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    In memory of Jill Carnegie


    Thank you for the countless late night pep talks,

    school pickups and delicious dinners.


    This book is just as much yours as it is mine.


    Rest in Peace, Mummy no. 2
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    1 ~ The Beginning


    Silverlake was a total suckfest of a town.


    Everyone knew everyone there, so spending every day seeing the same people and talking about the same things was painful, especially when the most common phrase was “I could’ve been something once”.


    I swear if you googled the definition of a soul-sucking small town, you’d find Silverlake smack bang in the middle of a blog about multi-coloured gnomes and a depressing song by John Mellencamp.


    I mean, sure, Silverlake wouldn’t be so bad if you liked Friday night bingo, annual town festivals, and being called anything but your actual name, but that just wasn’t me.


    My name isn’t Nicky, or blossom, or darling as everyone insisted on calling me.


    It’s Nicole.


    Just Nicole, or Nic for my friends and family.


    My goal in life is to live it up in Los Angeles and kick major butt as a crime journalist. But none of that was going to be possible in Silverlake, especially since I was still stuck in high school.


    I walked to school as I did every morning, through Merchant’s Alley, bordered by the same, boring family-built businesses and the same shoppers, out buying the same things, wearing the same clothes. With my brain on autopilot, strolling idly along to the sound of my own footsteps, I nearly missed the custard yellow posters plastered on every surface.


    “Hey, loser!” Libby waved the crumpled yellow paper in my face. “Have you seen this absolute pile of gold?”


    How could I have forgotten that the new mall was opening in Bellvale soon, another hell-hole forty-five minutes from here? The poster said it was going to be the biggest thing our towns have ever seen, and they were probably right.


    “Well it’s official.” I gave her a quick hug, rolling my eyes at her strong vice-like grip. “Today’s going to suck hardcore.”


    I wished my parents hadn’t chosen today to stay home for another discussion about our “financial situation”, whatever that meant. I never wanted to skip school as much as I did in that moment.


    “Why so bitchy?” she said, pulling her phone from her side pocket. “You know that everyone’s going to forget that second rate tourist trap the moment someone from our soccer team figures out they’re a fabulous ten on the gay scale … And let’s be honest, that’s pretty much guaranteed in this town.”


    “Tell me why you’re my best friend, again?”


    “Because you love that I can read you perfectly and that I can beat anyone in a diva-off.”


    That was Libby, all right. People would probably like her more if she wasn’t borderline offensive and unapologetic most of the time. Of course, I appreciated the inappropriate jokes and snarky comments that come with being friends with Libby Michaels.


    She kept tapping on her phone’s keyboard, no doubt checking Facebook for the millionth time that morning.


    “We’re going to be late.”


    “Calm down, Grandma.” She gave me her signature eye roll and continued the walk towards school, leaving me to trail behind her. “You know, seeing this mall for ourselves might not be such a bad thing.”


    When I didn’t reply, she unfolded the crumpled poster and gave it a quick scan.


    “Maybe we could even try for a five finger discount while we’re at it.”


    A what? She couldn’t actually mean what I thought she meant.


    “My god, I can hear your brain literally freaking out.” Libby laughed even as she went back to her phone and typed at hyper speed.


    “You’re nuts, you know that?” I said, walking ahead of her.


    She caught up with me and looped her arm through mine.


    “I’m not stealing anything,” I added.


    “Just think about it, yeah?” She tightened her grip on my arm and steered us into the front gates of Sterling High. “With your brains and my skill we can have whatever we want.”


    I was so caught up in our conversation, I hadn’t realised we had arrived at school.


    We walked through the main entrance. Although it looked more like a fortress than a school, there was a sort of cold beauty in its stonewashed concrete and the huge, crisp shapes of the letters above the soaring front door. I grabbed a quick look at them as I was carried along on the wave of 300 other chattering students, all checking their phones or checking each other out.


    I hurried past the crowded junior block on my way to my second home, the library.


    “Oh my god, how do you even stand to be in this place all the time? It’s so dull.” Libby had lagged behind me, delayed by talking to almost everyone we passed or dealing with the constant binging coming from her phone.


