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  eleven years ago




  A couple things made that day stand out more than any other: it was my sixth birthday, and my mother was wielding a knife. Not a tiny steak knife,

  but some kind of massive butcher knife glinting in the light like in a bad horror movie. She definitely wanted to kill me.




  I try to think of the days that led up to that one to see if I missed something about her, but I have no memory of her before then. I have some memories of my childhood, and I can even remember

  my dad, who died when I was five, but not her.




  When I ask my brother, Matt, about her, he always answers with things like, “She’s batshit, Wendy. That’s all you need to know.” He’s seven years older than I am,

  so he remembers things better, but he never wants to talk about it.




  We lived in the Hamptons when I was a kid, and my mother was a lady of leisure. She’d hired a live-in nanny to deal with me, but the night before my birthday the nanny had left for a

  family emergency. My mother was in charge of me, for the first time in her life, and neither of us was happy.




  I didn’t even want the party. I liked gifts, but I didn’t have any friends. The people coming to the party were my mother’s friends and their snobby little kids. She had

  planned some kind of princess tea party I didn’t want, but Matt and our maid spent all morning setting it up anyway.




  By the time the guests arrived, I’d already ripped off my shoes and plucked the bows from my hair. My mother came down in the middle of opening gifts, surveying the scene with her icy blue

  eyes.




  Her blond hair had been smoothed back, and she had on bright red lipstick that only made her appear paler. She still wore my father’s red silk robe, the same way she had since the day he

  died, but she’d added a necklace and black heels, as if that would make the outfit appropriate.




  No one commented on it, but everyone was too busy watching my performance. I complained about every single gift I got. They were all dolls or ponies or some other thing I would never play

  with.




  My mother came into the room, stealthily gliding through the guests to where I sat. I had torn through a box wrapped in pink teddy bears, containing yet another porcelain doll. Instead of

  showing any gratitude, I started yelling about what a stupid present it was.




  Before I could finish, she slapped me sharply across the face.




  “You are not my daughter,” my mother said, her voice cold. My cheek stung from where she had hit me, and I gaped at her.




  The maid quickly redirected the festivities, but the idea percolated in my mother’s mind the rest of the afternoon. I think, when she said it, she meant it the way parents do when their

  child behaves appallingly. But the more she thought, the more it made sense to her.




  After an afternoon of similar tantrums on my part, someone decided it was time to have cake. My mother seemed to be taking forever in the kitchen, and I went to check on her. I don’t even

  know why she was the one getting the cake instead of the maid, who was far more maternal.




  On the island in the kitchen, a massive chocolate cake covered in pink flowers sat in the middle. My mother stood on the other side, holding a gigantic knife she was using to cut the cake to

  serve on tiny saucers. Her hair was coming loose from its bobby pins.




  “Chocolate?” I wrinkled my nose as she tried to set perfect pieces onto the saucers.




  “Yes, Wendy, you like chocolate,” my mother informed me.




  “No, I don’t!” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I hate chocolate! I’m not going to eat it, and you can’t make me!”




  “Wendy!”




  The knife happened to point in my direction, some frosting stuck to the tip, but I wasn’t afraid. If I had been, everything might’ve turned out different. Instead, I wanted to have

  another one of my tantrums.




  “No, no, no! It’s my birthday, and I don’t want chocolate!” I shouted and stomped my foot on the floor as hard as I could.




  “You don’t want chocolate?” My mother looked at me, her blue eyes wide and incredulous.




  A whole new type of crazy glinted in them, and that’s when my fear started to kick in.




  “What kind of child are you, Wendy?” She slowly walked around the island, coming toward me. The knife in her hand looked far more menacing than it had a few seconds ago.




  “You’re certainly not my child. What are you, Wendy?”




  Staring at her, I took several steps back. My mother looked maniacal. Her robe had fallen open, revealing her thin collarbones and the black slip she wore underneath. She took a step forward,

  this time with the knife pointed right at me. I should’ve screamed or run away, but I felt frozen in place.




  “I was pregnant, Wendy! But you’re not the child I gave birth to! Where is my child?” Tears formed in her eyes, and I just shook my head. “You probably killed him,

  didn’t you?”




  She lunged at me, screaming at me to tell her what I had done with her real baby. I darted out of the way just in time, but she backed me into a corner. I pressed up against the kitchen

  cupboards with nowhere to go, but she wasn’t about to give up.




  “Mom!” Matt yelled from the other side of the room.




  Her eyes flickered with recognition, the sound of the son she actually loved. For a moment I thought this might stop her, but it only made her realize she was running out of time, so she raised

  the knife.




  Matt dove at her, but not before the blade tore through my dress and slashed across my stomach. Blood stained my clothes as pain shot through me, and I sobbed hysterically. My mother fought hard

  against Matt, unwilling to let go of the knife.




  “She killed your brother, Matthew!” my mother insisted, looking at him with frantic eyes. “She’s a monster! She has to be stopped!”
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  home




  Drool spilled out across my desk, and I opened my eyes just in time to hear Mr. Meade slam down a textbook. I’d only been at this high school

  a month, but I’d quickly learned that was his favorite way of waking me up from my naps during his history lecture. I always tried to stay awake, but his monotone voice lulled me into

  sleeping submission every time.




  “Miss Everly?” Mr. Meade snapped. “Miss Everly?”




  “Hmm?” I murmured.




  I lifted my head and discreetly wiped away the drool. I glanced around to see if anyone had noticed. Most of the class seemed oblivious, except for Finn Holmes. He’d been here a week, so

  he was the only kid in school newer than me. Whenever I looked at him, he always seemed to be staring at me in a completely unabashed way, as if it were perfectly normal to gawk at me.




  There was something oddly still and quiet about him, and I had yet to hear him speak, even though he was in four of my classes. He wore his hair smoothed back, and his eyes were a matching shade

  of black. His looks were rather striking, but he weirded me out too much for me to find him attractive.




  “Sorry to disturb your sleep.” Mr. Meade cleared his throat so I would look up at him.




  “It’s okay,” I said.




  “Miss Everly, why don’t you go down to the principal’s office?” Mr. Meade suggested, and I groaned. “Since you seem to be making a habit of sleeping in my class,

  maybe he can come up with some ideas to help you stay awake.”




  “I am awake,” I insisted.




  “Miss Everly—now.” Mr. Meade pointed to the door, as if I had forgotten how to leave and needed reminding.




  I fixed my gaze on him, and despite how stern his gray eyes looked, I could tell he’d cave easily. Over and over in my head I kept repeating, I do not need to go the principal’s

  office. You don’t want to send me down there. Let me stay in class. Within seconds his face went lax and his eyes took on a glassy quality.




  “You can stay in class and finish the lecture,” Mr. Meade said groggily. He shook his head, clearing his eyes. “But next time you’re going straight to the office, Miss

  Everly.” He looked confused for a moment, and then launched right back into his history lecture.




  I wasn’t sure what it was that I had just done exactly—I tried not to think about it enough to name it. About a year ago, I’d discovered that if I thought about something and

  looked at somebody hard enough, I could get that person to do what I wanted.




  As awesome as that sounded, I avoided doing it as much as possible. Partially because I felt like I was crazy for really believing I could do it, even though it worked every time. But mostly

  because I didn’t like it. It made me feel dirty and manipulative.




  Mr. Meade went on talking, and I followed along studiously, my guilt making me try harder. I hadn’t wanted to do that to him, but I couldn’t go to the principal’s office. I had

  just been expelled from my last school, forcing my brother and aunt to uproot their lives again so we could move closer to my new school.




  I had honestly tried at the last school, but the Dean’s daughter had been intent on making my life miserable. I’d tolerated her taunts and ridicules as best I could until one day she

  cornered me in the bathroom, calling me every dirty name in the book. Finally, I’d had enough, and I punched her.




  The Dean decided to skip their one-strike rule and immediately expelled me. I know in large part it was because I’d resorted to physical violence against his child, but I’m not sure

  that was it entirely. Where other students were shown leniency, for some reason I never seemed to be.




  When class finally ended, I shoved my books in my book bag and left quickly. I didn’t like hanging around after I did the mind-control trick. Mr. Meade could change his mind and send me to

  the office, so I hurried down to my locker.




  Bright-colored flyers decorated battered lockers, telling everyone to join the debate team, try out for the school play, and not to miss the fall semiformal this Friday. I wondered what a

  “semiformal” consisted of at a public school, not that I’d bothered to ask anyone.




  I got to my locker and started switching out my books. Without even looking, I knew Finn was behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw him getting a drink from the fountain. Almost as soon

  as I looked at him, he lifted his head and gazed at me. Like he could sense me too.




  The guy was just looking at me, nothing more, but it freaked me out somehow. I’d put up with his stares for a week, trying to avoid confrontation, but I couldn’t take it anymore.

  He was the one acting inappropriately, not me. I couldn’t get in trouble for just talking to him, right?




  “Hey,” I said to him, slamming my locker shut. I readjusted the straps on my book bag and walked across the hall to where he stood. “Why are you staring at me?”




  “Because you’re standing in front of me,” Finn replied simply. He looked at me, his eyes framed by dark lashes, without any hint of embarrassment or even denial. It was

  definitely unnerving.




  “You’re always staring at me,” I persisted. “It’s weird. You’re weird.”




  “I wasn’t trying to fit in.”




  “Why do you look at me all the time?” I knew I’d simply rephrased my original question, but he still hadn’t given me a decent answer.




  “Does it bother you?”




  “Answer the question.” I stood up straighter, trying to make my presence more imposing so he wouldn’t realize how much he rattled me.




  “Everyone always looks at you,” Finn said coolly. “You’re very attractive.”




  That sounded like a compliment, but his voice was emotionless when he said it. I couldn’t tell if he was making fun of a vanity I didn’t even have, or if he was simply stating facts.

  Was he flattering me or mocking me? Or maybe something else entirely?




  “Nobody stares at me as much as you do,” I said as evenly as I could.




  “If it bothers you, I’ll try and stop,” Finn offered.




  That was tricky. In order to ask him to stop, I had to admit that he’d gotten to me, and I didn’t want to admit that anything got to me. If I lied and said it was fine, then he would

  just keep on doing it.




  “I didn’t ask you to stop. I asked you why,” I amended.




  “I told you why.”




  “No, you didn’t.” I shook my head. “You just said that everyone looks at me. You never explained why you looked at me.”




  Almost imperceptibly the corner of his mouth moved up, revealing the hint of a smirk. It wasn’t just that I amused him; I sensed he was pleased with me. Like he had challenged me somehow

  and I had passed.




  My stomach did a stupid flip thing I had never felt before, and I swallowed hard, hoping to fight it back.




  “I look at you because I can’t look away,” Finn answered finally.




  I was struck completely mute, trying to think of some kind of clever response, but my mind refused to work. Realizing that my jaw had gone slack and I probably looked like an awestruck

  schoolgirl, I hurried to collect myself.




  “'That’s kind of creepy,” I said at last, but my words came out weak instead of accusatory.




  “I’ll work on being less creepy, then,” Finn promised.




  I had called him out on being creepy, and it didn’t faze him at all. He didn’t stammer an apology or flush with shame. He just kept looking at me evenly. Most likely he was a damn

  sociopath, and for whatever reason, I found that endearing.




  I couldn’t come up with a witty retort, but the bell rang, saving me from the rest of that awkward conversation. Finn just nodded, thus ending our exchange, and turned down the hall to go

  to his next class. Thankfully, it was one of the few he didn’t have with me.




  True to his word, Finn wasn’t creepy the rest of the day. Every time I saw him, he was doing something inoffensive that didn’t involve looking at me. I still got that feeling that he

  watched me when I had my back to him, but it wasn’t anything I could prove.




  When the final bell rang at three o’clock, I tried to be the first one out. My older brother, Matt, picked me up from school, at least until he found a job, and I didn’t want to keep

  him waiting. Besides that, I didn’t want to deal with any more contact with Finn Holmes.




  I quickly made my way to the parking lot at the edge of the school lawn. Scanning for Matt’s Prius, I absently started to chew my thumbnail. I had this weird feeling, almost like a shiver

  running down my back. I turned around, half expecting to see Finn staring at me, but there was nothing.




  I tried to shake it off, but my heart raced faster. This felt like something more sinister than a boy from school. I was still staring off, trying to decide what had me freaked out, when a loud

  honk startled me, making me jump. Matt sat a few cars down, looking at me over the top of his sunglasses.




  “Sorry.” I opened the car door and hopped in, where he looked me over for a moment. “What?”




  “You looked nervous. Did something happen?” Matt asked, and I sighed. He took his whole big brother thing way too seriously.




  “No, nothing happened. School sucks,” I said, brushing him off. “Let’s go home.”




  “Seat belt,” Matt commanded, and I did as I was told.




  Matt had always been quiet and reserved, thinking everything over carefully before making a decision. He was a stark contrast to me in every way, except that we were both relatively short. I was

  small, with a decidedly pretty, feminine face. My brown hair was an untamed mess of curls that I kept up in loose buns.




  He kept his sandy blond hair trim and neat, and his eyes were the same shade of blue as our mother’s. Matt wasn’t overtly muscular, but he was sturdy and athletic from working out a

  lot. He had a sense of duty, like he had to make sure he was strong enough to defend us against anything.




  “How is school going?” Matt asked.




  “Great. Fantastic. Amazing.”




  “Are you even going to graduate this year?” Matt had long since stopped judging my school record. A large part of him didn’t even care if I graduated from high school.




  “Who knows?” I shrugged.




  Everywhere I went, kids never seemed to like me. Even before I said or did anything. I felt like I had something wrong with me and everyone knew it. I tried getting along with the other kids,

  but I’d only take getting pushed for so long before I pushed back. Principals and deans were quick to expel me, probably sensing the same things the kids did.




  I just didn’t belong.




  “Just to warn you, Maggie’s taking it seriously,” Matt said. “She’s set on you graduating this year, from this school.”




  “Delightful.” I sighed. Matt couldn’t care less about my schooling, but my aunt Maggie was a different story. And since she was my legal guardian, her opinion mattered more.

  “What’s her plan?”




  “Maggie’s thinking bedtimes,” Matt informed me with a smirk. As if sending me to bed early would somehow prevent me from getting in a fight.




  “I’m almost eighteen!” I groaned. “What is she thinking?”




  “You’ve got four more months until you’re eighteen,” Matt corrected me sharply, and his hand tightened on the steering wheel. He suffered from serious delusions that I

  was going to run away as soon as I turned eighteen, and nothing I could say would convince him otherwise.




