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  Somehow I think I always knew I’d get arrested. I just never expected it to happen during Home Ec. From the looks of it, Principal Matthews agrees. His face is ham-pink

  and shiny. He seems angry until I see the grin.




  “Miss Tate?” he says. “Could we have a word?”




  Love it when they make an order sound like a request. I mutter apologies to my group partners and grab my messenger bag from under the counter, pulling the strap across my shoulder.

  I’ve been expecting this moment for almost five months now, and I know I deserve it, but I can’t help one last glance at the open window across the room.




  If I ran full out, I could escape.




  “Now, Miss Tate.”




  Or not.




  I walk to the nearest of the two officers and bump up my chin so I can pretend my joints aren’t loosening. The policeman looks me over, scowls. I know what he sees—long, pale blond

  hair; short, pale blue dress—and what he’s thinking: trash. He might even be right.




  Nice girls don’t write computer viruses.




  Let alone use them.




  The officer takes my bag and, after he glances through it, all of us tromp into the hallway. Just like I always pictured, Detective Carson is waiting. He looks so happy I start to shake.




  “Here she is, Detective.” Principal Matthews pats my arm and I have to resist the urge to bite him. “Like I said she’d be.”




  “Great.” Carson jerks his head to the left. “Can we use this classroom?”




  Classroom? One of the officers prods me forward and I trip, my feet suddenly useless. If I’m not being arrested, then what—




  Shit. It’s another job. He’s going to make me work for him again.




  “Um.” Matthews rubs the back of his head, looking dumbfounded, which, to be honest, isn’t much of a stretch for him. “It’s not really protocol.”




  “It’ll only be for a few minutes, and we’d really appreciate the help.” Carson’s smile goes crocodile wide. “I’ll be sure to remember it.”




  “Oh, good. That’s good.” Matthews retreats, refusing to meet my eyes. He pats his pockets like he lost something. “We’re always happy to be of

  assistance.”




  And, to Matthews’s credit, he does sound happy, but when he looks at the floor, the roots of his hair are glittery with sweat.




  I can’t blame him. The detective has the same effect on me.




  I follow Carson into the empty classroom, neither of us saying anything until the door clicks closed.




  “Well, well, Wicket Tate.” He smiles. “You don’t call. You don’t write. What am I supposed to think?”




  “It’s not you. It’s me.” I tap one finger to my lower lip. “Nah, it’s definitely you.”




  Carson laughs. He sits down on a desktop so we’re almost eye to eye, a poster of Spanish verb conjugations above his head as he paws through my bag. “I miss this, Wick. You’re

  always such a smart-ass when you’re scared.”




  “I’m not scared of you.”




  “You should be.” He looks up, the amused smile snapped off. “You’re not keeping up with our deal. You do what I want now. Remember? Or else you go to jail.”




  Carson leans closer and I have to push my feet into the floor to keep from running. “I have evidence you hacked to catch Todd Callaway.”




  My breath dries up. Stupid how after so many months the name can still make me flinch. Todd. My former foster dad and my former best friend’s rapist. He almost killed me. What I did to

  catch him was justified . . . it just wasn’t legal.




  “If I can find evidence on what you did to Callaway,” Carson says, “imagine what I could find on the work you did for that shitbird father of yours.”




  Odds are, he could find loads—especially if my father and his partner decide to roll on me. I focus on the Spanish verbs so I don’t have to meet Carson’s eyes. “What do

  you want?”




  “I have another job. It’s perfect for you.” When I don’t respond, the detective clears his throat and continues, “I want to track Jason Baines and I want you to

  make it happen. Immediately.”




  He’s right. It is kind of perfect. Baines is a mid-level drug dealer who worked for my father. We have history. If anyone could get close, I could—except this is beyond the type of

  work I usually do. Before, Carson needed an email track here, a credit card trace there. This is way riskier.




  “Find someone else, Carson. I do cyberspace. Tracking that fast would require contact.”




  “Your point? Don’t play shy, Wick. Baines specializes in roofies.” Carson searches my face and, even though I keep my features disinterested, he still sees something

  that makes his eyes go plastic bright. “He preys on women. That’s not too different from the men you used to catch, right?”




  Right. Up until five months ago, I ran an online business specializing in catching cheaters and gold diggers. Most of my targets were guys. Most of my clients were women. And yeah, I did it for

  money—my sister, Lily, and I needed it—but I also did it because those women needed answers. I made sure the men they loved were really who they said they were. I made sure no one ended

  up like my mom did.