    “Shut up, you know why I’m here,” I whispered in the almost silent hall. “Stop dissing my turf.”


    I practically lived in the library now that applications for early admissions to Murdoch University would be opening in just a month.


    “Only the brightest people go to Murdoch, and out of all of them only a select few are granted early admission.” I rattled off the same answer I gave every time she made a comment. “I’m going to be one of those select few if it kills me.”


    I was willing to give up my senior year to study journalism from the best in the industry if it meant Los Angeles was in my future.


    “Yes, yes. We all know you’re going to be the Beyoncé of the print world.” She waved me off. “And it looks like your favourite person is here.”


    I didn’t have to look to know who she was talking about. Probably the only thing out of the ordinary in this town was Aiden Campbell. His amber coloured eyes would constantly change from light to dark every time I saw him. His curly dark hair framed his face perfectly and his slightly triangular shaped eyebrows accentuated his cocky smirk. Everything about Aiden made me want to find the most obscure spot I could and hide there until after graduation.


    “Good lord, would you just make out with him already?”


    I narrowed my eyes at Libby. “What are you talking about?”


    “Don’t even try to pretend with me, Sunshine.” She nudged me slightly, grinning.


    I honestly couldn’t tell you why or when she started calling me that. I didn’t exactly have a sunny disposition when it came to Libby.


    “I could feel the sexual tension between you two all the way from home.”


    Aiden was lounging on a small bench beside the library with some tall, bulky kid in his grade. I’d never seen the two of them talk before, but the tall guy had the kind of over-eager look on his otherwise thuggish face that people got when they talked to Aiden. They were always so grateful that someone popular would have time for them at all. Aiden had this weird power about him, making him popular without having to be on a sports team.


    Pathetic. I tried to forget the nagging memory that I had once been desperate for him to like me, too.


    “Don’t you just love how that leather jacket is clinging to all the right places?” Libby wasn’t going to let this go. “Nicden, Nad, Aidcole, Aidcky …”


    “What are you doing, weirdo?”


    “I’m just trying to work out what your couple name would be.” A grin broke across her face. “I’m leaning towards Nicden; it just sounds like the reject cousin to Nicorette.”


    She laughed when she saw the scowl on my face. This kind of thing was the only time I ever disliked Libby. She knew exactly what to say to push me. She knew how much I wanted to pretend Aiden never existed, and yet she kept going. Aiden and I had been friends at primary school, back when popularity didn’t matter and it wasn’t a problem for a boy to be just friends with a girl without rumours being spread around. High school had changed all of that.


    I was ready to bolt, away from Libby’s teasing and away from Aiden. But I must have moved too quickly because he noticed me.


    “Well if it isn’t Nicky Never Been Kissed.” His eyes twinkled at the nickname. “Going to let me finally take care of that?”


    The tall boy, who looked a little bit like Garrett Hedlund now that I’d had a closer look, snickered and high-fived his friend.


    “You disgust me.” I scowled at Aiden, letting my anger radiate toward him. He knew how much I hated being called Nicky, and yet he did it just to get a reaction.


    “Is that so?” Aiden pushed himself up from his slouched position. “Or are you afraid I might just drop you again?” The first week in this hell-hole of a school, we did a trust-building exercise—and Aiden dropped me on my butt, on purpose.


    “Please, the only thing you could catch is an STI,” I sneered. I could still feel the sting of hitting the concrete floor, while everyone laughed.


    “You were heavy.”


    “Oh my god, I was not.” My face flushed in a weird mixture of anger and embarrassment. “You just couldn’t deal with your new friends making kissing noises at us.”


    “It’s not my fault that they knew how badly you wanted to kiss me.” His eyes shifted to my lips and his pupils widened until only a thin circle was left of his hazel irises. “Don’t you want to see what you’ve been missing out on?”


    I crossed my arms against myself and scoffed. “Please, I’m sure when I do have my first kiss, it’ll be with someone who doesn’t dress like they just stepped out of a 1950’s gangster film.”


    The comment slipped out of my mouth without checking with my brain first. Instead of the snappy comeback I’d think of seconds later, I had just confirmed to my tormentor that I was, indeed, unkissed.