  “Yeah, whatever.” I waved it off. “Did you tell her she’s insane?”




  “I figured she’d hear it enough from you.” Matt grinned at me.




  “So did you find a job?” I asked tentatively, and he shook his head.




  He’d just finished an internship over the summer, working with a great architecture firm. He’d said it didn’t bother him, moving to a town without much call for a promising

  young architect, but I couldn’t help feeling guilty about it.




  “This is a pretty town,” I said, looking out the window.




  We approached our new house, buried on an average suburban street among a slew of maples and elms. It actually seemed like a boring small town, but I’d promised I’d make the best of

  it. I really wanted to. I didn’t think I could handle disappointing Matt anymore.




  “So you’re really gonna try here?” Matt asked, looking over at me. We had pulled up in the driveway next to the butter-colored Victorian that Maggie had bought last month.




  “I already am,” I insisted with a smile. “I’ve been talking to this Finn kid.” Sure, I’d talked to him only once, and I wouldn’t even remotely count him

  as a friend, but I had to tell Matt something.




  “Look at you. Making your very first friend.” Matt shut off the car’s engine and looked at me with veiled amusement.




  “Yeah, well, how many friends do you have?” I countered. He just shook his head and got out of the car, and I quickly followed him. “That’s what I thought.”




  “I’ve had friends before. Gone to parties. Kissed a girl. The whole nine yards,” Matt said as he went through the side door into the house.




  “So you say.” I kicked off my shoes as soon as we walked into the kitchen, which was still in various stages of unpacking. As many times as we’d moved, everyone had gotten

  tired of the whole process, so we tended to live out of boxes. “I’ve only seen one of these alleged girls.”




  “Yeah, ’cause when I brought her home, you set her dress on fire! While she was wearing it!” Matt pulled off his sunglasses and looked at me severely.




  “Oh, come on. That was an accident and you know it.”




  “So you say.” Matt opened the fridge.




  “Anything good in there?” I asked and hopped onto the kitchen island. “I’m famished.”




  “Probably nothing you’d like.” Matt started sifting through the contents of the fridge, but he was right.




  I was a notoriously picky eater. While I had never purposely sought out the life of a vegan, I seemed to hate most things that had either meat in them or man-made synthetics. It was odd and

  incredibly irritating for the people who tried to feed me.




  Maggie appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, flecks of paint stuck in her blond curls. Layers of multicolored paint covered her ratty overalls, proof of all the rooms she had redecorated over

  the years. She had her hands on her hips, so Matt shut the fridge door to give her his full attention.




  “I thought I told you to tell me when you got home,” Maggie said.




  “We’re home?” Matt offered.




  “I can see that.” Maggie rolled her eyes, and then turned her attention to me. “How was school?”




  “Good,” I said. “I’m trying harder.”




  “We’ve heard that before.” Maggie gave me a weary look.




  I hated it when she gave me that look. I hated knowing that I made her feel that way, that I had disappointed her that much. She did so much for me, and the only thing she asked of me was that I

  at least try at school. I had to make it work this time.




  “Well, yeah . . . but . . .” I looked to Matt for help. “I mean, I actually promised Matt this time. And I’m making a friend.”




  “She’s talking to some guy named Finn,” Matt said corroborating my story.




  “Like a guy guy?” Maggie smiled too broadly for my liking.




  The idea of Finn being a romantic prospect hadn’t crossed Matt’s mind before, and he suddenly tensed up, looking at me with a new scrutiny. Fortunately for him, that idea

  hadn’t crossed my mind either.




  “No, nothing like that.” I shook my head. “He’s just a guy, I guess. I don’t know. He seems nice enough.”




  “Nice?” Maggie gushed. “That’s a start! And much better than that anarchist with the tattoo on his face.”




  “We weren’t friends,” I corrected her. “I just stole his motorcycle. While he happened to be on it.”




  Nobody had ever really believed that story, but it was true, and it was how I figured out that I could get people to do things just by thinking it. I had been thinking that I really wanted his

  bike, and then I was looking at him and he was listening to me, even though I hadn’t said anything. Then I was driving his motorcycle.




  “So this really is gonna be a new start for us?” Maggie couldn’t hold back her excitement any longer. Her blue eyes started to well with happy tears. “Wendy, this is just

  so wonderful! We can really make a home here!”




  I wasn’t nearly as excited about it as she was, though I couldn’t help but hope she was right. It would be nice to feel like I was home somewhere.
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  “if you leave”




  Our new house also supplied us with a large vegetable garden, which thrilled Maggie endlessly. Matt and I were much less thrilled. While I loved

  the outdoors, I’d never been a big fan of manual labor.




  Autumn was settling in, and Maggie insisted that we had to clear the garden of its dying vegetation to prepare it for planting in the spring. She used words like “rototiller” and

  “mulch,” and I hoped Matt would deal with them. When it came to work, I usually just handed Matt the necessary tools and kept him company.




  “So when are you hauling out the rototiller?” I asked, watching as Matt tore up dead vines. I’m not sure what they used to be, but they reminded me of grapevines. While Matt

  pulled things up, my job was to hold the wheelbarrow so he could throw them in.




  “We don’t have a rototiller.” He gave me a look as he tossed the dead plants into the wheelbarrow. “You know, you could be helping me with this. You don’t need to

  physically hold that at all times.”




  “I take my job very seriously, so I think it’d be better if I did,” I said, and he rolled his eyes.




  Matt continued grumbling, but I tuned him out. A warm fall breeze blew over us, and I closed my eyes, breathing it in. It smelled wonderfully sweet, like fresh-cut corn and grass and wet leaves.

  A nearby wind chime tinkled lightly, and it made me dread winter coming and taking this all away.




  I’d been lost in the moment, enjoying the perfection, but something snapped me out of it. It was hard to describe exactly what it was, but the hair on the back of my neck stood up. The air

  suddenly felt chillier, and I knew somebody was watching us.




  I looked around, trying to see who it was, and this weird fear ran over me. We had a privacy fence at the back of the yard, and a thick row of hedges blocking our house on either side. I scanned

  them, searching for any signs of crouching figures or spying eyes. I didn’t see anything, but the feeling didn’t go away.




  “If you’re gonna be out here, you should at least wear shoes,” Matt said, pulling me from my thoughts. He stood up, stretching his back, and looked at me.

  “Wendy?”




  “I’m fine,” I answered absently.




  I thought I saw movement around the side of the house, so I went over there. Matt called my name, but I ignored him. When I rounded the house, I stopped short. Finn Holmes stood on the sidewalk,

  but oddly enough, he wasn’t looking at me. He was staring at something down the street, something out of my sight.




  As strange as it sounds, as soon as I saw him, the anxiety I’d felt started to subside. My first thought should’ve been that it was him causing my uneasiness, since he was the one

  who always stared at me in such a creepy fashion. But it wasn’t.




  Whatever I’d felt in the backyard, it wasn’t because of him. When he stared, he made me self-conscious. But this . . . this made my skin crawl.




  After a second, Finn turned to look back at me. His dark eyes rested on me a moment, his face expressionless as always. Then, without saying a word, he turned and walked off in the direction

  he’d been staring.




  “Wendy, what’s going on?” Matt asked, coming up behind me.




  “I thought I saw something.” I shook my head.




  “Yeah?” He looked at me hard, concern etched on his face. “Are you okay?”




  “Yeah. I’m fine.” I forced a smile and turned to the backyard. “Come on. We’ve got a lot of work to do if I’m gonna make it to that dance.”




  “You’re still on that kick?” Matt grimaced.




  Telling Maggie about the dance may have been the worst idea I’ve ever had, and my life is made up almost entirely of bad ideas. I hadn’t wanted to go, but as soon as she’d

  heard about it, she decided it would be the most fantastic thing ever. I’d never gone to a dance before, but she was so excited about it, I let her have this small victory.




  With the dance at seven, she figured she had enough time to finish the coat of paint in the bathroom. Matt had started to voice his complaints, mostly about my interacting with the opposite sex,

  but Maggie shut him down. To keep him from getting in her way, she ordered him to finish the yardwork. He complied only because he knew that there was no stopping Maggie this time.




  Despite Matt’s attempts to slow us down, we finished the garden pretty quickly, and I went inside to get ready. Maggie sat on the bed and watched me as I rummaged through my closet,

  offering suggestions and comments on everything. This included an endless stream of questions about Finn. Matt would grunt or scoff every now and then at my answers, so I knew he was listening

  nearby.




  Once I had decided on a simple blue dress that Maggie insisted looked amazing on me, I let her do my hair. My hair refused to cooperate with anything I tried to do it, and while it wasn’t

  exactly obedient for Maggie, she outwitted it. She left some of it down, so the curls framed my face, and pulled the rest of it back.




  When Matt saw me, he looked really pissed off and a little awed, so I knew that I must look pretty awesome.




  Maggie gave me a ride to the dance, because we both weren’t convinced that Matt would let me out of the car. He kept insisting on a nine o’clock curfew, even though the dance went

  until ten. I thought I’d be back well before that, but Maggie told me to take all the time I wanted.




  My only experience with dances was what I had seen on TV, but reality wasn’t that far off. The theme appeared to be “Crepe Paper in the Gymnasium,” and they had mastered it

  perfectly.




  The school colors were white and navy blue, so white and navy blue streamers covered everything, along with matching balloons. For romantic lighting, they had strung everything with white

  Christmas lights.




  Refreshments covered a table on the side, and the band playing on the makeshift stage under the basketball hoop wasn’t that bad. Their set list appeared to include only songs from the

  films of John Hughes, and I arrived in the middle of a “Weird Science” cover.




  The biggest difference between real life and what films had taught me was that nobody actually danced. A group of girls stood directly in front of the stage swooning over the lead singer, but

  otherwise the floor was mostly empty.




  People sat scattered all over the bleachers, and, attempting to fit in, I sat in the first row. I kicked off my shoes immediately, because for the most part I hate shoes. With nothing else to

  do, I resorted to people-watching. As the night wore on, I found myself feeling increasingly lonely and bored.




  Kids actually started dancing as the gymnasium filled up, and the band moved on to some kind of Tears for Fears medley. I decided that I’d been here long enough, and I was planning my

  escape when Finn pushed through the doors.




  Wearing a slim-fitting black dress shirt and dark jeans, he looked good. He had the sleeves rolled up and an extra button undone on his shirt, and I wondered why I never realized how attractive

  he was before.




  His eyes met mine, and he walked over to me, surprising me with his direct approach. As often as he seemed to be watching me, he’d never initiated contact before. Not even today, when

  he’d walked past my house.




  “I didn’t peg you for the dancing kind,” Finn commented when he reached me.




  “I was thinking the same thing about you,” I said, and he shrugged.




  Finn sat down on the bleachers next to me, and I sat up a bit straighter. He glanced over at me but didn’t say anything. Already he looked annoyed, and he’d just gotten here. An

  awkward silence settled over us, and I hurried to fill it.




  “You arrived awfully late. Couldn’t decide what to wear?” I teased.




  “I had stuff with work,” Finn explained vaguely.




  “Oh? Do you work somewhere near my house?”




  “Something like that.” Finn sighed, clearly eager to change the subject. “Have you been dancing?”




  “Nope,” I said. “Dancing is for suckers.”




  “Is that why you came to a dance?” Finn looked down at my bare feet. “You didn’t wear the right shoes for dancing. You didn’t even wear the right shoes for

  walking.”




  “I don’t like shoes,” I told him defensively. My hem landed above my knees, but I tried to pull it down, as if I could get it to cover my bare-feet embarrassment.




  Finn gave me a look I couldn’t read at all, then went back to staring at the people dancing in front of us. By now the floor was almost entirely covered. Kids still dotted the bleachers,

  but they were mostly the headgear kids and the ones with dandruff.




  “So this is what you’re doing? Watching other people dance?” Finn asked.




  “I guess.” I shrugged.




  Finn leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and I moved so I was sitting up straighter. My dress was strapless, and I rubbed at my bare arms, feeling naked and uncomfortable.




  “You cold?” Finn glanced over at me, and I shook my head. “I think it’s cold in here.”




  “It’s a little chilly,” I admitted. “But nothing I can’t handle.”




  Finn would barely look at me, which was a complete 180 from his constant creepy staring. Somehow, I found this worse. I don’t know why he had even come to the dance if he hated it so much,

  and I was about to ask him that when he turned to look at me.




  “You wanna dance?” he asked flatly.




  “Are you asking me to dance with you?”




  “Yeah.” Finn shrugged.




  “Yeah?” I shrugged sarcastically. “You really know how to sweet-talk a girl.”




  His mouth crept up in a hint of a smile, and that officially won me over. I hated myself for it.




  “Fair enough.” Finn stood up and extended his hand to me. “Would you, Wendy Everly, care to dance with me?”




  “Sure.” I placed my hand in his, trying to ignore how warm his skin felt and the rapid beating of my own heart, and got to my feet.




  Naturally, the band had just started playing “If You Leave” by OMD, making me feel like I had walked into a perfect movie moment. Finn led me to the dance floor and placed his hand

  on the small of my back. I put one hand on his shoulder while he took my other hand in his.




  I was so close to him I could feel the delicious heat radiating from his body. His eyes were the darkest eyes I had ever seen, and they were looking at only me. For one unspoiled minute,

  everything in life felt perfect in a way that it never had before. Like there should be a spotlight on us, the only two people in the world.




  Then something changed in Finn’s expression, something I couldn’t read, but it definitely got darker.




  “You’re not a very good dancer,” Finn commented in that emotionless way of his.




  “Thanks?” I said unsurely. We were mostly just swaying in a small circle, and I wasn’t sure how I could screw that up, plus we seemed to be dancing the exact same way as

  everyone else. Maybe he was joking, so I tried to sound playful when I said, “You’re not that great yourself.”




  “I’m a wonderful dancer,” Finn replied matter-of-factly. “I just need a better partner.”




  “Okay.” I stopped looking up at him and stared straight ahead over his shoulder. “I don’t know what to say to that.”




  “Why do you need to say anything to that? It’s not necessary for you to speak incessantly. Although I’m not sure you’ve realized that yet.” Finn’s tone had

  gotten icy, but I still danced with him because I couldn’t come up with enough sense to walk away.




  “I’ve barely said anything. I’ve just been dancing with you.” I swallowed hard and didn’t appreciate how crushed I felt. “And you asked me to dance!

  It’s not like you’re doing me a favor.”




  “Oh, come on,” Finn said with an exaggerated eye roll. “The desperation was coming off you in waves. You were all but begging to dance with me. I am doing you a

  favor.”