  And later, I used those same skills to bring down Todd and save my sister.




  But Carson only knows a little bit about the last part and nothing about the first. He’s fishing and I play it blank, realizing too late that I should have played it stupid.




  “What are you talking about?” I say, twirling a strand of hair around my finger. Carson’s mouth thins and I switch the conversation around. “Look, your best bet for

  tracking Baines is putting something on his phone, only that’s no good because I’d have to get close enough to do it and—”




  “And it shouldn’t be hard since you two go way back. One of my sources says he’ll be selling at Judge Bay’s Carnivale party tonight.”




  “You sure?” Bay is a local luminary: rich, well-connected, the kind of guy who uses summer as a verb. I know of him the same way most people like me know of him: He presided

  over our legal cases. “That’s pretty bold.”




  “My source says your new mommy has accepted an invitation as well.”




  I go very, very still. “You’ve been watching Bren?”




  “Scared now?”




  “No.” I’m fucking terrified. I shove suddenly sweating hands into my pockets. “You wouldn’t dare touch her.”




  Only, he would, to get to me. My sister and I were adopted by Bren Callaway two months ago in what the papers are calling a fairy-tale ending. Although the description makes me gag, I

  can’t fault the observation. Lily and I went from foster care rejects to looking like poster children for Ralph Lauren. Yeah, Bren was married to Todd, the psychopath who tried to kill both

  me and Lily, but aside from Bren’s seriously crappy taste in men, she’s straight out of Disney casting.




  She doesn’t deserve what Carson would do to her to get to me.




  “I want you there.” The detective stands, tosses my bag to me. “Do whatever you have to do. I want to be able to follow Baines’s movement by tomorrow.”




  “Yeah, I’m fresh out of magic wands.” Then again, I might not be. Baines isn’t the only one who can get roofies. I could knock him out, download a tracking app to his

  phone. There’s a certain poetic justice to it. I’m very capable of this . . . and that fact should scare me.




  Actually, it does scare me. Thing is . . . if I tag Baines, Carson will go away. Bren and Lily will be safe. I can go on pretending I’m normal.




  For a little while at least.




  “Make it happen.” The detective stares down at me, and even though it’s finally healed, my injured arm starts to burn. “You wouldn’t want to ruin that lovely new

  life you landed, now would you?”




  “No.” And isn’t that just the funniest punch line? Here I am with a new life, new start, and I’m already ruining it. Worse, I’m risking ruining it for my

  sister—and for Bren—and they deserve any happily ever after life will give them.




  I consider Carson. This is probably where I should cry a bit, but I’ve swallowed my tears for so long they’ve turned to bone.




  I roll my hands into fists. “Maybe you’re the one who should be careful. I brought down a rapist you couldn’t. The papers are calling me a hero.”




  Even if I can barely say the word.




  Carson’s upper lip wrinkles. “That so?”




  Above us, the bell rings. School’s finished for the day and the hallway swarms with students, their voices swelling like the growl of distant thunder. How long before the rumor of me

  getting hauled out of class by the police reaches Bren? Or my best friend, Lauren?




  Worse, how long before it reaches Griff?




  Is it considerate that I want to be the person who tells him first? Or paranoid? I never told him I was working for Carson. He thinks I’m free.




  And just like that, my hands are shaking again. “I’ll send you a text when it’s finished.”




  “Good.” Carson smacks open the classroom door and motions me forward. I’m almost into the hallway when his fingers sink into my bad arm, pinning me against the lockers to hide

  his grip. “The next time you think about blowing me off, Wicket, you think about everything I could destroy.”




  I hold my breath, waiting for Carson to twist my arm until I want to scream. His hold stays light though. It’s not punishment. It’s a promise.




  “Understand?” he asks, fitting Bren and Lily and everything I want into one word.




  I nod, but the detective doesn’t let go and I shouldn’t look at him. . . . I do, realizing too late he isn’t focused on me. He’s staring at Griff.




  Who’s headed straight for us.




  “Smile for the boyfriend,” Carson says.




  Funny how I still can. Smiles are so easy when they’re for Griff. I smile. Carson smiles. Griff’s too far away, but I know his eyes have narrowed.




  The detective snorts. “I’m always amazed at the way he looks at you.”




  Me too.




  Carson leans down, his lips so close to my ear the words escape in a hiss: “Think he’d look at you the same way if he knew what you really are?”