    Colour burned in my cheeks when I saw his expression change to surprise. He was actually supposed to be my first kiss back at camp but his friends got in the way. Now he knew how much of a loser I really was. I was most likely the only girl in the entire history of the school who’d made it to sixteen without even one tiny peck on the cheek.


    The morning bell saved me from further embarrassment and I quickly sidestepped the boys. I walked into the safety of my beloved library, not even waiting to wave goodbye to Libby as she sped off to her first class.


    Thank god for study periods.


    I slipped into the library’s computer room, waving at my economics partner, Romeo, before sitting at an empty table. He smiled brightly and turned back to Kane and Denis. Together, they were the leaders of Sterling High’s self-proclaimed “cool crowd”.


    I pulled my math textbook from my bag. There was something about trying to figure out the correlation of a statistic that made me forget about everything but the equation.


    I tried not to jump when I spotted Aiden leaning on the door frame to the computer room. We shared the same study period but I never saw him in here.


    “Come to have another go at me, have you?” I sighed, continuing to try to focus on my work. “Was this morning not enough?”


    Silence filled the room but I refused to look his way. After this morning, the last thing I needed was Aiden turning my peaceful hideout into a fight for dominance.


    Aiden cleared his throat, finally breaking the quiet tension. “You know, you really should be careful.”


    “And why would that be, Aiden?”


    I tensed and stopped writing when I felt him move behind me. He placed his hands on either side of the desk, trapping me with his body. Aiden leant down until he was close enough to whisper in my ear.


    “You’ve spent so much time in here that I don’t think you have any fun left in you.” He placed his hand on my shoulder and brushed my hair to the side. “What happened to the girl who was first in line when we went laser tagging for my 10th birthday?”


    My jaw tightened and my stomach clenched painfully. We weren’t kids anymore and none of that made up for how he was acting now.


    Pushing my chair out, I rose from the desk, forcing Aiden to take a step back. I spun around to face him, heat rising up the back of my shirt.


    “I’m exactly the same,” I spat, scrunching my fists tightly until my fingers went numb. “You’re the one who decided you were too cool to hang out with someone like me.”


    “Oh, and it’s my fault you never leave this place to join the living?” he replied, regaining his composure. “Face it, you don’t have a clue about real fun.” He smirked and bowed his head to stare directly into my eyes. “You’re exactly like everyone else in this town.”


    Without another word, he turned around and walked smugly out the door.


    I stood in the middle of the room, my body vibrating with anger. Aiden had some nerve talking to me like that. We may have been close when we were little but he didn’t know me anymore. He knew nothing about why I didn’t go to parties or why I avoided the usual stupid high school stuff. If he wanted to be a walking cliché, then fine. I wasn’t that pathetic.


    He still knew how to push me though. We may not have been friends for a while but he was still able to get me fired up, and not in a good way. He knew mentioning Silverlake would rip at my mind, making me question whether I was really like the rest of the people here.


    Maybe he was right. How was I supposed to sell an action story when I had never experienced anything that pumped me full of adrenaline? How was I supposed to write a story full of heartache when I had never felt it for myself? There was only one answer.


    I couldn’t.


    Los Angeles was never going to happen if I continued to hide away in the library and avoid everyone.


    I watched Aiden walk out of the library and instantly relaxed. Hastily, I shoved my notebook into my shoulder bag just in time for the lunch bell. It was time to do something so completely wild that it would show everyone—especially Aiden—that I wasn’t boring like the others.


    I pulled my mobile phone from my pocket and dialled Libby’s number.


    She answered after two rings. “Hello, Sunshine, finally surfacing from your textbooks?”


    “I can’t believe him, Libs! He thinks just because we used to be friends that he knows me. Well, he doesn’t. Why can’t he just leave me alone and stop making out like he’s better than all of us. You know what? I’m going to teach that douche a lesson …”


    “Whoa, calm your tits. What on earth are you going on about? Is this about Aiden again? I told you I was sorry.” I could hear her unzipping her bag and tossing her books haphazardly inside.


    “Actually, you never did say you were sorry.”


    “Details, details.”


