that faraway door.


There had been a maintenance man named Joel who’d worked at the hospital when she was seven or eight. He’d retired years before, but she still remembered him. He’d been nice. He’d whistled while he worked, and if Autumn was feeling well enough, she’d chitchat with him while he fixed this or that. One time, there had been some damage to a whole section of penny tile, and he’d started to replace it when she sat down to watch. She’d remarked on the tiny tiles and the large space and that it looked like it would take him a hundred years to finish it. But he’d only smiled and said, “Well, Miss Autumn, how do you eat an elephant?” She’d laughed and wrinkled her nose, no idea how to answer. But Joel had winked and answered for her. “One bite at a time,” he’d said.


She looked up at that door again, putting her hand on the rail and lifting her foot, beginning the climb.


“How do you climb Mount Everest?” she murmured, setting her foot down. One step at a time.


She climbed those six flights of stairs that day, resting on each landing before gearing up for the next. When she took that final step to the top, she nearly wept with victory. She might even have clapped for herself if she’d had the strength to lift her hands. Instead, she shuffled back to her bed and slept for hours. But not the sleep of the sick and the drugged. The rest of one whose muscles ached with growth and whose spirit soared with accomplishment, even while in peaceful slumber.


Autumn tackled those six flights of stairs every day after classes and lunch were over, when she’d normally be resting or reading or, if she felt strong enough, sitting outside in the sun. She pushed herself mercilessly, ever aware of the possibility that her time was dwindling. Down, then up, until she could walk the stairs in both directions without breaking a sweat.


Next, she began jogging. Only down at first, but then she jogged one flight and walked the rest, then two, then three. Over and over and over.


Her muscles burned, her vision blurred, and still, she powered on. There was something utterly addictive about feeling in control of pushing the boundaries of her body. The medication had set the limits of her capabilities. Now it was her. She was giddy with the feeling.


She began doing her stairwell exercises not only in the afternoons but in the mornings as well.


On the eve of the full moon, Autumn jogged down the stairs, turned, and began jogging straight back up. She doubted herself on the fourth flight but kept going anyway. By the time she leaped onto the top landing, tears were stinging her eyes, and sweat was rolling down her back and dotting her forehead as she panted for breath.


The door from the hallway opened suddenly, making her jump and step backward against the railing.


“Autumn?” It was Genie.


Autumn couldn’t even catch her breath enough to greet her.


Genie stepped forward, her surprised expression transforming into concern. She took her in, clearly seeing her jackhammering pulse, bright red and sweaty face, and her staggering breath. “Autumn. Oh dear, you shouldn’t try walking up the stairs. What are you thinking?” She took her arm. She’d assumed Autumn had just climbed the two flights from the floor below, even if incredibly slowly. The truth was she would have looked just like this weeks before after what was now an easy task. “Take the elevator. None of you are in any condition to climb stairs. Come with me. I’ll help you back to bed.”


Autumn nodded and allowed Genie to lead her back to her room. “Genie,” Autumn asked when she could manage a few words. “Do you know why they let Salma go?”


Genie shot her a glance, pressing her lips together for a moment. Autumn could see that she was considering whether to say something. But Autumn knew Genie enjoyed gossiping, and if she knew something, she’d say so. “Well,” she started, glancing around. “I heard she got caught stealing from the hospital.”


“Stealing?” That didn’t sound like Salma. Autumn didn’t believe it. “Stealing what?”


“I don’t know. Medication maybe. But that’s all I heard. Now, lie down for a while, and don’t let me catch you on those stairs again,” Genie scolded, though there was affection in her voice.


Autumn sat on the window seat in her room, tracing a raindrop down the glass and gazing out at the woods beyond. She pulled out her journal and drew a large, round circle in the middle of a blank page, her lips curving into a smile. Tomorrow night, she’d take the sleep medication they gave her. She had to recreate the circumstances that had caused her to dream of him. Nerves skittered along her spine as she gazed at the moon just coming into sight in a darkening sky, a mere slip away from being full.









CHAPTER FIVE


A moan rose around her as her eyelids slowly opened. Groggy. Hazy. The groan had come from her own lips. She blinked, trying desperately to bring the world into focus. The dream. I’m in the dream. Despite the jolt of excitement, her limbs felt so heavy, and she didn’t want to move. But she heard rustling in the trees around her, and her skin prickled, her heart picking up speed. Run. Hide.


She cried out softly as she pulled herself to her knees, head swimming, world tilting. Oh God, she hated this feeling. She felt sick again as the drugs swirled in her system, weighing her down, making her feel bleary and foggy and weak.


You wanted to be here, didn’t you?


Yes. No. Not like this.


In only a short time, she’d become used to feeling in control of her body, and suddenly she was not. She felt scared and frustrated, completely and utterly out of sorts. And she was sitting in a bed of pine needles in the middle of the woods. I want to be back in my bed.


She had a flash of memory, or what she thought was memory. Movement. The squeak of wheels. Was I in a wheelchair?


She reached behind her back, feeling the lump of her soft-covered journal. She’d put on a tight pair of shorts beneath her nightgown and stuck it in the waistband before bed. If she had been moved by wheelchair, whoever had done the moving hadn’t felt it. It remained where she’d hidden it just before she’d slipped under. She could hardly remember why she’d done it now. To sketch your surroundings. To write things down you might not remember when you wake. Yes, right. It’d seemed a good idea at the time. She squinted, trying to focus her foggy mind, but before she could attempt to dredge up anything else about possibly being dumped out here in these woods, she heard something large coming through the foliage. Something that was making no effort to disguise the noise of its arrival.