  He does know. Griff helped me escape my father and Todd. He knows what I was before and he never wants me to go back.




  “Think he’d still want you if he knew you were working for me?”




  No. Yes. I don’t know and it makes my chest shrink tight. This is what happens when you end up with a hero. He expects you to be just as noble.




  And I’m not.




  Carson releases my arm, his thumb curving across the spot where Todd rammed in the knife. “I enjoy our little talks. I like seeing everything you’ve got now, gives me more I can take

  away. We understand each other?”




  “Perfectly.”




  “Good,” the detective says, and swings away from me, cutting left, cutting right as the students surge around him.




  “What was that about?”




  It takes me a beat before I can finally turn around, and when I do, Griff cups my jaw. His long fingers reach into my hair, streak chills down my spine.




  “Todd,” I say. The lie is sluggish. I’m looking at Griff and can see only Carson. I shake myself. Another problem with heroes: If you confess your secrets, they will want to

  save you.




  I want to save myself.




  “They found some additional information,” I add.




  Griff frowns. “Anything we should worry about?”




  “No.” I smile and it makes him smile. He looks at me like I’m perfect.




  What happens if that goes away?




  “It’s under control,” I add, and it is under control. That part, at least, isn’t a lie. I will fix this. I will.




  Someone jostles Griff from behind and he steps into me, filling my nose with the smell of grass and gasoline and oil paints from his art class. Griff braces one hand above me, shielding me from

  the crowd. “We still on for tonight?”




  I blink. Dammit. How could I have forgotten? “Um, yeah, it’s just that I have this thing I need to do. With Bren. Can we meet up later?”




  “Of course,” he says. And kisses me.




  I wrap my arms around his neck and he tugs me close, his hands skating over me, dragging shivers across my skin. I feel my heartbeat . . . everywhere. Does it make me pathetic that

  Griff can burn everything else away?




  Everything, but this: Would he want me if he knew?




  Yes. Of course. No doubt.




  Even though I repeat the words, I don’t believe in them any more than I believe in the fairy-tale ending I’ve been given. There’s no such thing. Or there wasn’t until I

  met Griff.




  Which side of me is worse: the pathetic girl who wants the boy or the pathetic girl who’s afraid of the detective?




  I break off our kiss, tell myself I’m breathless from Griff and not because I’m scared. Even though I know that’s what lives at the bottom of this: I’m terrified. I

  don’t want to lose everything I’ve been given.




  I curl my hands into Griff’s shirt. He grins and my heart stutters.




  “So I’ll see you later then, Wicked?”




  The nickname still makes me blush. “Definitely.”




  Another kiss. This one’s hard and fast. By the time my fingers curl into his chest, it’s done. He’s turning away.




  Gone.




  I chew my tingling lips and reach for my phone, dialing a number I haven’t used in ages and should have forgotten. Stringer picks up on the third ring. There’s no hello, but I can

  hear his breathing.




  “Hey . . . it’s me.” I lean against the lockers, cradling my bad arm.




  “Been a long time, girlie.”




  “Yeah, it has.” Months and months, actually. Before I went into foster care. When Stringer and I were just good earners for my dad. “I need your help.”




  “What kind of help?”




  “Roofies. By tonight.”
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  There are worse things than going to Judge Bay’s costume party. At the moment, though, I can’t think of any. Things I can think of?




  How Bren looked at me when I asked to come.




  How Stringer looked at me when I bought the roofies.




  How it shouldn’t be this easy. This is not who I am. It’s not.




  And yet both of them looked at me like it is. Bren was so happy and Stringer . . . Stringer wasn’t surprised. I wish he had been.




  I keep telling myself I can do this. I will drug Jason Baines’s drink. I will wait until he’s passed out. I will install a hidden tracking app on his cell.




  I will be okay.




  But now that I’m at Bay’s home, I realize my plan is super stupid. I had no idea how massive the judge’s house is or how many people were going to be here. It’s a

  Carnivale party, which I thought meant feather headdresses and bedazzled bikinis, but I guess when you live in the South, it means resurrecting a tragic Halloween costume.




  Seriously. The Tinker Bell to my left looks rode hard and the genie on my right . . . that may not actually be a costume. If Jason Baines is here, I’m going to have a hard time finding

  him—and if I do find him, how exactly am I supposed to get the roofies into his drink? Which also presumes he’s drinking.