  “Wow.” I stepped back from him, feeling confused tears threatening and this awful pain growing inside of me. “I don’t know what I did to you!” His expression

  softened, but it was too late.




  “Wendy—”




  “No!” I cut him off. Everyone nearby had stopped dancing to stare at us, but I didn’t care. “You are a total dick!”




  “Wendy!” Finn repeated, but I turned and hurried through the crowd.




  There was nothing in the world I wanted more than to get out of here. Patrick, a kid from biology class, stood by the punch bowl, and I rushed over to him. We weren’t friends, but

  he’d been one of the few kids here who had been nice to me. When he saw me, he looked confused and concerned, but at least I had his attention.




  “I want to leave. Now,” I hissed at Patrick.




  “What—” Before Patrick could ask what had happened, Finn appeared at my side.




  “Look, Wendy, I’m sorry,” Finn apologized sincerely, which only pissed me off more.




  “I don’t wanna hear anything from you!” I snapped and refused to look at him. Patrick looked back and forth between the two of us, trying to decipher what was going on.




  “Wendy,” Finn floundered. “I didn’t mean—”




  “I said I don’t want to hear it!” I glared at him, but only for a second.




  “Maybe you should let the guy apologize,” Patrick suggested gently.




  “No, I shouldn’t.” Then, like a small child, I stomped my foot. “I want to go!”




  Finn stood just to the side of us, watching me intently. I clenched my fists and looked at Patrick directly in his eyes. I didn’t like doing this when people watched, but I had to get out

  of here. I kept chanting what I wanted over and over in my head. I want to go home, just take me home, please, please, just take me home. I can’t be here anymore.




  Patrick’s face started to change, his expression growing relaxed and faraway. Blinking, he stared blankly at me for a minute.




  “I think I should just take you home,” Patrick said groggily.




  “What did you just do?” Finn asked, narrowing his eyes.




  My heart stopped beating, and for one terrifying second I was certain he knew what I’d done. But then I realized that’d be impossible, so I shook it off.




  “I didn’t do anything!” I snapped and looked back at Patrick. “Let’s get out of here.”




  “Wendy!” Finn said, giving me a hard look. “Do you even know what you just did?”




  “I didn’t do anything!” I grabbed Patrick’s wrist, dragging him toward the exit, and, much to my relief, Finn didn’t follow.




  In the car, Patrick tried to ask me what had happened with Finn, but I wouldn’t talk about it. He drove around for a while, so I was reasonably calm by the time he dropped me off, and I

  couldn’t thank him enough for it.




  Matt and Maggie were waiting by the door for me, but I barely said a word to them. That freaked out Matt, who started threatening to kill every boy at the dance, but I managed to reassure him

  that I was fine and nothing bad had happened. Finally, he let me go up to my room, where I proceeded to throw myself onto the bed and not cry.




  The night swirled in my head like some bizarre dream. I couldn’t get a read on the way I felt about Finn. Most of the time he seemed weird and bordering on creepy. But then we had that

  glorious moment when we danced together, before he completely shattered it.




  Even now, after the way he’d treated me, I couldn’t shake how wonderful it had felt being in his arms like that. In general, I never liked being touched or being close to people, but

  I loved the way I had felt with him.




  His hand strong and warm on the small of my back and the soft heat that flowed from him. When he had looked at me then, so sincerely, I had thought . . .




  I don’t know what I had thought, but it turned out to be a lie.




  Strangest of all, he seemed to be able to tell that I had done something to Patrick. I didn’t know how anyone could know. I wasn’t even sure that I was doing it. But a normal, sane

  person wouldn’t even suspect that I could do that.




  I could suddenly explain all Finn’s odd behavior: he was completely insane.




  What it came down to was that I knew nothing about him. I could barely tell when he was mocking me and when he was being sincere. Sometimes I thought he was into me, and other times he obviously

  hated me.




  There wasn’t anything I knew about him for sure. Except that despite everything, I was starting to like him.




  Sometime in the night, after I had changed into sweats and a tank top, and after I had spent a very long time tossing and turning, I must’ve finally fallen asleep. When I woke up, it was

  still dark out, and I had drying tears on my cheeks. I had been crying in my sleep, which seemed unfair, since I never let myself cry when I was awake.




  I rolled over and glanced at the alarm clock. Its angry numbers declared it was a little after three in the morning, and I wasn’t sure why I was awake. I flicked on my bedside lamp,

  casting everything in a warm glow, and I saw something that scared me so badly, my heart stopped.




  





  THREE
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  stalker




  A figure was crouched outside my window, my second-story window. Admittedly, a small roof was right outside of it, but a person standing on

  it was about the last thing I expected to see. On top of that, it wasn’t just anybody.




  Finn Holmes looked hopeful, but not at all ashamed or frightened at having been caught peeping into my room. He knocked gently at the glass, and belatedly I realized that’s what had woken

  me up.




  He hadn’t been peeping intentionally; he’d been trying to get my attention so I could let him into my room. So that was slightly less creepy, I supposed.




  For some reason, I got up and went over to the window. I caught sight of myself in my mirror, and I did not look good. My pajamas were of the sad, comfy variety. My hair was a total mess, and my

  eyes were red and puffy.




  I knew I shouldn’t let Finn in my room. He was probably a sociopath and he didn’t make me feel good about myself. Besides, Matt would kill us both if he caught him in here.




  So I stood in front of the window, my arms crossed, and glared at him. I was pissed off and hurt, and I wanted him to know it. Normally I prided myself on not getting hurt, let alone telling

  people they had hurt me. But this time I thought it would be better if he knew that he was a dick.




  “I’m sorry!” Finn said loud enough so his voice would carry through the glass, and his eyes echoed the sentiment. He looked genuinely remorseful, but I wasn’t ready to

  accept his apology yet. Maybe I never would.




  “What do you want?” I demanded as loudly as I could without Matt hearing me.




  “To apologize. And to talk to you.” Finn looked earnestly at me. “It’s important.”




  I chewed my lip, torn between what I knew I should do and what I really wanted to do.




  “Please,” he said.




  Against my better judgment, I opened the window. I left the screen in place and took a step back so I was sitting on the end of my bed. Finn pulled the screen out easily, and I wondered how much

  experience he had sneaking in girls’ windows.




  Carefully, he climbed into my room, shutting the window behind him. He glanced over my room, making me feel self-conscious. It was rather messy, with clothes and books strewn about, but most of

  my stuff sat in two large cardboard boxes and a trunk on one side of my room.




  “So what do you want?” I said, trying to drag his attention back to me and away from my things.




  “I’m sorry,” Finn repeated, with that same sincerity he had demonstrated outside. “Tonight I was cruel.” He looked away thoughtfully before continuing. “I

  don’t want to hurt you.”




  “So why did you?” I asked sharply.




  Licking his lips, he shifted his feet and exhaled deeply. He had intentionally been mean to me. It wasn’t some accident because he was cocky or unaware of how he treated people. Everything

  he did was meticulous and purposeful.




  “I don’t want to lie to you, and I promise you that I haven’t,” Finn answered carefully. “And I’ll leave it at that.”




  “I think I have a right to know what’s going on,” I snapped and then remembered that Matt and Maggie were sleeping down the hall and hastily lowered my voice. “And what

  you’re doing at my window in the middle of the night.”




  “I came here to tell you,” Finn assured me. “To explain everything. This isn’t the way we normally do things, so I had to make a phone call before I came to see you. I

  was trying to figure things out. That’s why it’s so late. I’m sorry.”




  “Call who? Figure out what?” I took a step back.




  “It’s about what you did tonight, with Patrick,” Finn said gently, and the pit in my stomach grew.




  “I didn’t do anything with Patrick.” I shook my head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”




  “You really don’t?” Finn eyed me suspiciously, unable to decide if he believed me or not.




  “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I stammered. A chill ran over me and I started feeling vaguely nauseous.




  “Yeah, you do.” Finn nodded solemnly. “You just don’t know what it is.”




  “I’m just very . . . convincing,” I said without any real confidence. I didn’t want to keep denying it, but talking about it, giving credibility to my own private

  insanity, scared me even more.




  “Yeah, you are,” Finn admitted. “But you can’t do that again. Not like you did tonight.”




  “I didn’t do anything! And even if I did, who are you to try and stop me?” Something else flashed in my mind, and I looked at him. “Can you even stop me?”




  “You can’t use it on me now.” Finn shook his head absently. “It’s really not that major, especially the way you’re using it.”




  “What is it?” I asked quietly, finding it hard to make my mouth work. I let go of any pretense I had that I didn’t know what was going on, and my shoulders sagged.




  “It’s called persuasion,” Finn said emphatically, as if that were somehow much different from what I had been saying. “Technically, it would be called

  psychokinesis. It’s a form of mind control.”




  I found it disturbing how matter-of-factly he talked about all of this, as if we were talking about biology homework instead of the possibility that I possessed some kind of paranormal

  ability.




  “How do you know?” I asked. “How do you know what I have? How did you even know I was doing it?”




  He shrugged. “Experience.”




  “What does that mean?”




  “It’s complicated.” He rubbed the back of his head and stared at the floor. “You’re not going to believe me. But I haven’t lied to you, and I never will. Do

  you believe that, at least?”




  “I think so,” I replied tentatively. Considering we’d only spoken a handful of times, he hadn’t had much of an opportunity to lie to me.




  “That’s a start.” Finn took a deep breath, and I nervously pulled at a strand of my hair as I watched him. Almost sheepishly, he said, “You’re a changeling.”

  He looked expectantly at me, waiting for some kind of dramatic reaction.




  “I don’t even know what that is. Isn’t it like a movie with Angelina Jolie or something?” I shook my head. “I don’t know what it means.”




  “You don’t know what it is?” Finn smirked. “Of course you don’t know what it is. That would make it all too easy if you had even the slightest inkling about what is

  going on.”




  “It would, wouldn’t it?” I agreed.




  “A changeling is a child that has been secretly exchanged for another.”




  The room got this weird, foggy quality to it. My mind flashed to my mother, and the things she had screamed at me. I had always felt I didn’t belong, but at the same time I’d never

  consciously believed it was true.




  But now, suddenly, Finn confirmed all the suspicions I had been harboring. All the horrible things my mother had told me were true.




  “But how . . .” Dazedly, I shook my head, then one key question sprang to mind. “How would you know that? How could you possibly know that? Even if it were true?”




  “Well . . .” Finn watched me for a moment as I struggled to let everything sink in. “You’re Trylle. It’s what we do.”




  “Trylle? Is that like your last name or something?” I asked.




  “No.” Finn smiled. “Trylle is the name of our ‘tribe,’ if you will.” He rubbed the side of his temple. “This is hard to explain. We are, um,

  trolls.”




  “You’re telling me that I’m a troll?” I raised one eyebrow, and finally decided that he must be insane.




  Nothing about me resembled a pink-haired doll with a jewel in its stomach or a creepy little monster that lived under a bridge. Admittedly, I was kind of short, but Finn was at least six feet

  tall.




  “You’re thinking of trolls the way they’ve been misrepresented, obviously,” Finn hurried to explain. “That’s why we prefer Trylle. You don’t get any of

  that silly ‘Billy Goats Gruff’ imagery. But now I have you staring at me like I have totally lost my mind.”




  “You have lost your mind.” I trembled in shock and fear, not knowing what to think. I should’ve thrown him out of my room, but then again, I never should’ve let him

  in.




  “Okay. Think about it, Wendy.” Finn moved on to trying to reason with me, as if his idea had real merit. “You’ve never really fit in anywhere. You have a quick temper.

  You’re very intelligent and a picky eater. You hate shoes. Your hair, while lovely, is hard to control. You have dark brown eyes, dark brown hair.”




  “What does the color of my eyes have to do with anything?” I retorted. “Or any of those things—”




  “Earth tones. Our eyes and hair are always earth tones,” Finn answered. “And oftentimes our skin has almost a greenish hue to it.”




  “I’m not green!” I looked at my skin anyway, just to be sure, but there was nothing green about it.




  “It’s very faint, when people do have it,” Finn said. “But no, you don’t. Not really. Sometimes it gets more predominant after you’ve been living around other

  Trylle for a while.”




  “I am not a troll,” I insisted fiercely. “That doesn’t even make any sense. It doesn’t . . . So I’m angry and different. Most teenagers feel that way. It

  doesn’t mean anything.” I combed through my hair, as if to prove it wasn’t that wild. My fingers got caught in it, proving his point rather than mine, and I sighed. “That

  doesn’t mean anything.”




  “I’m not just guessing here, Wendy,” Finn informed me with a wry smile. “I know who you are. I know you’re Trylle. That’s why I came looking for

  you.”




  “You were looking for me?” My jaw dropped. “That’s why you stare at me all the time in school. You’re stalking me!”




  “I’m not stalking.” Finn raised a hand defensively. “I’m a tracker. It’s my job. I find the changelings and bring them back.”




  Of all the major things that were wrong with this situation, the thing that bothered me most was when he said it was his job. There hadn’t ever been any attraction between us. He had just

  been doing his job, and that meant following me.




  He was stalking me, and I was only upset about it because he was doing it because he had to, not because he wanted to.




  “I know this is a lot to take in,” Finn admitted. “I’m sorry. We usually wait until you’re older. But if you’re already using persuasion, then I think you

  need to head back to the compound. You’re developing early.”




  “I’m what?” I just stared up at him.




  “Developing. The psychokinesis,” Finn said as if it should be obvious. “Trylle have varying degrees of ability. Yours are clearly more advanced.”




  “They have abilities?” I swallowed “Do you have abilities?” Something new occurred to me, twisting my insides. “Can you read my mind?”




  “No, I can’t read minds.”




  “Are you lying?”




  “I won’t lie to you,” Finn promised.




  If he hadn’t been so attractive standing in front of me in my bedroom, it would’ve been easier to ignore him. And if I hadn’t felt this ludicrous connection with him, I

  would’ve thrown him out right away.




  As it was, it was hard to look into his eyes and not believe him. But after everything he had been saying, I couldn’t believe him. If I believed him, that meant my mother was right. That I

  was evil and a monster. I had spent my whole life trying to prove her wrong, trying to be good and do the right things, and I wouldn’t let this be true.




  “I can’t believe you.”




  “Wendy.” Finn sounded exasperated. “You know I’m not lying.”




  “I do.” I nodded. “Not intentionally anyway. But after what I went through with my mother, I’m not ready to let another crazy person into my life. So you have to

  go.”




  “Wendy!” His expression was one of complete disbelief.