    “Never mind that,” I retorted, determined to follow through with my decision before I had a chance to chicken out. “Is it too late to take you up on that shopping trip? I think it’s time I try something new.”


    “Well it’s about bloody time,” she replied. “Meet me out the front of school after class and we’ll go together. Don’t you dare flake on me.”


    With the click of the line ending our call, I left for my next class with an extra weight in my stomach.

  


  
    2 ~ Five Finger Discount


    I stood in front of the mall and stared up with a mix of apprehension and excitement at the looming building. Bellvale Mall was nothing like the obscenely bright posters had made it out to be. The inside of the mall was teeming with tiny stores and traces of fresh paint mixed with the scent of roasting coffee and fried food.


    Libby stood next to me and put her arm around my shoulder. “Okay, mastermind, now what?” she said, looking to me to come up with the plan, as usual. Honestly, the number of times I had to work out how to pull off her ideas would even shock Einstein.


    I scanned the walkway from one side to the other. We had come in through the second entrance, right into the main food court. Just like in the rest of the mall, this section included several multi-coloured shops, all with ridiculous names.


    Of course Dreamland, the mattress and bed linen store, would be painted a baby blue and covered in three-dimensional clouds. And naturally Magic Mayhem would have a monstrous black and white top hat with a rabbit jumping out of it as their logo. The only place that was actually cool was the arcade, Kapow! Its neon yellow sign looked like it came directly out of an old comic book and the sound of pinball and racing car machines carried throughout the food court.


    Seriously, who named these places? Only a kid would give a store a cheesy name and then make it even more cringe worthy by decorating it with the most obvious and tacky choices imaginable.


    “Okay, so I googled the new centre’s directory in class so I could work out our game plan,” I whispered in the crowded mall, pulling out my diagram from my bag. “We have to make sure that we get in and out within five minutes before they notice us, so I think we need to choose our targets carefully.”


    I didn’t even get the chance to unfold the piece of paper before Libby snatched it from my hands and tore it up.


    “Screw that.” She grabbed my hand and dragged me to a hippie style store with the strong scent of burning incense seeping through the entrance. “This’ll work.”


    God, she really didn’t think anything through. If we were going to do this then we needed to be smart about it.


    “Just stop.” I ripped my hand out of her grasp and guided her away from the store. “You have no idea what kind of security system they have in place, and besides, the sales assistant is on floor duty by the look of it.”


    The thin man with dreadlocks roamed through each aisle, chatting with the few people looking through the racks of tie dyed scarves. We weren’t going to get two steps inside that store without the man jumping on us.


    “Fine, tell me then, Sherlock, which one of these stores do you suggest?” Libby flicked her hair out of her eyes.


    “GroovyGirl is our best option.” I pointed past the long line of shops to the tiny store with a bright purple window display. “It’s pretty small and the sales assistant seems distracted. It’ll be a good place to practise.”


    Libby raised her eyebrow but quickly relented, walking over to the store. “GroovyGirl, huh?” She shook her head and scrunched up her face in disapproval. “I dare you to find a lamer name.”


    GroovyGirl was lined from one end to the other with coloured jewellery. There seemed to be a different shape and colour on every single hanger. Libby walked towards the green jewellery section without any hesitation. Unsure of where to go next, I decided to go for the make-up display in the middle of the store. The rectangular stand perched on the bench held neon coloured eye shadows and different shades of lipstick. I wasn’t really paying much attention to what colours I wanted; I was more focused on discreetly watching the sales assistant. She looked to be in her early twenties and had a wide smile plastered on her face. Currently she was absorbed in a conversation with some unshaven creep who seemed to be flirting with her, if you could even call it that.


    “Darling, I’ve never seen eyes quite like yours,” I heard him say to her in a strong German accent. “I could lose myself in them for days and never return.”


    I sneered at her girlish giggle. This was going to be much easier than I thought. Regardless, my mind seemed to go in one direction and my hands went in the other. I was having doubts for the tenth time that day. Was I really going to do this, all to prove a point? I knew it wasn’t logical but my hands had other ideas. I reached out and lightly brushed my fingers over the lipsticks. My thumb caught on a blood red stick and I quickly laced my fingers around it.