The sudden gallop of her heart spurred Autumn to her feet, and then she leaned on the trunk of a tree for a moment as the world stopped spinning and she got her bearings.


This is the part where you run. Where you hide.


She pulled in a breath and turned her head as she searched her surroundings. She was still groggy, and it took her a minute to take stock. A few skinny trees, a small rock. Nothing. Adrenaline pumped through her veins and brought her more clearly into the present. She was still drugged, but she didn’t feel like she’d always felt in this dream before.


This dream that is no dream.


The sound of movement drew closer, a branch snapping, feet hitting the ground.


With a small huff of breath, Autumn sank back to her knees, picking up a nearby stick and using it to dig in the soft, damp earth. Her breath came harshly, sweat breaking out on her skin as she dug as long as she dared before coming to her knees and pulling a pile of leaves and pine needles into her hole.


The thing approaching drew closer, louder. That was no animal.


Was it him?


Who else could it possibly be?


With a quick sweep of her arm to make the ground look as undisturbed as possible, Autumn came to her feet. Her breath sawed in and out of her chest as she waited…waited, until the person appeared through the trees. Tall. Muscular. Moonlight hair.


Both fear and excitement tumbled through her, and with a small squeal born of the intoxicating mix of emotions, Autumn turned and ran, sprinting like she never had before.


There was a moment’s pause, and then she heard him give chase.


She dipped behind a tree and swerved around another, finding her coordination, her legs pumping with her newfound strength, muscles burning, but deliciously this time. Miraculously.


She raced through the forest as she’d done so many times before, the moon full and bright above. Before, she’d only had the energy to hide, barely crawling into a log or behind a tree, curling into the fetal position, and waiting to die.


But she was strong now. She could run! And even after she’d taken a small amount of medication just hours before. She laughed with delight, rounding a rock and doubling back. She plastered her back to the large expanse of stone, waiting for a beat, two, until she could hear that he was almost upon her where she “hid,” and then with a cry of triumph, she sprang out.


Her moonlight boy let out a raspy sound of surprise and skidded, flailing his arms to right himself and coming to a jerky stop. His expression was half shock, half rage, solid white teeth bared, one brow raised, and one brow lowered in a way that was almost comical.


Almost.


They stood mere feet apart, his bare, scarred chest rising and falling in tandem with hers. The bolt in his head was gone, but in its place was a shaved patch of hair, the skin there red and raw. Their gazes locked, and Autumn suddenly felt angry too. All this time, he’d been chasing her to terrify her. Her, in a drugged, half-awake state! How dare he? Wasn’t her life hard enough as it was?


Her gaze narrowed, lip curling. The boy cocked his head, a wary light entering his dark eyes as he watched her. She lunged at him and then away. Startled, he stepped back, a surprised bark of laughter coming from his throat. A low growl that she had to admit sounded less fierce than she’d gone for emanated from her chest. Despite the lack of menace in the sound, his laughter fizzled, and then she lunged for real as he stumbled backward, an expression that was purely incredulous on his face before he turned and ran.


She chased him this time, and she swore she heard his laughter floating back to her on the wind. She was still a little groggy, but she also felt fearless, because why not? What on earth did she really have to lose? Her life? Ha! That would be gone soon enough. She leaped over a rock, skidding on a patch of soggy leaves, grabbing hold of a tree trunk, and coming to a sudden though slippery stop as he turned this time, amusement dancing over his features as he lunged at her and then away as she’d done to him. Indignation exploded within her. He wanted to toy with her? Okay then. She bounced once on the balls of her heavy, sock-clad feet before pushing off the tree, turning and running again. He gave chase, and even though she was pushing her body to its limits, sweat dripping down her forehead and stinging her eyes, her lips curved in a satisfied smile before a puff of breath disturbed it.


She tried to orient herself, worked to remember where she’d started, and led him back that way.


Her lungs were burning, muscles screaming. She was infinitely stronger than she’d been just a month ago, but she was still weak by most standards. And certainly much weaker than the boy hot on her heels. There. She spotted it ahead. The formation of the trees she’d woken to, the ones that had been right in front of her as she’d sat up, rubbing her head groggily, feeling for the journal she’d hidden in the back of her shorts. My journal! She started to reach for it, but she could feel it wasn’t there. No! She didn’t have time to worry about that right now though. Her gaze shot to the ground. Is that the spot? I think so. Yes. He’d sped up, and she felt the warmth of his body directly behind her, heard his exhale, the brush of his fingers…


With her final burst of effort, she leaped over the hole she’d dug and covered, crying out as she hit the ground but twisting around and watching as he stepped right into it, his ankle twisting as he pitched forward. She squealed, falling backward, raising her hands defensively as he fell. He let out a monstrous grunt and caught himself with his arms just before his full weight slammed on top of her.


Okay, so maybe it hadn’t been the most well-thoughtout plan.


Their faces were mere inches apart, exhales mingling as they breathed harshly together, eyes wide and staring. He looked utterly shocked. Time slowed and seemed to stop. His indigo eyes were a hint lighter in the center and almost black around the outside, and from this close vantage point, she could see tiny gold flecks. Fascinating. He shifted minutely, and she became aware of the size and weight of him. Eyes still held, she reached up and plucked a hair from his head.
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