  “Did you really expect any other reaction from me?” I stood up, keeping my arms crossed firmly in front of me, and I tried to look as confident as I possibly could. “Did you

  think you could treat me like shit at a dance, then sneak into my room in the middle of the night and tell me that I’m a troll with magical powers, and I’d just be like, yeah, that

  sounds right?




  “And what did you even hope to accomplish with this?” I asked him directly. “What were you trying to get me to do?”




  “You’re supposed to come with me back to the compound,” Finn said, defeated.




  “And you thought I would just follow you right out?” I smirked to hide the fact that I was really tempted to do that. Even if he was insane.




  “They usually do,” Finn replied in a way that completely unnerved me.




  Really, that answer was what completely lost me. I might have been willing to follow his delusions because I liked him more than I should, but when he made it sound like there had been lots of

  other girls willing to do the same thing before me, it really turned me off. Crazy, I could deal with. Slutty, not so much.




  “You need to go,” I told him firmly.




  “You need to think about this. This is obviously different for you than it is for everyone else, and I understand that. So I’ll give you time to think about it.” He turned and

  opened the window. “But there is a place where you belong. There is a place where you have family. So just think about it.”




  “Definitely.” I gave him a plastic smile.




  He started to lean out the window, and I walked closer to him so I’d be able to shut the window behind him. Then he stopped and turned to look at me. He felt dangerously close, his eyes

  full of something smoldering just below the surface.




  When he looked at me like that, he took all the air from my lungs, and I wondered if this was how Patrick felt when I persuaded him.




  “I almost forgot,” Finn said softly, his face so close to mine I could feel his breath on my cheeks. “You looked really beautiful tonight.” He stayed that way a

  moment longer, completely captivating me, then he turned abruptly and climbed out the window.




  I stood there, barely remembering to breathe, as I watched him grab a branch of the tree next to my house and swing down to the ground. A cool breeze fluttered in, so I closed the window and

  pulled my curtains shut tightly.




  Feeling dazed, I staggered back to my bed and collapsed on it. I had never felt more bewildered in my entire life.




  I barely got any sleep. What little I had was filled with dreams of little green trolls coming to take me away. I lay in bed for a while after I woke up. Everything felt muddled and

  confusing.




  I couldn’t let myself believe that anything Finn had said made sense, but I couldn’t discount how badly I wanted it to be true. I had never felt like I belonged anywhere. Until

  recently, Matt had been the only person I ever felt any connection with.




  Lying in bed at six-thirty in the morning, I could hear the morning birds chirping loudly outside my window. Quietly, I got up and crept downstairs. I didn’t want to wake Matt and Maggie

  this early. Matt got up early every school day to make sure I didn’t oversleep and then drove me to school, so this was his only time to sleep in.




  For some reason, I felt desperate to find something to prove we were family. All my life I had been trying to prove the opposite, but as soon as Finn had mentioned that it might be a real

  possibility, I felt oddly protective.




  Matt and Maggie had sacrificed everything for me. I had never been that good to either of them, yet they still loved me unconditionally. Wasn’t that evidence enough?




  I crouched on the floor next to one of the cardboard boxes in the living room. The word “memorabilia” was scrawled across it in Maggie’s pretty cursive.




  Underneath Matt’s and Maggie’s diplomas and lots of Matt’s graduation pictures, I found several photo albums. Based on the covers, I could tell which ones had been

  Maggie’s purchases. Maggie picked albums covered in flowers and polka dots and happy things.




  My mother only had one, and it was adorned with a faded brown, nondescript cover. There was also a damaged blue baby book. Carefully, I pulled it out, along with my mom’s photo album.




  My baby book had been blue because all the ultrasounds had said I was a boy. Tucked in the back of the book there was even a cracked ultrasound photo where the doctor had circled what they had

  incorrectly assumed was my penis.




  Most families would have made some kind of joke about that, but not mine. My mother had just looked at me with disdain and said, “You were supposed to be a boy.”




  Most mothers start out filling the beginning of a baby book, but then forget as time goes on. Not mine. She’d never written a thing in it. The handwriting was either my father’s or

  Maggie’s.




  My footprints were in there, along with my measurements and a copy of my birth certificate. I touched it delicately, proving that my birth was real and tangible. I had been born into this

  family, whether my mother liked it or not.




  “What are you doing, kiddo?” Maggie asked softly from behind me, and I jumped a little. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Wrapped in her housecoat, Maggie yawned

  and ran a hand through her sleep-disheveled hair.




  “It’s okay.” I tried to cover up my baby book, feeling as if I had been caught doing something naughty. “What are you doing up?”




  “I could ask you the same thing,” Maggie replied with a smile. She sat down on the floor next to me, leaning against the back of the couch. “I heard you get up.” She

  nodded at the pile of photo albums on my lap. “You feeling nostalgic?”




  “I don’t know, really.”




  “What are you looking at?” Maggie leaned over so she could peer at the photo album. “Oh, that’s an old one. You were just a baby then.”




  I flipped open the book and it went chronologically, so the first few pages were of Matt when he was little. Maggie looked at it with me, making clucking sounds at my dad. She gently touched his

  picture once and commented on how handsome her brother was.




  Even though everyone agreed that my father had been a good guy, we rarely talked about him. It was our way of not talking about my mother and not talking about what had happened. Nothing before

  my sixth birthday mattered, and that just happened to include every memory of Dad.




  Most of the pictures in the album were of Matt, and there were many with my mother, my dad, and Matt looking ridiculously happy. All three of them had blond hair and blue eyes. They looked like

  something out of a Hallmark commercial.




  Toward the end of the book, everything changed. As soon as pictures of me started to appear, my mother began looking surly and sullen. In the very first picture, I was only a few days old. I

  wore an outfit with blue trains all over it, and my mother glared at me.




  “You were such a cute baby!” Maggie laughed. “But I remember that. You wore boys’ clothes for the first month because they were so sure you were going to be a

  boy.”




  “That explains a lot,” I mumbled, and Maggie laughed. “Why didn’t they just get me new clothes? They had the money for it.”




  “Oh, I don’t know.” Maggie sighed, looking faraway. “It was something your mother wanted.” She shook her head. “She was weird about things.”




  “What was my name supposed to be?”




  “Um . . .” Maggie snapped her fingers when she remembered. “Michael! Michael Conrad Everly. But then you were a girl, so that ruined that.”




  “How did they get Wendy from that?” I wrinkled my nose. “Michelle would make more sense.”




  “Well . . .” Maggie looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “Your mother refused to name you, and your father . . . I guess he couldn’t think of anything. So Matt named

  you.”




  “Oh, yeah.” I faintly remembered hearing that before. “But why Wendy?”




  “He liked the name Wendy.” Maggie shrugged. “He was a big Peter Pan fan, which is ironic because Peter Pan is the story of a boy who never grows up, and Matt was

  a boy who was always grown up.” I smirked at that. “Maybe that’s why he’s always been so protective of you. He named you. You were his.”




  My eyes settled on a picture of me from when I was about two or three with Matt holding me in his arms. I lay on my stomach with my arms and legs outstretched, while he grinned like a fool. He

  used to run me around the house like that, pretending that I was flying, and call me “Wendy Bird,” and I would laugh.




  As I got older, it became more and more apparent that I looked nothing like my family. My dark eyes and frizzy hair contrasted completely with theirs.




  In every picture with me, my mother looked utterly exasperated, as if she had spent the half hour before the picture was taken fighting with me. But then again, she probably had. I had always

  been contrary to everything she was.




  “You were a strong-willed child,” Maggie admitted, looking at a picture of me covered in chocolate cake at my fifth birthday. “You wanted things the way you wanted them. And

  when you were a baby, you were colicky. But you were always an adorable child, and you were bright and funny.” Maggie gently pushed a stray curl back from my face. “You were

  always worthy of love. You did nothing wrong, Wendy. She was the one with the problem, not you.”




  I nodded. “I know.”




  But for the first time, I truly believed that this all might be entirely my fault. If Finn was telling the truth, as these pictures seemed to confirm, I wasn’t their child. I wasn’t

  even human. I was exactly what my mother had accused me of being. She was just more intuitive than everybody else.




  “What’s wrong?” Maggie asked, looking concerned. “What’s going on with you?”




  “Nothing,” I lied and closed the photo album.




  “Did something happen last night?” Her eyes were filled with love and worry, and it was hard to think of her as not being my family. “Did you even sleep?”




  “Yeah. I just . . . woke up, I guess,” I answered vaguely.




  “What happened at the dance?” Maggie leaned back against the couch, resting her hand on her chin as she studied me. “Did something happen with a boy?”




  “Things just didn’t turn out the way I thought they would,” I said honestly. “In fact, they couldn’t have turned out more different.”




  “Was that Finn boy mean to you?” Maggie asked with a protective edge to her voice.




  “No, no, nothing like that,” I assured her. “He was great. But he’s just a friend.”




  “Oh.” Understanding flashed in her eyes, and I realized she’d probably gotten the wrong idea, but at least it kept her from asking more questions. “Being a teenager is

  hard, no matter what family you come from.”




  “You’re telling me,” I muttered.




  I heard Matt getting up and moving around upstairs. Maggie shot me a nervous look, so I hurried to pack up the photo albums. He wouldn’t exactly be mad at me for looking at them, but he

  definitely wouldn’t be happy either. And first thing in the morning, I did not want to deal with a fight with my brother, on top of worrying about whether or not he was really even my

  brother.




  “You know, you can talk to me about this stuff whenever you want,” Maggie whispered as I slipped the albums back in the cardboard box. “Well, at least whenever Matt isn’t

  around.”




  “I know.” I smiled at her.




  “I suppose I should make you breakfast.” Maggie stood up and stretched, then looked down at me. “How about plain oatmeal with fresh strawberries? Those are things you eat,

  right?”




  “Yeah, that sounds great.” I nodded, but something about her question pained me.




  There were so many things I wouldn’t eat, and I was constantly hungry. It had always been a struggle just to feed me. When I was a baby, I wouldn’t even drink breast milk. Which only

  added more fuel to the idea that I wasn’t my mother’s child.




  Maggie had turned to walk into the kitchen, but I called after her. “Hey, Mags. Thanks for everything. Like . . . making me food and stuff.”




  “Yeah?” Maggie looked surprised and smiled. “No problem.”




  Matt came downstairs a minute later, deeply confused by the fact that both Maggie and I were up before him. We ate breakfast together for the first time in years, and Maggie was overly happy,

  thanks to my small compliment. I was subdued, but I managed to play it off as something resembling happiness.




  I didn’t know if they were my real family or not. There were so many signs pointing to the contrary. But they had raised me and stood by me the way no one else had. Even my supposed mother

  had failed me, but not Matt or Maggie. They were unfailing in their love for me, and most of the time they had gotten next to nothing in return.




  Maybe that last part was the proof that my mother was right. They only gave, and I only took.




  





  FOUR
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  changeling




  The weekend was turbulent. I kept expecting Finn to appear at my window again, but he didn’t, and I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. I wanted to talk to him,

  but I was terrified. Terrified he might be lying, and terrified he might be telling the truth.




  I kept looking for clues in everything. Like, Matt is pretty short and so am I, so he must be my brother. Then a minute later, he would say he prefers winter to summer, and I hate winter, so he

  must not be my brother.




  These weren’t clues one way or another, and deep down I knew that. My whole life was now one giant question, and I was desperate for answers.




  There was also that burning unanswered question about what exactly Finn wanted with me. Sometimes he treated me like I was nothing more than an irritant. Then there were other times when he

  looked at me and took my breath away.




  I hoped that school would bring some kind of resolution to all of this. When I got up Monday morning, I took extra care to look nice, but I tried to pretend it wasn’t for any particular

  reason. That it wasn’t because this was the first time I’d see Finn since he had come into my room, and that I still wanted to talk to him. I still wanted to impress him.




  When the first-period bell rang and Finn still hadn’t taken his place a few rows behind me, a knot started growing in my stomach. I looked around for him all day, half expecting him to be

  lurking around some corner. He never was, though.




  I barely paid attention to anything all day in school, and I felt incredibly defeated when I walked to Matt’s car. I had expected to gain some knowledge today, but in the end I was left

  with even more questions.




  Matt noticed my surly demeanor and tried to ask about it, but I just shrugged him off. He had been growing increasingly concerned since I had come home from the dance, but I had been unable to

  put his mind at ease.




  I already felt the sting of Finn’s absence. Why hadn’t I gone with him? I was more attracted to him than I had ever been to anyone, and it was more than just physical. In general,

  people didn’t interest me, but he did.




  He promised me a life where I fit in, where I was special, and, maybe most important, a life with him. Why was I staying here?




  Because I still wasn’t convinced that I was evil. I wasn’t ready to give up on the good I had worked so hard for in my life.




  I knew of one person who had always seen through my façade and known exactly what I was. She’d be able to tell me if I had any good in me, or if I should just give in, give up, and

  run off with Finn.




  “Hey, Matt?” I stared down at my hands. “Are you busy this afternoon?”




  “I don’t think so . . .” Matt answered tentatively as he turned on the block toward our house. “Why? What’s on your mind?”




  “I was thinking . . . I’d like to go visit my mother.”




  “Absolutely not!” Matt cast me a livid glare. “Why would you even want that? That’s so completely out of the question. No way, Wendy. That’s just

  obscene.”




  He turned to look at me again, and in that moment, staring directly into his eyes, I repeated the same thoughts over and over. I want to see my mother. Take me to see her. Please. I want to

  see her. His expression was hard, but eventually it started to soften around the edges.




  “I’ll take you to see our mother.” Matt sounded like he was talking in his sleep.




  I instantly felt guilty for what I was doing. It was manipulative and cruel. But I wasn’t just doing it to see if I could. I needed to see my mother, and this was the only way I could do

  that.




  I felt nervous and sick, and I knew Matt would be irate once he realized what he was doing. I didn’t know how long this persuasion would last. We might not even make it to the hospital

  where my mother lived, but I had to try.




  It would be the first time I’d see my mother in over eleven years.




  There were several times throughout the long car ride when Matt seemed to become aware that he was doing something he would never normally do. He would start ranting about how terrible my mother

  was and that he couldn’t believe he’d let me talk him into this.




  Somehow it never occurred to him to turn around, but maybe it couldn’t occur to him.




  “She’s a horrible person!” Matt said as we approached the state hospital.




  I could see the internal battle waging underneath his grimace and tortured blue eyes. His hand was locked on the steering wheel, but something about the way he gripped it looked like he was

  trying to let go but couldn’t.