    My heart pounded erratically now that I was clutching the lipstick in my fist. I could feel my stomach doing acrobatic flips while every nerve in my body twitched and buzzed.


    For once, I felt alive. The world had hit the slow motion switch and I was the only one still moving fast. I wasn’t sure if I loved this feeling or if it scared me to death. This was a high, sure, but what happened when—if—I hit the low? What would happen to my perfectly planned life if I got caught?


    I swallowed thickly and pushed the question aside; I’d work it all out later. I needed to stay focused.


    With one last look at the sales assistant, I slipped the lipstick into the front pocket of my bag and walked out of the store.


    * * *


    “How’d you go?” Libby questioned after joining me a few minutes later.


    “I took a lipstick.” I put my hand in my bag, touching the sleek metallic tube. “It’s red, just like a ruby.”


    “Finally showing off your inner devil, are we?” Libby smirked, laughing lightly.


    “How about you then, Winona?”


    “Take a look for yourself.” She threw the bag at me. I accidentally fumbled it and glared half-heartedly at her. Inside the lining were three neon lipsticks and two mosaic patterned necklaces that I could definitely see her wearing with her school uniform.


    Holy cow! How did she manage to get so much in the little time we had?


    “Jealous, are we?” she said when she saw the look on my face. “So, where to next?”


    “I hardly think stealing one lipstick makes me a compulsive thief,” I quipped.


    “Not yet, but we’ll pop your klepto cherry soon enough.”


    I poked her in the side and exhaled loudly. Why did I have a feeling that Libby enjoyed this way more than she should?


    “DIY Corner looks like a good option.” I gestured towards the store that was covered in neon paint splatters, doing my best to ignore the dull ache in my stomach. “You can see this place has cameras, so we need to team up for this one.”


    The second I walked into the store, I felt my hands shake in excitement. DIY Corner was packed with top-of-the-line craft supplies: paintbrushes made with real horsehair, handmade canvases, textured paints and thick lead pencils made in France. They cost the kind of money that would instantly make my parentals go all tense and talk about things like prioritising and budgeting. DIY Corner was the royalty of craft supplies.


    After a quick look for cameras, I looped my arm in Libby’s and directed her over to the scrapbooking station.


    “Here’s the thing, this is the only section secluded enough. You’ll need to come back here before you hide whatever you have, okay?” I whispered.


    She gave me a mock salute and disappeared towards the paint section. I went to follow her when I noticed the elderly sales lady watching us with a small frown, causing the creases on her forehead to deepen. It was pretty easy to tell that she was suspicious of us; we were two teenagers in a store filled with tiny objects that could easily be taken.


    I panicked slightly when her eyes locked with mine. There was no time to think and no chance to leave without seeming suspicious. It took a split second to make my decision and before any more time could pass, I smiled brightly at the woman and made my way over to the counter.


    “Hello, ma’am, do you have a spare minute?” I asked her as innocently as I was capable of in the situation. “I could really use your opinion on something.”


    Her expression seemed to shift into sales assistant mode—authoritative but friendly. “Of course dear. How can I help?”


    I directed her towards the aisle packed with black covered sketching pads and charcoals, but more importantly, furthest from Libby. I softly asked her what charcoal would be best to use in the sketch I was making for my mother’s birthday. A little lie was the only way to keep the lady away from Libby.


    “Your best option is to go with a thicker piece for your first draft,” she said, handing me a heavy black stick of charcoal. “That way shading can be done a lot faster.”


    I thanked her with a smile and watched her wave to a man who had just walked through the entrance.


    “I’m just going to see if that gentleman needs a hand with anything. If you need any more help just call out, sweetie.”


    She disappeared around the end of the aisle, and with a long exhale I gently placed the charcoal back where it belonged.


    That was too close for my liking.


    My fingers shook from the adrenaline and I couldn’t calm myself down. Even though she left me alone, I wasn’t going to stick around for her to return. I headed towards the exit before the lady could make her way to the counter. As I left the store, I motioned to Libby that time was up and that I would be in the food court.


    * * *


    “What happened to you? I turned around and you were gone. Did you chicken out?” Libby said. We took a seat in the middle of the crowded food court.