  I’m going to screw up everything.




  “I don’t want to be here,” I whisper.




  “Yes, you do.” Next to me, Lauren readjusts her cat ears. I’ll be honest, it was kind of awesome running into her. My best friend’s family is well-connected, and she

  often attends parties like these with her mother. I pretty much expected to see them, but part of me still went boneless with relief.




  It’s probably the same part of me that’s responsible for my stupid plan of attack. Or it’s the part of me that’s gone soft. I used to operate alone. I still

  operate alone and yet . . .




  “You being here makes Bren happy—and Bren could use a little happy.” Lauren tugs her fingers through her almost black hair, trying to smooth it. Pointless really. The wind is

  picking up and no amount of Restoration Hardware heaters or outdoor fireplaces is going to hide the fact that it’s freaking February.




  “What if someone asks her about Todd?”




  “They wouldn’t dare.” She says it with such a forceful smile I almost believe her.




  Until that smile vanishes.




  “Oh shit,” Lauren hisses, and I follow her gaze to Mrs. Cross, her mother. She’s talking to some guy in a Phantom of the Opera costume, her face absolutely white, her mouth

  fish-gulping for air. She’s on the tip of another panic attack, and just like that, my best friend’s melting through the crowd.




  I start to follow, stop. Lauren won’t want me there. Neither of them will. Lauren and I aren’t friends because we like the same ice cream (even though we do) or because we like boy

  bands (even though we don’t). I think we’re friends because our mothers are damaged. My biological mom committed suicide. Her adoptive mom is imploding.




  I hate it for Lauren, but it’s an unexpected windfall. Bren thinks I’m with Lauren. Lauren’s consumed with her mom.




  Leaves me open to do what I need to do.




  I turn toward the house and, like I’m living in some cheesy movie, spot Jason near the bar. He sees me and gives me a tiny nod, dark hair flipping into his eyes. I’m not sure if

  it’s in acknowledgment of how we used to work together or who my father is. Either way, I suddenly know how I’m going to finish this.




  I elbow my way to the bar and order a Red Bull, play with my straw and glass until the bartender moves down to get drink orders from a Captain Kirk. There are two empty stools between Jason and

  me, but I can still feel his gaze crawl up my skin like spiders.




  “Can you believe this?” he asks. The question’s so quiet I nearly miss it.




  “No,” I say, and immediately I wish I hadn’t. Agreeing makes me more like him and less like the girl I’m going to be.




  I keep my eyes on the people around us, fidgeting with my zombie Alice in Wonderland costume. Even if I weren’t meeting with Jason, this kind of party makes me anxious. It’s where

  I’m supposed to belong now, but I’ve been living this life with Bren for almost a year and it still feels borrowed.




  In the corner of my vision, Jason shifts. He’s in a fifties-style suit, dressed up as a Mad Man, I guess, and as he leans closer, the jacket falls open. “So why’re you

  here?” he asks.




  “To see you.” I push one hand into my skirt pocket, feel the Rohypnol roll like pebbles. “I have a message. From him.”




  The dealer goes so still I know I’ve got him.




  “From your dad?” he asks.




  For the first time, I dare to fully look at him, raise both my eyebrows in a Who else do you think, idiot? way.




  Jason smacks one hand against his suit jacket, exposing an enormous gold watch before he fishes out his iPhone. The screen is illuminated with an incoming call. “Give me one second,”

  he says. “I’m working.”




  “He’ll be glad to know.” Jason’s gaze swings to mine, holds, and I can see nothing but want in his eyes: How he wants my father’s approval. How he wants to

  belong.




  How I can use that against him.




  So while Jason paces with whoever’s on the cell, I put two roofies in his beer. At least, I think it’s his beer. I’m almost positive.




  After a few minutes, Jason circles back to me, grinning. “Cheers,” he says, and clinks his beer—I was right—against my Red Bull. He drinks the Heineken in two

  long pulls. “What does he need?”




  “Wait for my friends to leave,” I say, and Jason nods.




  We watch everyone but each other, and twenty minutes later, I tell him to follow me.




  Since most of the party is near the rear of the house, I push toward the front. The number of guests starts to thin and I turn down an

  empty hallway, skin-crawlingly aware that Jason’s only a few strides behind me. I’m trying to look like I’m searching for a bathroom. He’s trying to look like . . . I have

  no idea. I refuse to turn around. With every step, I’m chickening out.