  Guilt flushed over me again, but I tried to push it away. I didn’t want to hurt him, and controlling him like this was reprehensible.




  The only real comfort I had was that I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I wanted to see my mother, and I had every right to. Matt was just being overzealous about his protective duties once

  again.




  “She can’t do anything to hurt me,” I reminded him for the hundredth time. “She’s locked up and medicated. I’ll be fine.”




  “It’s not like she’s going to strangle you or anything,” Matt allowed, but there was an edge to his voice hinting that he hadn’t completely ruled out the

  possibility. “She’s just . . . a bad person. I don’t know what you hope to gain from seeing her!”




  “I just need to,” I said softly and looked out the window.




  I had never been to the hospital, but it wasn’t exactly as I’d imagined. My entire basis for it was Arkham Asylum, so I had always pictured an imposing brick structure with lightning

  perpetually flashing just behind it.




  It was raining lightly and the skies were overcast as we pulled up, but that was the only thing similar to the psychiatric hospital of my fantasies. Nestled in thick pine forest and rolling

  grassy hills, it was a sprawling white building that looked more like a resort than a hospital.




  After my mother had tried to kill me and Matt tackled her in the kitchen, someone had called 911. She was hauled off in a police car, still screaming things about me being monstrous, while I was

  taken away in an ambulance.




  Charges were brought against my mother, but she pleaded guilty by reason of insanity, and the case never went to trial. They had originally given her a cross-diagnosis of latent postpartum

  depression and temporary psychosis brought on by the death of my father.




  With medication and therapy, there had been the general expectation that she would be out in a relatively short amount of time.




  Cut to eleven years later when my brother is talking to the security guard so we can get clearance to get inside the hospital. From what I understood, she refused to admit any remorse for what

  she’d done.




  Matt went to visit her once, five years ago, and what I got out of it was that she didn’t know she’d done anything wrong. It was inferred, though never actually spelled out, that if

  she got out, she’d do it again.




  There was a great deal of bustling about once we finally got inside. A nurse had to call a psychiatrist to see if I would even be able to see her. Matt paced anxiously around me, muttering

  things about everyone being insane.




  We waited in a small room filled with plastic chairs and magazines for forty-five minutes until the doctor came to meet with me. We had a brief conversation in which I told him that I only

  wished to speak with her, and even without persuasion he seemed to think it might be beneficial for me to have some closure.




  Matt wanted to go back with me to see her, afraid that she would damage me in some way, but the doctor assured him that orderlies would be present and my mother hadn’t had a violent

  outburst in eleven years. Matt eventually relented, much to my relief, because I had just been about to use persuasion on him again.




  He couldn’t be there when I talked to her. I wanted an honest conversation.




  A nurse led me to an activity room. A couch and a few chairs filled the room, along with a few small tables, some with half-completed puzzles on them. On one wall, a cabinet overflowed with

  beat-up games and battered puzzle boxes. Plants lined the windows, but otherwise it was devoid of life.




  The nurse told me that my mother would be there soon, so I sat down at one of the tables and waited.




  A very large, very strong-looking orderly brought her into the room. I stood up when she came in, as some kind of misplaced show of respect. She was older than I had expected her to be. In my

  mind she had stayed frozen the way I’d seen her last, but she had to be in her mid-forties by now.




  Her blond hair had turned into a frizzy mess thanks to the years of neglect, and she had it pulled back in a short ponytail. She was thin, the way she had always been, in a beautifully elegant

  borderline-anorexic way. A massive blue bathrobe hung on her, frayed and worn, the sleeves draping down over her hands.




  Her skin was pale porcelain, and even without any makeup, she was stunningly beautiful. More than that, she carried this regality with her. It was clear that she had come from money, that she

  had spent her life on top, ruling her school, her social circles, even her family.




  “They said you were here, but I didn’t believe them,” said my mother with a wry smirk.




  She stood a few steps away from me, and I wasn’t sure what to do. The way she looked at me was the same way people might inspect a particularly heinous-looking bug just before they

  squashed it under their shoe.




  “Hi, Mom,” I offered meekly, unable to think of anything better to say.




  “Kim,” she corrected me coldly. “My name is Kim. Cut the pretense. I’m not your mother, and we both know it.” She gestured vaguely to the chair I had pushed out

  behind me and walked over to the table. “Sit. Take a seat.”




  “Thanks,” I mumbled, sitting down. She sat down across from me, crossing her legs and leaning back in her chair, like I was contagious and she didn’t want to get sick.




  “That’s what this is about it, isn’t it?” She waved her hand in front of her face, then laid it delicately on the table. Her nails were long and perfect, recently painted

  with clear polish. “You’ve finally figured it out. Or have you always known? I never could tell.”




  “No, I never knew,” I said quietly. “I still don’t know.”




  “Look at you. You’re not my daughter.” My mother gave me a contentious look and clicked her tongue. “You don’t know how to dress or walk or even speak. You mutilate

  your nails.” She pointed a manicured fingertip at my chewed-down nails. “And that hair!”




  “Your hair isn’t any better,” I countered. My dark curls had been pulled up in their usual bun, but I had actually tried styling my hair this morning when I was getting ready.

  I thought it looked pretty good, but apparently I was wrong.




  “Well . . .” She smiled humorlessly. “I have limited resources.” She looked away for a moment, then turned back to rest her icy gaze on me. “But what about you? You

  must have all the styling products in the world. Between Matthew and Maggie, I’m sure you’re spoiled rotten.”




  “I get by,” I allowed sourly. She made it sound like I should feel ashamed for the things I had, like I had stolen them. Although I suppose, in her mind, I kinda had.




  “Who brought you here anyway?” Clearly the idea had just occurred to her, and she glanced behind her, as if she expected to see Matt or Maggie waiting in the wings.




  “Matt,” I answered.




  “Matthew?” She looked genuinely shocked. “There is no way he would condone this. He doesn’t even . . .” Sadness washed across her face and she shook her head.

  “He’s never understood. I did what I did to protect him too. I never wanted you to get your claws into him.” She touched her hair, and tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked

  them back and her stony expression returned.




  “He thinks he has to protect me,” I informed her, mostly because I knew it would bother her. Disappointingly, she didn’t look that upset. She just nodded in understanding.




  “For all his sense and maturity, Matthew can be incredibly naive. He always thought of you as some lost, sick puppy he needed to care for.” She brushed a frizzy strand of hair from

  her forehead and stared at a spot on the floor. “He loves you because he’s a good man, like his father, and that has always been his weakness.” Then she looked up hopefully.

  “Is he going to visit me today?”




  “No.” I almost felt bad about telling her that, but she smiled bitterly at me and I remembered why she was here.




  “You’ve turned him against me. I knew you would. But . . .” She shrugged emptily. “It doesn’t make things easier, does it?”




  “I don’t know.” I leaned in toward her. “Look, M- . . . Kim. I am here for a reason. I want to know what I am.” I backtracked quickly. “I mean, what you think

  I am.”




  “You’re a changeling,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m surprised you didn’t know that by now.”




  My heart dropped, but I tried to keep my expression neutral. I pressed my hands flat on the table to keep them from shaking. It was just as I had suspected, and maybe I had always known.




  When Finn told me, it had instantly made sense, but I don’t know why hearing it from Kim made things feel so different.




  “How could you possibly know that?” I asked.




  “I knew you weren’t mine the second the doctor placed you in my arms.” She twisted at her hair and looked away from me. “My husband refused to listen to me. I kept

  telling him that you weren’t ours, but he . . .” She swallowed, pained at the memory of the man she’d loved.




  “It wasn’t until I was in here, when I had all the time in the world, that I found out what you really were,” she went on, her eyes hardening and her voice strengthening with

  conviction. “I read book after book searching for an explanation for you. In an old book on fairy tales, I found out what kind of parasite you truly are—a changeling.”




  “A changeling?” I fought to keep my voice even. “What does that mean?”




  “What do you think it means?” she snapped, looking at me like I was an idiot. “Changeling! You were changed out for another child! My son was taken and you were put in his

  place!”




  Her cheeks reddened with rage, and the orderly took a step closer to her. She held up her hand and fought to keep herself contained.




  “Why?” I asked, realizing that I should’ve asked Finn this question days earlier. “Why would anyone do that? Why would they take your baby? What did they do with

  him?”




  “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing.” She smiled sadly and fresh tears stood in her eyes. Her hands trembled when she touched her hair, and she all but refused

  to look at me. “You know what you did with him. You know far better than I do.”




  “No, I don’t!” The orderly gave me a hard look, and I knew I had to at least look like I wasn’t freaking out. In a hushed voice I demanded, “What are you talking

  about?”




  “You killed him, Wendy!” My mother snarled. She leaned in toward me, her hand clenched into a fist, and I knew she was using all her willpower to keep from hurting me. “First

  you killed my son, then you drove my husband insane and killed him. You killed them both!”




  “Mom . . . Kim, whatever!” I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. “That doesn’t make any sense. I was just a baby! How could I kill anyone?”




  “How did you get Matthew to drive you here?” she demanded through gritted teeth, and an icy chill ran down my spine. “He would never drive you here. He would never let you see

  me. But he did. What did you do to him to make him do it?” I lowered my eyes, unable to even pretend to be innocent. “Maybe that’s exactly what you did to Michael!” Her

  fists were clenched, and she breathed so hard, her delicate nostrils flared.




  “I was just a baby,” I insisted without any real conviction. “I couldn’t have . . . Even if I did, there had to be more people involved. It doesn’t explain

  anything! Why would anybody take him or hurt him and put me in his place?”




  She ignored my question. “You were always evil. I knew it from the moment I held you in my arms.” She had calmed herself a bit and leaned back in her chair. “It was in your

  eyes. They weren’t human. They weren’t kind or good.”




  “Then why didn’t you just kill me then?” I asked, growing irritated.




  “You were a baby!” Her hands shook, and her lips had started to quiver. She was losing the confidence she had come in with. “Well, I thought you were. You know I couldn’t

  be sure.” She pressed her lips together tightly, trying to hold back tears.




  “What made you so sure?” I asked. “What made you decide that day? On my sixth birthday. Why that day? What happened?”




  “You weren’t mine. I knew you weren’t.” She brushed at her eyes to keep the tears from spilling over. “I had known forever. But I just kept thinking about what the

  day should’ve been like. With my husband, and my son. Michael should’ve been six that day, not you. You were a horrible, horrible child, and you were alive. And they were dead. I just .

  . . it didn’t seem right anymore.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “It still isn’t right.”




  “I was six years old.” My voice had started quavering. Whenever I’d thought of her or what happened, I’d only ever felt numb. For the first time, I really felt hurt and

  betrayed.




  “Six years old. Do you understand that? I was a little kid, and you were supposed to be my mother!” Whether she really was or not was irrelevant. I was a child, and she was in

  charge of raising me. “I had never done anything to anyone. I never even met Michael.”




  “You’re lying.” My mother gritted her teeth. “You were always a liar, and a monster! And I know you’re doing things to Matthew! Just leave him alone!

  He’s a good boy!” She reached across the table and grabbed my wrist painfully. The orderly came up behind her. “Take what you want, take anything. Just leave Matthew

  alone!”




  “Kimberly, come on.” The orderly put his strong hand on her arm, and she tried to pull away from him. “Kimberly!”




  “Leave him alone,” she shouted again, and the orderly started pulling her up. She fought against him, screaming at me. “Do you hear me, Wendy? I will get out of here someday!

  And if you’ve hurt that boy, I will finish the job I started!”




  “That’s enough,” the orderly bellowed, dragging her out of the room.




  “You’re not human, Wendy! And I know it!” That was the last thing she yelled before he carried her out of my sight.




  The staff let me sit there for a minute, trying to catch my breath and get myself under control. Matt couldn’t see me like this. I really, really thought I was going to throw up, but I

  managed to keep it down.




  Everything was true. I was a changeling. I wasn’t human. She wasn’t my mother. She was just Kim, a woman who had lost her grasp on reality when she realized I wasn’t her child.

  I had been switched for her son, Michael, and I had no idea what happened to him.




  Maybe he was dead. Maybe I really had killed him, or someone else had. Maybe someone like Finn.




  She was convinced that I was a monster, and I couldn’t argue that I wasn’t. In my life, I had caused nothing but pain. I had ruined Matt’s life, and I still was doing that.




  Not only did he constantly have to uproot himself for me and spend every minute worrying about me, but I was manipulating and controlling him, and I couldn’t say for sure how long that had

  been going on. I didn’t know the long-term effects of it either.




  Maybe it would’ve been better if she had killed me when I was six. Or better yet, when I was still a baby. Then I wouldn’t have been able to hurt anybody.




  When the staff finally led me back to the waiting room, Matt rushed over to hug me. I stood there, but I didn’t hug him back. He inspected me to make sure I was all right. He had heard

  there was some kind of scuffle and was petrified that something had happened to me. I just nodded and got out of there as fast as I could.




  





  FIVE
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  insanity




  So . . .” Matt began on the drive home. I rested my forehead against the cold glass of the car window and refused to look at him. I had

  barely spoken since we’d left. “What did you say to her?”




  “Things,” I replied vaguely.




  “No, really,” he pressed. “What happened?”




  “I tried talking to her, she got upset.” I sighed. “She said I was a monster. You know, the usual.”




  “I don’t know why you even wanted to see her. She’s a terrible person.”




  “Oh, she’s not that bad.” My breath fogged up the window, and I started drawing stars in the mist. “She’s really worried about you. She’s afraid I’m

  going to hurt you.”




  “That woman is insane,” Matt scoffed. “Literally, since she lives there, but . . . you can’t listen to her, Wendy. You aren’t letting anything she said get to you,

  are you?”




  “No,” I lied. Pulling my sleeve up over my hand, I erased my drawings on the window and sat up straighter. “How do you know?”




  “What?”




  “That she’s insane. That . . . I’m not a monster.” I twisted my thumb ring nervously and stared at Matt, who just shook his head. “I’m being serious. What if

  I am bad?”




  Matt suddenly put on his turn signal and pulled the car over to the shoulder. Rain pounded down on the windows as other cars sped by us on the freeway. He turned to face me completely, putting

  an arm across the back of my seat.




  “Wendy Luella Everly, there is nothing bad about you. Nothing,” Matt emphasized solemnly. “That woman is completely insane. I don’t know why, but she was never a

  mother to you. You can’t listen to her. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”




  “Be serious, Matt.” I shook my head. “I’ve gotten expelled from every school I’ve ever gone to. I’m unruly and whiny and stubborn and so picky. I know that

  you and Maggie struggle with me all the time.”