    “The sales lady saw us. I kept her busy while you enjoyed yourself. You’re welcome by the way.” I sighed and tried to relax my shoulders. They were still tense from the encounter and I didn’t want to end up with a sore back.


    Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do to stop the tremors that crawled under my skin and found their way to my hands. I looked like a smoker going through some crazy withdrawals. I really hoped no one was paying us any attention.


    “So tell me, how did you do this time?” I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible under the circumstances.


    With a wide smile, Libby placed her bag on the table. She didn’t pull anything out. Instead she lightly stroked the bag with a mischievous grin on her face.


    “Well, I got a lovely paintbrush set and seven different coloured paints,” she said smugly. “Oh, I also got you a set.”


    “You got me something?” I stared at Libby with a bright smile. Just when you thought she was being predictable, she’d do something that would completely surprise you.


    “Don’t act so shocked. I figured you were preoccupied so I thought I’d pick up the slack.” She shrugged. “Besides, what are friends for?”


    “Aw, corny, but incredibly sweet. Thank you!”


    “Shut up,” she replied, shaking her hands out. “I’m hungry.”


    Libby stood up and walked leisurely over to the Chinese eatery to place her order. She didn’t say anything; she just stood there with a blank, almost bored expression on her face. There wasn’t even a slight quiver in her at all.


    I joined her to buy my own lunch before returning to our table. The whole adventure had lasted about an hour, but it felt like we’d been at the mall for days. Now the adrenaline rush was starting to fade, I didn’t feel like I’d changed at all. I was still the same old Nic; I hadn’t turned into a hardened criminal—not as far as I could tell.


    Maybe nothing was supposed to change. I slowly chewed on my food as I contemplated what had happened. What we did felt like a mixture of fun and something I had never felt before—danger.


    “So what’s the verdict?” Libby asked through a mouthful of fried rice. I cringed at her and waited until she had swallowed.


    “It was fun, but only a one time deal,” I said. “I’ve proved my point and that’s all I wanted.”


    After I’d finished eating, I picked up my plastic plate and dropped it haphazardly in the rubbish. I had already called my mother to ask her to pick us up after we ate, so we headed out the front entrance to wait for our ride home.


    “Hello, girls,” Mum said when she pulled up twenty minutes later.


    “Hey, Susan,” Libby called out as she climbed into the back seat. There was no need for formalities since Libby was practically family. Actually, I figured my parents should’ve just adopted her considering she spent so much time at our house anyway. Libby’s parents wanted to move her to a new school after they brought a massive property in Bellvale, but there was no way we were going to do that. Moving Libby into our spare room was the only way we could graduate together. She cried every night for the first week until the homesickness faded and our home became hers.


    “Did you girls have fun?”


    I looked at Libby through the side mirror and saw her wink at me. “Yeah, it was definitely an interesting trip.” I smiled to myself as she and my mother started talking about the latest celebrity divorce.


    I had no regrets over what happened, but I was done. I had gotten what I wanted from the adventure. Aiden was wrong about me and that’s what really mattered. Now, all I wanted to do was focus on what was most important: sending my application to Murdoch and getting the hell out of this town.

  


  
    3 ~ The Master Thief and the Mastermind


    Exactly two days, six hours and twenty-five minutes had passed since Libby and I went on our adventure, not that I was counting or anything. We hadn’t talked about it since we arrived home that afternoon. However, I could tell Libby was itching to bring it up. Over the past two days she would flash her new make-up at me and wink whenever she could. When I saw her toying with her mosaic necklace in the hall between classes, and saying to one of the girls from her drama class “You’ll never guess where I got it!”, I finally snapped.


    Muttering something like, “Can I talk to you for a minute?” I grabbed her arm and physically dragged her around the corner.


    “Would you stop that already?!”


    “Geez, someone is moody,” she retorted. “What’s up your arse?”


    “You keep flaunting that stuff!” I hissed. “It’s stolen property! You really want everyone to find out we committed a crime?”


    “You’re just a spoilsport.” She crossed her arms and lifted her eyebrow. “If we were going to get caught, we would have by now. So take a chill pill.”