  “That doesn’t mean you’re bad. You’ve had a really traumatic childhood, and yeah, you’re still working through some things, but you are not bad,” Matt

  insisted. “You are a strong-willed teenager who isn’t afraid of anything. That’s all.”




  “At some point that has to stop being an excuse. Sure she tried to kill me, but I have to take responsibility for who I am as a person.”




  “You are!” Matt said with a smile. “Since we’ve moved here, you have shown so much promise. Your grades are going up, and you’re making friends. And even if that

  makes me a little uncomfortable, I know it’s a good thing for you. You’re growing up, Wendy, and you’re going to be okay.”




  I nodded, unable to think of an argument for that.




  “I know I don’t say it enough, but I’m proud of you, and I love you.” Matt bent over so he could kiss the top of my head. He hadn’t done that since I was little,

  and it stirred something inside me. I closed my eyes and refused to cry. He straightened back up in his seat and looked at me seriously. “Okay? Are you okay now?”




  “Yeah, I’m fine.” I forced a smile.




  “Good.” He pulled back into traffic, continuing the drive home.




  As much as I inconvenienced Matt and Maggie, it would break their hearts if I left. Even if going with Finn would be more promising, it would hurt them too much. Leaving would put my needs in

  front of theirs. So if I stayed, I put them before me.




  Staying would be my only proof that I wasn’t evil.




  When we got home, I went up to my room before Maggie could try to talk to me. My room felt too quiet, so I went over to my iPod and started scrolling through songs. A light tapping sound

  startled me from my search, and my heart skipped a beat.




  I walked over to my window, and when I pulled back the curtain, the rain had stopped, and there was Finn, crouched on the roof outside. I considered closing the curtain and ignoring him, but his

  dark eyes were too much. Besides, this would give me a chance to say a proper good-bye.




  “What are you doing?” Finn asked as soon as I opened the window. He stayed out on the roof, but I hadn’t moved back so he could come in.




  “What are you doing?” I countered, crossing my arms.




  “I came to make sure you’re all right,” he said, concern in his eyes.




  “Why wouldn’t I be all right?” I asked.




  “It was just a feeling I had.” He avoided my gaze, glancing behind him at a man walking his dog on the sidewalk before turning back to me. “Mind if I come in so we can finish

  this conversation?”




  “Whatever.”




  I took a step back and tried to seem as indifferent as possible, but when he slid through the window past me, my heartbeat sped up. He stood in front of me, his dark eyes burning into mine, and

  he made the rest of the world disappear. I shook my head and stepped away from him, so I wouldn’t let myself get mesmerized by him anymore.




  “Why did you come in the window?” I asked.




  “I couldn’t very well come to the door. That guy would never let me in here to see you.” Finn was probably right. Matt had hated him ever since the dance.




  “That guy is my brother, and his name is Matt.” I felt incredibly defensive and protective of him, especially after the way he supported me after we saw Kim.




  “He’s not your brother. You need to stop thinking of him like that.” Finn cast a disparaging look around my room. “Is that what this is all about? This is why you

  won’t leave?”




  “You couldn’t possibly understand my reasons.” I went over and sat on my bed, making a point of laying physical claim to this space.




  “What happened tonight?” Finn asked, ignoring my attempts at defiance.




  “How are you so certain something happened?”




  “You were gone,” he said, without any fear that I might find it disturbing that he knew about my comings and goings.




  “I saw my mother. Er, well . . . the woman who is supposed to be my mother.” I shook my head, hating the way this all sounded. I considered lying to him, but he already knew more

  about all of this than anyone. “What do you call her? Is there a name for her?”




  “Usually her name will suffice,” Finn replied, and I felt like an idiot.




  “Yeah. Of course.” I took a deep breath. “Anyway, I went and saw Kim.” I looked up at him. “Do you know about her? I mean . . . how much do you really know about

  me?”




  “Honestly, not that much.” Finn seemed to disapprove of his own lack of knowledge. “You were incredibly elusive. It was rather disconcerting.”




  “So you don’t . . .” I realized with dismay that I was on the verge of tears. “She knew I wasn’t her daughter. When I was six, she tried to kill me. She had always

  told me that I was a monster, that I was evil. And I guess I had always believed her.”




  “You’re not evil,” Finn insisted earnestly, and I smiled thinly at him, swallowing back my sadness. “You can’t possibly stay here, Wendy.”




  “It’s not like that anymore.” I shook my head, looking away from him. “She doesn’t live here, and my brother and my aunt would do anything for me. I can’t

  just leave them. I won’t.”




  Finn eyed me carefully, trying to decide if I was serious. I hated how attractive he was and whatever power it was he held over me. Even now, with my life in complete shambles, the way he looked

  at me made it hard to focus on anything besides my racing heart.




  “Do you realize what you’re giving up?” Finn asked softly. “There is so much that life has to offer you. More than anything they can give you here. If Matt understood

  what was in store for you, he would send you with me himself.”




  “You’re right. He would, if he thought it was what’s best for me,” I admitted. “Which is why I have to stay.”




  “Well, I want what’s best for you too. That’s why I found you, and why I’ve been trying to bring you home.” The underlying affection in his voice shivered through

  me. “Do you really believe I would encourage you to return home if it would adversely affect you?”




  “I don’t think you know what’s best for me,” I replied as evenly as I could.




  He had thrown me off guard by hinting at caring about me, and I had to remind myself that that was part of his job. All of this was. He needed to make sure I was safe and convince me to return

  home. That wasn’t the same as actually caring about me.




  “You’re sure this is what you want?” Finn asked gently.




  “Absolutely.” But I sounded more confident than I really was.




  “I’d like to say that I understand, but I don’t.” Finn sighed resignedly. “I can say that I’m disappointed.”




  “I’m sorry,” I said meekly.




  “You shouldn’t be sorry.” He ran a hand through his black hair and looked at me again. “I won’t be going to school anymore. It seems unnecessary, and I don’t

  want to disturb your studies. You should at least get an education.”




  “What? Don’t you need one?” My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach as I realized that this might be the last time I saw Finn.




  “Wendy.” Finn gave a small humorless laugh. “I thought you knew. I’m twenty years old. I’m done with my education.”




  “Why were you . . .” I said, already figuring out the answer to my question.




  “I was only there to keep track of you, and I have.” Finn dropped his eyes and sighed. “When you change your mind . . .” He hesitated for a moment. “I’ll find

  you.”




  “You’re leaving?” I asked, trying to keep the disappointment from my voice.




  “You’re still here, so I am too. At least for a while,” Finn explained.




  “How long?”




  “It depends on . . . things.” Finn shook his head. “Everything about your situation is so different. It’s hard to say anything with certainty.”




  “You keep saying that I’m different. What does that mean? What are you talking about?”




  “We usually wait until changelings are a few years older, and by then you’ve already figured out that you’re not human,” Finn explained. “When the tracker comes to

  find you, you’re relieved and eager to go.”




  “So why did you come for me now?” I asked.




  “You moved so much.” Finn gestured to the house. “We were afraid that something might be the matter. So I was here monitoring you until you were ready, and I thought you might

  be.” He exhaled deeply. “I guess I was wrong.”




  “Can’t you just ‘persuade’ me to go along?” I asked, and some part of me that wanted to go with him hoped he could.




  “I can’t.” Finn shook his head. “I can’t force you to come with me. If this is your decision, then I’ll have to respect it.”




  I nodded, knowing full well that I was turning down any chance of getting to know my real parents, my family history, and spending more time with Finn. Not to mention my abilities, like

  persuasion, which Finn had promised there would be more of as I got older. On my own, I’m sure I’d never be able to master or understand them.




  We looked at each other, and I wished he wasn’t so far away from me. I was wondering if it would be appropriate if we hugged when the door to my bedroom opened.




  Matt had come in to check on me. As soon as he saw Finn, his eyes burned. Quickly I jumped up, moving in front of Finn to block any attempts by Matt to kill him.




  “Matt! It’s okay!” I held up my hands.




  “It is not okay!” Matt growled. “Who the hell is this?”




  “Matt, please!” I put my hands on his chest, trying to push him away from Finn, but it was like trying to push a brick wall. I glanced back at Finn, and he just stared blankly at my

  brother.




  “You have some nerve!” Matt reached over my shoulder, pointing at Finn as he yelled. “She is seventeen years old! I don’t know what the hell you think you’re doing

  in her room, but you’re never doing anything with her again!”




  “Matt, please, stop,” I begged. “He was just saying good-bye! Please!”




  “Perhaps you should listen to her,” Finn offered calmly.




  I knew his composure must be pissing off Matt even more. Matt’s day had been horrible too, and the last thing he needed was some kid in here defiling me. Finn’s only reaction was to

  stand there, cool and collected, and Matt would want him too scared to ever come near me again.




  Matt actually knocked me out of the way, and I fell backward onto the floor. Finn’s eyes flashed darkly at that, and when Matt pushed him, Finn didn’t move an inch. He just glared

  down at my brother, and I knew that if they fought, Matt would be the one with a serious injury.




  “Matt!” I jumped to my feet.




  Already I had started chanting, Leave my room. Leave my room. You need to calm down and get out of my room. Please. I wasn’t sure how effective it was without eye contact, so I

  grabbed his arm and forced him to turn to me.




  He tried to look away instantly, but I caught him. I kept my eyes focused and just kept repeating it over and over in my head. Finally, his expression softened and his eyes glazed.




  “I’m going to leave your room now,” Matt said robotically.




  Much to my relief, he actually turned and walked out into the hall, closing the door behind him. I’m not sure if he walked any farther than that, or how much time I had, so I turned to

  Finn.




  “You have to leave,” I insisted breathlessly, but his expression had changed to one of concern.




  “Does he do that often?” Finn asked.




  “Do what?”




  “He pushed you. He clearly has an anger problem.” Finn glared at the door Matt had left through. “He’s unstable. You shouldn’t stay here with him.”




  “Yeah, well, you guys should be more careful who you leave babies with,” I muttered and went to the window. “I don’t know how much time we have, so you need to

  go.”




  “He probably shouldn’t ever be able to come into your room again,” Finn said absently. “I’m serious, Wendy. I don’t want to leave you with him.”




  “You don’t have much of a choice!” I said, exasperated. “Matt’s not usually like that, and he would never hurt me. He’s just had a really hard day, and

  he blames you for upsetting me, and he’s not wrong.” The panic was wearing away, and I realized that I had just used persuasion on Matt again. I felt nauseous. “I hate

  doing that to him. It’s not fair and it’s not right.”




  “I am sorry.” Finn looked at me sincerely. “I know you did that to protect him, and it’s my fault. I should’ve just backed down, but when he pushed you . . .”

  He shook his head. “My instincts kicked in.”




  “He’s not going to hurt me,” I promised.




  “I’m sorry for the trouble I’ve caused you.”




  Finn glanced back at the door, and I could tell he really didn’t want to leave. When he looked back at me, he sighed heavily. He was probably fighting the urge to throw me over his

  shoulder and take me with him. Instead, he climbed out the window and swung back down to the ground.




  With that, he turned past the neighbors’ hedges and I couldn’t see him anymore. I kept looking after him, wishing that this didn’t mean we had to say good-bye.




  The awful truth was that I was more than a little sad to see Finn go. Eventually, I shut the window and closed my curtains.




  After Finn left, I found Matt sitting on the steps, looking bewildered and pissed off. He wanted to yell at me about Finn, but he couldn’t seem to understand exactly what had happened. The

  best I could get out of it was that he vowed to kill Finn if he ever came near me, and I pretended like I thought that was a reasonable thing to do.




  The next few days, school dragged on and on. It didn’t help that I found myself constantly looking around for Finn. Part of me kept insisting that the last week had been a bad dream, and

  that Finn should still be here, staring at me like he always had.




  On top of that, I kept feeling like I was being watched. My neck got that scratchy feeling it did when Finn stared at me for too long, but whenever I turned around, nobody was there. At least

  nobody worth noting.




  At home, I felt distracted and ill at ease. I excused myself from supper early on Thursday night and went up to my room. I peered out my curtains, hoping to find Finn lurking around somewhere

  nearby, but no such luck. Every time I looked for him and didn’t find him, my heart hurt a little more.




  I tossed and turned all night, trying not to wonder if Finn was still hanging around. He’d made it painfully clear that he’d soon have to move on and end this assignment.




  I wasn’t ready for that. I didn’t like the idea of him moving on when I hadn’t.




  Around five in the morning I gave up entirely on sleep. I looked out the window again, and this time I thought I saw something. Nothing more than a shadowy blur of movement in the corner of my

  eye, but it was enough to indicate that he was out there, hiding nearby.




  I just needed to go out and talk to Finn, to make sure he was still there. I didn’t even bother changing out of my pajamas or fixing my hair.




  Hastily, I climbed out onto the roof. I tried to grab on to the branch and swing to the ground like Finn had. As soon as my fingers grabbed the branch, they slipped off and I fell to the ground,

  landing heavily on my back. All the wind had been knocked out of me, and I coughed painfully.




  I would’ve loved to lie on the lawn for ten minutes while the pain subsided, but I was afraid that Matt or Maggie might have heard my fall. I gingerly got to my feet and rounded the hedges

  toward the neighbors’ house.




  The street was completely deserted. I wrapped my arms tightly around myself to ward off the cold that seeped in and looked around. I knew he had been out here. Who else would be moving

  around out here just before dawn? Maybe my fall had scared him away; he might have thought it was Matt.




  I decided to walk a little farther down the street, investigating everyone’s lawn for a hidden tracker. My back ached from the fall, and my knee felt a little twisted and weird. That left

  me hobbling down the street in my pajamas at five in the morning. I had truly lost my mind.




  Then I heard something. Footsteps? Somebody was definitely following me, and based on the dark chill running down my spine, it wasn’t Finn. It was hard to explain how I knew it

  wasn’t him, but I knew it just the same. Slowly, I turned around.




  





  SIX
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  monsters




  A girl stood a few feet behind me. In the glow from the streetlamp, she looked ravishing. Her short brown pixie cut spiked up all over. Her skirt

  was short and her black leather jacket went down to her calves. A wind came up, blowing back her coat a bit, and she reminded me of some kind of action star, like she should be in The

  Matrix.




  But the thing that caught my attention the most was that she was barefoot.




  She just stared at me, so I felt like I had to say something.




  “Okay . . . um, I’m going to go home now,” I announced.




  “Wendy Everly, I think you should come with us,” she said with a sly smile.




  “Us?” I asked, but then I felt him behind me.




  I don’t know where he had been before that, but suddenly I felt his presence behind me. I looked over my shoulder, where a tall man with dark, slicked-backed hair stared down at me. He

  wore the same kind of jacket as the girl, and I thought it was neat that they had matching outfits, like a crime-fighting duo.




  He smiled at me, and that’s when I decided that I was in trouble.




  “That’s a really nice invitation, but my house is like three houses down.” I pointed toward it, as if I didn’t think they already knew exactly where I lived. “So I

  think that I should probably just get home before my brother starts looking for me.




  “You should’ve thought of that before you left the house,” the guy behind me suggested.




  I wanted to take a step forward to get away from him, but I thought that would only encourage him to pounce on me. I could probably take the girl, but I wasn’t so sure about him. He was

  like a foot taller than me.




  “You guys are trackers?” I asked. Something in the way they stared at me reminded me of Finn, especially when I’d first met him.




  “You’re a quick one, aren’t you?” The girl smiled wider, and it didn’t sit right with me.




  They might be trackers, but not the same kind as Finn. Maybe they were bounty hunters or kidnappers or just big fans of chopping up girls into little pieces and disposing of them in a ditch.

  Fear crept through me, but I tried not to let on.




  “Well, this has been a blast, but I have to get ready for school. Big test and all that.” I started taking a step away, but the guy’s hand clamped painfully on my arm.




  “Don’t damage her,” the girl insisted, her eyes flashing wide. “She’s not to be hurt.”




  “Yeah, ease up.” I tried to pull my arm from him, but he refused to let go.




  I had already decided that I wasn’t going wherever they wanted to take me. Since they were under some kind of instruction not to hurt me, it would give me the advantage in a fight. I only

  had to get a few houses down, then I’d be at home, where Matt kept a gun under his bed.




  I elbowed the guy in the stomach as hard as I could. He made a coughing sound and doubled over but didn’t let go of my arm. I kicked him in the shin and moved to bite the hand that was

  gripping me.




  He yowled in pain, and then the girl was in front of me. He had let go of me, and she tried to grab me, so I punched her. She dodged, so my fist just connected with her shoulder.




  Then I was off balance, and the guy grabbed me around the waist. I screamed and kicked at him as hard as I could. Apparently he got tired of that, so he dropped me on the ground.




  I was on my feet instantly, but he grabbed my arm again and turned me so I was facing him. He raised his hand and slapped me harder than I had ever been hit before. Everything went white, and my

  ear started ringing. Then he let go of me, and I collapsed backward on the grass behind me.




  “I said not to hurt her,” the girl hissed.




  “I didn’t. I was subduing her,” the guy growled and looked down at me. “And if she doesn’t knock it off, I’ll subdue her again, but harder this

  time.”




  My neck ached from the force of his hit, and my jaw screamed painfully. A throbbing spread behind my left eye, but I still tried to stagger to my feet. She kicked me then, not hard enough to

  really hurt, but enough so I’d fall back down.




  I lay on my back, staring up at the sky. From the corner of my eye, I could see a light flick on in the window of a house behind me. We were making enough of a ruckus to wake the neighbors, even

  if we weren’t close enough for Matt to hear us.




  I opened my mouth to scream and yell for help, but the male tracker must’ve realized what I meant to do. Little more than a yelp had escaped my lips when I felt his foot press down hard on

  my throat.




  “If you make a sound, I’ll make this much harder for you,” the guy warned me. “I might not be allowed to snap your neck, but I can make you wish you were dead.”




  I couldn’t breathe, and I clawed at his foot, trying to get it off me. When he asked if I promised to be good, I nodded frantically. I would’ve agreed to anything that let me breathe

  again.




  He stepped back and I gasped for breath, taking in big gulps of air that burned my throat.




  “Let’s just get her to the car,” the girl said, exasperated.




  He bent down to try to pick me up, but I hit away his hands. I was lying on my back, and I lifted up my legs. I wasn’t really trying to kick him, but I was going to use my legs to push him

  back if he came near me.




  In response, he hit my calf hard enough to give me a charley horse, which I gritted my teeth through. He put his knee on my stomach, holding me down so I couldn’t fight as much.




  When he tried to grab me, I pushed him back with my hands, so he grabbed my wrists, pressing them tightly together with one hand.




  “Stop,” he commanded. I tried to pull my hands free, but he just squeezed tighter and my bones felt like they were about to snap. “Just stop. We’re going to take you no

  matter what.”




  “Like hell you are!” Finn barked, his voice coming from out of nowhere.




  I swiveled my head so I could see Finn. I had never been so happy to see anyone in my life.




  “Oh, dammit,” the girl said with a sigh. “If you hadn’t spent so much time fighting with her, we’d be out of here by now.”




  “She was the one fighting with me,” the guy insisted.




  “Now I’m the one fighting with you!” Finn growled, glaring at him. “Get off her! Now!”




  “Finn, can’t we just talk about this?” The girl tried to sound sultry and flirty as she took a step closer to Finn, but he didn’t even look at her. “I know how you

  feel about duty, but there’s got to be some kind of agreement we can come to.”




  She took another step closer to him, and he pushed her back, so hard she stumbled and fell backward.




  “I hate fighting with you, Finn.” The guy let go of my hands and took his knee off my stomach. I took the opportunity to try to kick him in the nuts, and reflexively he whirled on me

  and smacked me hard again.




  Before I could even curse him for hitting me, Finn was on him. I had rolled onto my side, cradling my injured face, so I could only see part of what was going on.




  My attacker had managed to get to his feet, but I could hear the sounds of Finn punching him. The girl leaped on his back to stop him, but Finn elbowed her in the face. She collapsed to the

  ground, holding her bleeding nose.




  “Enough!” The guy had cowered down, his arms shielding his face against any more blows. “We’re done! We’ll get out of here!”




  “You better fucking get out of here,” Finn shouted. “If I see you anywhere near her again, I will kill you!”




  The guy walked over to the girl and helped her to her feet, then they both headed down the street to a black SUV parked at the end of the block. Finn stood on the sidewalk in front of me,

  watching them until they got in and sped off.




  A moment later, he knelt down next to me where I was lying on the ground. He placed his hand on my cheek where I had been slapped. The skin was tender, so it stung a little, but I refused to

  show it. His hand felt too good to push away.




  His dark eyes were pained when he looked me over, and as terrible as everything had been up until this moment, I wouldn’t have traded it for anything because it led to this, to him

  touching me and looking at me like that.




  “I’m sorry it took me so long.” He pursed his lips, clearly blaming himself for not getting here sooner. “I was sleeping, and I didn’t wake up until you were

  completely panicked.”




  “You sleep in your clothes?” I asked, looking at his usual dark jeans and button-down shirt combo.




  “Sometimes.” Finn pulled his hand from my face. “I knew something was up today. I could feel it, but I couldn’t pinpoint it because I couldn’t stay as close to you

  as I would’ve liked. I never should’ve slept at all.”




  “No, you can’t blame yourself. It was my fault for coming out of my room.”




  “What were you doing out here?” Finn looked at me curiously, and I looked away, feeling embarrassed.




  “I thought I saw you,” I admitted quietly, and his face went dark.




  “I should’ve been here,” he said, almost under his breath, and then he got to his feet. He held out his hand and pulled me to my feet. I grimaced a little but tried not to show

  it. “Are you all right?”




  “Yeah, I’m fine.” I forced a smile. “A little sore, but fine.”




  He touched my cheek again, just with his fingertips, sending flutters through me. He studied my injury intently, and then his eyes met mine, dark and wonderful. It was at that moment that I knew

  I had officially fallen for him.




  “You’re going to have a bruise,” Finn murmured, dropping his hand. “I’m sorry.”




  “It’s not your fault,” I insisted. “It’s mine. I was being an idiot. I should’ve known . . .” I trailed off. I had been about to say that I

  should’ve known it was dangerous, but how could I have possibly known that? I had no idea who those people were. “Who were they? What did they want?”




  “Vittra,” Finn growled, glaring down the road as if they would appear at the sound of their name. He tensed up as he scanned the horizon, then put his hand on the small of my back to

  usher me away. “Come on. I’ll explain more in the car.”




  “The car?” I stopped where I was, making him press his palm harder on my back until he realized I wasn’t going anywhere. His hand stayed there, and I had to ignore the small

  pleasure of it so I could argue with him. “I’m not going in the car. I have to go home before Matt realizes I’m gone.”




  “You can’t go back there,” Finn said, apologetic but firm. “I’m sorry. I know this is directly against your wishes, but it’s not safe for you there anymore.

  The Vittra have found you. I will not leave you here.”




  “I don’t even understand what this Vittra is, and Matt is . . .” I shifted uncomfortably and looked backed toward my house.




  Matt was tough, as far as people went, but I wasn’t sure what kind of match he would be for the guy who attacked me. And even if he could take him, I didn’t want to bring that

  element into the house. If something happened to Matt or Maggie because of me, I could never forgive myself.




  Red and blue lights lit up the neighborhood as a police car drew near. The neighbors must’ve called the cops when they heard me fighting with the trackers. It apparently hadn’t

  sounded dangerous enough to warrant sirens, but the lights were flashing a block away.




  “Wendy, we must hurry,” Finn insisted. The police expedited his urgency, so I nodded and let him take me away.




  Apparently he’d run to my rescue this morning, because his car was still parked at his house two blocks away. We jogged toward it, but when the cop car got closer, we ducked behind a shed

  to hide.




  “This is going to break Matt’s heart,” I whispered as we waited for the police to pass us.




  “He’d want you to be safe,” Finn assured me, and he was right. But Matt wouldn’t know I was safe. He wouldn’t know anything about me.




  Once Finn was certain we were in the clear, we stepped out from behind the shed and hurried on to his car.




  “Do you have a cell phone?” I asked.




  “Why?” Finn kept glancing around as we approached his car. He pulled his keys from his pocket and used the remote to unlock it.




  “I need to call Matt and let him know that I’m okay,” I said. Finn held the passenger door open while I got inside. As soon as he got in the driver’s seat, I turned to

  him. “Well? Can I call him?”




  “You really want to?” Finn asked as he started the car.




  “Yes, of course I do! Why is that so surprising?”




  Finn threw the car in gear and sped off down the road. The whole town was still asleep, except for us and the neighbors we’d awoken. He glanced over at me, debating. Finally, he dug in his

  pocket and pulled out his cell phone.




  “Thank you.” I smiled gratefully at him.




  When I started dialing the phone, my hands shook, and I felt sick. This was going to be the hardest conversation of my life. I held the phone to my ear, listening to it ring, and I tried to slow

  my breathing.




  “Hello?” Matt answered the phone groggily. He clearly hadn’t woken up yet, so he must not know I was gone. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. “Hello?

  Who’s there?”




  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Matt?”




  “Wendy?” Matt instantly sounded alert, panic in his voice. “Where are you? What’s going on? Are you all right?”




  “Yeah, I’m fine.” My cheek still hurt, but I was fine. Even if I wasn’t, I couldn’t tell him that. “Um, I’m calling because . . . I’m leaving, and

  I wanted you to know that I’m safe.”




  “What do you mean, you’re leaving?” Matt asked. I could hear him open his door, and then the bang of my bedroom door being thrown open. “Where are you, Wendy? You need to

  come home right now!”




  “I can’t, Matt.” I rubbed my forehead and let out a shaky breath.




  “Why? Does somebody have you? Did Finn take you?” Matt demanded. In the background, I could hear Maggie asking questions. He must have woken her up with all the commotion.

  “I’ll kill that little bastard if he lays one hand on you.”




  “Yeah, I’m with Finn, but it’s not like you think,” I said thickly. “I wish I could explain everything to you, but I can’t. He’s taking care of me,

  though. He’s making sure I’m safe.”




  “Safe from what?” Matt snapped. “I take care of you! Why are you doing this?” He took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “If we’re doing something wrong,

  we can change it, Wendy. You just need to come home, right now.” His voice was cracking, and it broke my heart. “Please, Wendy.”




  “You’re not doing anything wrong.” Silent tears slid down my face, and I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “You didn’t do anything. This isn’t about you

  or Maggie, honest. I love you guys, and I would take you with me if I could. But I can’t.”




  “Why do you keep saying ‘can’t’? Is he forcing you? Tell me where you are so I can call the police.”




  “He’s not forcing me, Matt.” I sighed and wondered if this phone call had been a bad idea. Maybe I just made it worse for him. “Please don’t try and find me. You

  won’t be able to, and I don’t want you to. I just wanted you to know that I’m safe and that I love you and you never did anything wrong. Okay? I just want you to be

  happy.”




  “Wendy, why are you talking like that?” Matt sounded more afraid than I had ever heard him before, and I couldn’t be certain, but I think he’d started to cry. “You

  sound like you’re never coming back. You can’t leave forever. You . . . Whatever is going on, I can take care of it. I’ll do whatever I have to do. Just come back,

  Wendy.”




  “I’m so sorry, Matt, but I can’t.” I wiped at my eyes and shook my head. “I’ll call you again if I can. But if you don’t hear from me, don’t

  worry. I’m okay.”




  “Wendy! Stop talking like that!” Matt shouted. “You need to come back here! Wendy!”




  “Good-bye, Matt.” I hung up to the sound of him yelling my name.




  I took a deep breath and reminded myself that this was the only thing I could do. It was the only way that I could keep them safe, and it was the safest thing for me, which was exactly what Matt

  would want.




  If he knew what was going on, he would agree with this completely. It didn’t change the fact that it was absolute torture to say good-bye to him like that. Hearing his pain and frustration

  so evident over the phone . . .




  “Hey, Wendy. You did the right thing,” Finn assured me, but I just sniffled.




  He reached over and took my hand, squeezing it lightly. Ordinarily I would’ve been delighted by that, but right now it took everything I had to keep from sobbing or throwing up. I wiped at

  my tears, but I couldn’t seem to stop crying.




  Finn pulled over to the side of the road. “Come here,” he said gently. He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me closer to him. I rested my head against his shoulder, and he

  held me tightly to him.




  





  SEVEN
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  förening




  Taking a deep breath, I finally managed to stop crying. Even though Finn no longer had his arm around me, we still sat so close we were practically

  touching. When I looked at him, he seemed to become aware of this and moved his arm farther away.




  “What’s going on?” I asked. “Who were those people? Why did we have to run away?”




  Finn looked at me for a moment, then pulled back on the road and took a breath. “That is a very long answer, one that is best explained by your mother.”