    She had a point. I didn’t expect the police would launch some big investigation over a couple of stolen necklaces and some make-up. But it still made me grind my teeth that she was being so careless about keeping our secret.


    “Okay, but just cool it a bit, will you?”


    Libby rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue. The bell rang and she quickly hugged me and told me she would meet me after class to go back to mine. It had become a tradition of ours to have a movie session every Friday night.


    She disappeared in the crowd of people as they went to their classes. I made my way over to my English class and sat down in my assigned seat, trying my best to ignore Aiden’s smug glances from across the room. As the teacher began discussing what Shakespeare’s message was in Macbeth, I thought about just how wrong Aiden was about me. I might not have been kissed yet, but you couldn’t say I’d gone through my whole life without a thrill.


    * * *


    Half an hour through watching Paranormal Activity that evening, Libby turned to me. “Don’t make any plans for tomorrow, Sunshine. We’re going burning.”


    I tore my eyes from the screen and scrunched my face in confusion. “What?”


    “You know, stealing,” she said, as if it was the most obvious thing on the planet. “I know you said it was a one-time deal …”


    “It was a one-time deal,” I confirmed. “Wait, why are you calling it burning?”


    She picked herself up from the floor and reached for her drink. “Well, we’re going to need a code word. We can’t just say we’re going stealing every time, can we, genius? In case a teacher hears or something.”


    I gave her an incredulous look. Every time? This wasn’t going to become a habit. Sometimes I really had no idea what went on in her head, but I knew better than to argue with her.


    “I guess that makes sense, but why burning?”


    Libby placed her drink back on the table and leant against her pillow, settling back into her makeshift bed.


    “Because it’s badass, obviously.” She stretched her feet out and snuggled back under the covers. “People will think we’re up to something real kinky.”


    “You’re disgusting.”


    “I’m just better adapted to the criminal life than you are.”


    That’s what we were now, wasn’t it? Criminals. I sighed and settled back down to watch the film, but Libby wasn’t finished trying to persuade me.


    “We could try something different, you know.” When I didn’t reply, she turned her head away from the screen and looked at me. “I know you didn’t really enjoy it as much as you thought you would.” She shrugged. “Maybe it just wasn’t much of a challenge for you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    She grabbed a fistful of popcorn and pushed the bowl towards me. I took a handful and started chewing one piece at a time. Anything to distract myself from really giving what Libby had to say a proper thought.


    “You’re a thinker, Nic. You need something that’s going to be a little more difficult,” she said through a mouthful of popcorn. “I’m not saying that you are bad at the actual theft part, but you’re more of the mastermind.”


    “Mastermind?” I frowned. This was the second time Libby had used that term. I wasn’t sure where she was going with it because, honestly, I never knew where Libby’s mind would go.


    “Yeah, bloody genius isn’t it?” Her eyes lit up and a grin broke across her face. “I figured since we’re the freaking wonder twins, we needed nicknames. Your mutant brain makes you the mastermind and I’m the master thief.”


    I laughed so hard that I felt a cramp forming under my ribcage. I didn’t mind it though, at least not always. Sometimes it would be nice if she could be serious, but I guess after panicking during the last few days that someone would find out what we did, it was nice to be able to laugh again.


    “You’re such a dork.”


    “Says the one who practically hibernates in the library.” She threw a piece of popcorn at me and laughed.


    I nibbled on a half-popped kernel as I contemplated what Libby had said. Sure, it was tempting; I wasn’t going to lie about that. There was something addictive about taking whatever you wanted, and Libby was right: my inner nerd enjoyed the mental challenge. However, this was only supposed to be a one-time thing. Aiden’s sly words kept coming back to mind. Maybe the first adventure was to prove him wrong, but this time I needed to do something to prove myself wrong. I needed to know that I was capable of whatever I put my mind to. I needed to feel that spark. Quite simply, I wanted to be bad again.


    “So, what do you have in mind?” I sighed.


    Libby smiled smugly and tapped the stack of DVDs near her foot. “When was the last time your parents gave you any money for DVDs? Don’t you think it’s time we updated your collection?”
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