  “My mother?” I didn’t understand what more Kim would know about this, then I realized he meant my real mother. “We’re going to see her? Where is she? Where

  are we going?”




  “Förening,” Finn explained. “It’s where I live—where you’ll live.” He gave a small smile, meant to ease my concerns, and it did, a little.

  “Unfortunately, it’s about a seven-hour drive.”




  “Where is it?”




  “It’s in Minnesota, along the Mississippi River in a very secluded area,” Finn said.




  “So what is this Förening place we’re going to?” I asked, watching him.




  “It’s a town, sort of,” Finn said. “They consider it to be more of a compound, but in the way the Kennedys have a compound. It’s just a glorified gated community,

  really.”




  “So do people live there too? Humans, I mean.” I was already wondering if I could bring Matt along with me.




  “Not in the sense you’re talking about.” He hesitated before he continued, and glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “It’s entirely Trylle, trackers, and

  mänsklig. There are about five thousand who live there in total, and we have gas stations, a small grocery store, and a school. It’s just a very small, quiet community.”




  “Holy hell.” My eyes widened. “You mean there’s just a whole town of . . . trolls? In Minnesota? And nobody ever noticed?”




  “We live very quietly,” Finn reiterated. “And there are ways to make people not notice.”




  “You sound like you’re in the Mafia,” I commented, and Finn smiled crookedly. “Do you guys make people sleep with the fishes or something?”




  “Persuasion is a very powerful ability,” he said, and his smile disappeared.




  “So you have persuasion?” I asked carefully. Something seemed to upset him, and as I expected, he shook his head. “Why not?”




  “I’m a tracker. Our abilities are different.” He glanced over at me, and, sensing that I would just ask more questions, he went on. “They’re more suited for

  tracking, obviously. Persuasion isn’t particularly useful in that arena.”




  “What is useful?” I pressed, and he sighed wearily.




  “It’s hard to explain. They’re not even real abilities in the sense of the word.” His jaw ticked, and he shifted in his seat. “It’s more instinct and

  intuition. Like the way a bloodhound follows a scent, except it’s not actually something I can smell. It’s just something I know.” He looked over to see if I was getting it, but I

  just stared at him blankly.




  “For example, when you went to visit that woman the other night”—that woman being someone who I had thought was my mother my entire life—“I knew you were far away,

  and I knew something was distressing you.”




  “You can tell when I’m upset? Even when you’re not around me?” I asked.




  Finn nodded. “As long as I’m tracking you, yes.”




  “I thought you said you weren’t psychic,” I muttered. “Being able to know my feelings sounds awfully psychic to me.”




  “No, I said I couldn’t read minds, and I can’t.” Then, with an exasperated sigh, he added, “I never have any idea what you’re thinking.




  “I can’t even tell everything you’re feeling,” he went on. “Just distress and fear. I need to be alert to situations when you’re in danger so I can help you.

  My job is to keep you safe and bring you home.”




  “How do you know how to track people like me? Before you find us, I mean.”




  “Your mother has things from when you were a baby. A lock of hair usually,” Finn elaborated. “I get a vibe from that, and the parents usually have a general idea where you are.

  Once I’m around you, I start to get a real scent of you, and that’s it.”




  An odd warmth filled my chest. My mother had things from me. Kim had never treasured anything about me, but someone out there had. She had taken a lock of hair when I was born and kept it safe

  all these years.




  “Is that why you stared at me all the time? Because you were feeling this . . . this vibe?” I thought of the way his eyes were always on me, and the way I could never make sense of

  his expression.




  “Yes.” There was something about his answer—he wasn’t lying exactly, but he was holding something back. I thought about pressing him further but there were so many other

  things I wanted to know.




  “So . . . how often do you do this?”




  “You are my eleventh.” He looked at me to gauge my response, so I kept my face as expressionless as possible.




  I was a little surprised by his answer. It seemed like an incredibly time-consuming process, for one thing. And he seemed fairly young to have done it eleven times. Plus, it was unnerving to

  think there were that many changelings out there.




  “How long have you been doing this?”




  “Since I was fifteen,” Finn answered.




  “Fifteen? No way.” I shook my head. “So you’re trying to tell me that at fifteen years old, your parents sent you out into the world to track and find kids? And these

  kids, they trusted you and believed you?”




  “I’m very good at what I do,” Finn replied matter-of-factly.




  “Still. That just seems . . . unreal.” I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. “Did they all come back with you?”




  “Yes, of course,” he said simply.




  “Do they always? With all the trackers, I mean?”




  “No, they don’t. They usually do, but not always.”




  “But they always do with you?” I persisted.




  “Yes.” Finn looked over at me again. “Why do you find it so hard to believe?”




  “I find this all hard to believe.” I tried to pinpoint what was bothering me. “Wait. You were fifteen? That means that you were never . . . you weren’t a changeling. So

  not all Trylle begin life as changelings? How does this work?”




  “Trackers are never changelings.” He rubbed the back of his neck and pursed his lips. “I think it’s best if your mother explains the changelings to you.”




  “How come trackers aren’t ever changelings?” I questioned.




  “We need to spend our lives being trained to be a tracker,” Finn said. “And our youth is an asset. It’s much easier to get close to a teenager when you are a teenager

  than it is when you’re forty.”




  “A big part of what you do is building trust.” I eyed him with renewed suspicion.




  “Yes, it is,” Finn admitted.




  “So at the dance, when you were being a total dick to me. That was you building trust?”




  For a split second he looked pained, then his normal emotionless expression returned. “No. That was me putting a distance between us. I shouldn’t have asked you to dance. I was

  trying to correct the error. I needed you to trust me, but anything more would be misleading.”




  Everything that had transpired between us had just been because he was trying to get me to the compound. He had been keeping me safe, getting me to like him, and when he noticed my crush

  developing, he had tried to put me in my place. It stung painfully, so I just swallowed hard and stared out the window.




  “I’m sorry if I’ve hurt you,” Finn said quietly.




  “Don’t worry about it,” I replied icily. “You were just doing your job.”




  “I know that you’re being facetious, but I was.” He paused. “I still am.”




  “Well, you’re very good at it.” I crossed my arms and continued to stare out the window.




  I didn’t feel much like talking anymore. There were still a million questions I had about everything, but I’d rather wait and talk to somebody else, anybody else. I thought I would

  be too anxious and excited to sleep, but after about an hour into the drive, I started nodding off. I fought to stay awake until I realized the ride would go quicker if I just slept.




  When I opened my eyes, the sun was shining brightly above us. I had curled up on the seat with my knees pressed against my chest, so my whole body felt sore and achy. I looked around, then I sat

  up and stretched, trying to work the kinks out of my neck.




  “I thought you were going to sleep the whole ride,” Finn said.




  “How far away are we?” I yawned and slouched low in the seat, resting my knees against the dashboard.




  “Not far.”




  The scenery had started giving way to tall tree-lined bluffs. The car rolled up and down through the hills and valleys, and it really was stunningly beautiful. Eventually Finn slowed and we

  turned, driving to the top of a bluff. Soon the road curved down again, winding among the trees. Through them I could see the Mississippi River cutting through the bluffs.




  A large metal gate blocked our path, but when we reached it, a guard nodded at Finn and waved us on. Once we were through, I saw beautiful houses dotting the bluffs.




  They were all heavily obscured by trees, which gave me an odd sensation that there were more homes than I could actually see. But every one of them appeared luxurious and perfectly positioned to

  make the best of the view.




  We pulled up in front of an opulent mansion perched precariously on the edge of a bluff. It was pure white, with long vines growing up over it beautifully. The back, which faced the river, was

  made entirely of windows, but it seemed to be held up by weak supports. While stunningly gorgeous, the house looked as if it could fall off the edge at any moment.




  “What’s this?” I took a break from gaping at the house to look back at Finn.




  He smiled in the way that sent shivers through me. “This is it. Welcome home, Wendy.”




  I had come from money, but it had never been anything like this. This was aristocratic. Finn walked me to the house, and I couldn’t believe that I’d truly come from this. I had never

  felt so small or ordinary in my entire life.




  With a house like this, I had expected a butler to answer the door. Instead, it was just a kid. He looked about my age, with sandy hair cascading across his forehead. He was very attractive, but

  that made sense, because I couldn’t believe that anything ugly ever came from a house like this. It was too perfect.




  He seemed confused and surprised at first, but when he saw Finn, an understanding came to him and he smiled broadly.




  “Oh, my God. You must be Wendy.” He opened the massive front door so we could come in.




  Finn let me go in first, which made me nervous, and I felt embarrassed with the way this kid smiled at me, especially considering my pajamas and bruised cheek. He was dressed like any other

  normal kid I had gone to school with, at least in the private schools, and I found that weird. As if it would be more natural for him to run around in a tuxedo first thing in the morning.




  “Um, yeah,” I mumbled awkwardly.




  “Oh, sorry, I’m Rhys.” He touched his chest, gesturing to himself, and turned back to Finn. “We weren’t expecting you this soon.”




  “Things happen,” Finn explained noncommittally.




  “I’d really love to stay and talk, but I just came home for lunch, and I’m already running late on getting back to school.” Rhys glanced around and looked at us

  apologetically. “Elora is down in the drawing room. You can get yourself there, right?”




  Finn nodded. “I can.”




  “All right. Sorry to rush out like this.” Rhys smiled sheepishly and picked up the messenger bag lying by the front door. “It was really nice meeting you, Wendy. I’m sure

  I’ll be seeing a lot more of you.”




  Once he hurried out the door, I took a moment to take in my surroundings. The floors were marble, and a giant crystal chandelier hung above us. From where I stood, I could see the breathtaking

  view through the windowed back wall of the house. It was floor-to-ceiling glass, and all I could see were the tops of trees and the river plummeting below us. It was enough to give me vertigo, and

  I was on the other side of the house.




  “Come on.” Finn walked ahead of me, turning down a decadently furnished hall, and I scampered after him.




  “Who was that?” I whispered, as if the walls could hear me. They were lined with pictures, a few of which I recognized as being painted by master painters.




  “Rhys.”




  “Yeah, I know, but . . . is he my brother?” I asked.




  “No,” Finn replied. I waited for more, but apparently that was all he would say on the subjet.




  Abruptly he turned and entered a room. It was the corner of the house, so two of the walls were entirely glass. One interior wall had a fireplace, and hanging above it was the portrait of an

  attractive older gentleman. Books lined the other interior wall. Elegant antique furniture filled the room, and a velvet chaise lounge sat poised in front of the fireplace.




  A woman sat on a stool in the corner, her back to us. Her dress was dark and flowing, just like the hair that hung down her back. A large canvas was set on the easel before her. The painting was

  only partially finished, but it appeared to be some kind of fire, with dark smoke filtering over broken chandeliers.




  She continued painting for several minutes while we stood there. I glanced over at Finn, but he just shook his head, trying to quiet me before I voiced a complaint. His hands were clasped behind

  his back, and he stood rigidly straight, reminding me of a soldier.




  “Elora?” Finn said cautiously, and I got the sense that she intimidated him. This was as unnerving as it was surprising. He didn’t seem like he could be intimidated by

  anyone.




  When she turned to look at us, I forgot to breathe. She was much older than I had expected, in her fifties probably, but there was something stunningly elegant and beautiful about her,

  particularly her large dark eyes. In her youth she had probably been unbearably attractive. As it was, I could hardly believe that she was real.




  “Finn!” Her voice was angelic and clear, and her surprise was endearing. With a graceful move, she swiftly stood up, and Finn did a small bow to her. It confused me, but I clumsily

  tried to copy it, and this caused her to laugh. She looked at Finn, but gestured to me. “This is her?”




  “Yes. It is.” There was a hint of pride in his voice. He had brought me here, and I was starting to realize that I must have been a very special request.




  When she moved, she looked even more poised and regal. The length of her skirt swirled around her feet, making it seem as if she floated rather than walked.




  Once in front of me, she inspected me carefully. She seemed to disapprove of my pajamas, especially the dirt stains on my knees I had sustained during the fight, but it was the bruise on my face

  that caused her to purse her lips.




  “Oh, my.” Her eyes widened with surprise, but her expression lacked anything resembling concern. “What happened?”




  “Vittra,” Finn answered with the same contempt he had used when speaking that term before.




  “Oh?” Elora raised an eyebrow. “Which ones?”




  “Jen and Kyra,” Finn said.




  “I see.” Elora stared off for a minute, smoothing out the nonexistent wrinkles in her dress. Sighing tiredly, she looked to Finn. “You’re sure it was only Jen and

  Kyra?”




  “I believe so,” Finn said, thinking hard. “I didn’t see any signs of others, and they would’ve called for backup, had there been any to call. They were quite

  insistent on taking Wendy. Jen got violent with her.”




  “I can see that.” Elora looked back at me. “Just the same, you are lovely.” She sounded almost awed by me, and I felt a blush redden my cheeks. “It’s Wendy,

  isn’t it?”




  “Yes, ma’am.” I smiled nervously at her.




  “What an ordinary name for such an extraordinary girl.” She looked displeased for a moment, and then turned to Finn. “Excellent work. You may be excused while I talk to her.

  Stay close by, though. I’ll call when I need you.”




  Finn did another small bow before leaving the room. His level of reverence made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure how to act around her.




  “I’m Elora, and I won’t expect you to call me any different. I know you still have so much to get accustomed to. I remember when I first came back.” She smiled and gave a

  light shake of her head. “It was a very confusing time.” I nodded, unsure what else to do as she gestured expansively to the room. “Sit. We have much to talk about.”




  “Thanks.” Uncertainly, I took a seat on the edge of the sofa, afraid that if I really sat down on it I would break it or something.




  Elora went to the chaise lounge, where she lay on her side, letting her dress flow around her. She propped her head up with her hand and watched me with intense fascination. Her eyes were dark

  and beautiful, but there was something familiar about them. They reminded me of a wild animal trapped in a cage.




  “I’m not sure if Finn has explained it to you, but I am your mother,” Elora said.
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  It was impossible. I wanted to correct her. There must be some mistake. Nothing as stunning and elegant as that could spawn me. I was awkward and

  impulsive. Her hair was like silk, and as it had been pointed out to me before, my hair was like a Brillo pad. I couldn’t be related to her.




  “Ah. I see he did not,” Elora said. “From your bewildered expression, I take it you don’t believe me. But let me assure you, there is no mistaking who you are. I

  personally chose the Everly family for you and delivered you to them myself. Finn is the best tracker we have, so there is no way you could be anyone else but my daughter.”




  “I’m sorry.” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “I didn’t mean to question you. I just . . .”
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