  “Where you goin’, Wick?” He’s closer than I thought and sweat pops up between my shoulder blades.




  “Somewhere quiet.” I turn to face him. “My dad said this was really important. We don’t want any interruptions.”




  “Good idea.”




  You won’t think so when we get there—if we get there. His skin is shimmery with sweat and his eyes are dilated. The roofies have hit him hard. I have two minutes.

  Maybe.




  I shoulder open the nearest door, spilling both of us into a dimly lit home office. Jason plows into me from behind, closing a fist around my arm. “What did Michael say?”




  I shudder. Another name I hate. My father’s.




  “What’s he want?” Jason asks, giving me a shake.




  I shove him. Hard. Thank God for the Rohypnol because he spins, staggers, and drops onto a leather sofa wedged under a picture window. I close the door behind us, slump against the wood. My

  costume is twisted from where he grabbed me and my dark wig is crooked. I pull it off, shake my hair loose.




  Jason’s face screws tight. “W hat the hell is your problem?”




  “You.”




  He stabs both hands into the couch, tries to stand, and falls. Horror crawls across his face. “Did you—”




  “Give you a little trip? Yeah,” I say, knowing he’ll never remember it. Like roofie victims before him, his memory of tonight is going to smear into an ugly blank. I come a

  little closer. “Do you even care what happens to them?”




  Them. The girls. They don’t have names. Ends up not mattering though because Jason doesn’t pretend to be confused.




  “No, I don’t.”




  “I do.” In fact, I like telling myself that’s the real reason I’m here. It’s easier than seeing Bren or Lily or Griff behind my eyes. Jason shifts, tries to move,

  and can’t. It’s like someone poured him into place. I’ve seen the look before. I have less than one minute.




  “Bitch,” he whispers.




  Yes. Probably. I wait, counting down the seconds and watching something that might be fear shadowbox behind the dealer’s eyes.




  “Looks like Lell,” Jason mutters, tilts sideways, and passes out.




  The hell? On the other side of the office door, people walk by. Someone laughs and I stiffen. Now is so not the time to hesitate. We could be interrupted at any minute, but I

  can’t bring myself to touch him. He smells like the peppermints he’s always chewing and it makes my throat funnel shut.




  Suddenly, I’m not in Judge Bay’s home office. I’m back in my bedroom, smelling peppermints on Todd’s breath and watching him slice me open. I need to move and I

  can’t move.




  Another laugh. Closer this time.




  Get going.




  I drop to my knees, ramming one hand into Jason’s pocket. First the left then the right. There it is. I pull out his iPhone and enter the security code I watched him use earlier. The home

  screen appears and I load the browser, start downloading a GPS tracking app.




  Another moment and I’m done. Jason will never know it’s there and Carson can watch him whenever he likes. Though it’s weird that he even wants to. I can’t help wondering

  what Carson’s angle is. Jason’s mid-level. Carson’s usually interested in bigger fish.




  Best not to think about it. I use my dress to wipe any prints from the iPhone and slide it into Jason’s jeans pocket. Pushing both hands into the floor, I start to stand and

  something scrapes the window. I freeze as a shadow glides over us.




  Shit.




  I drop to the floor, scrambling backward on my hands and knees. I hit the desk and, shoulders rammed against its side, I watch the window. The shadow reappears. There’s another scrape, a

  rattle as the window shakes.




  He’s trying to get in.




  I cover my mouth with both hands, chewing down a scream.




  He’ll catch me. He’ll—he’s stopping.




  The guy leans close to the glass, staring down at Jason. His head twitches and looks straight ahead. Right at me.




  He can’t see you. He can’t see you. He can only see Jason because he’s so close.




  The shadow pulls back, looks right, then left. If he goes for help, I’m screwed.




  He goes right, disappearing into the dark, and my breath escapes in a rush.




  Gotta get out of here. I kick my feet under me, keeping the window in sight as I move toward the door, grabbing my wig from the floor as I pass. My hands bump into the handle and I

  hesitate. The outside hallway is lit. If he’s still near the window, he’ll see me when I open the door.




  I swallow hard and press down on the handle, cracking the door open just enough to slip into the deserted hallway. For a moment, there’s no one and I can breathe again.




  Then I hear voices.




  I pivot to my right and power walk into the living room and the crowd. The costume party is in full swing now. A few people look my way, stare. Do they know? I can’t tell and cold sweat

  rolls underneath my costume. I take one step forward. Two. No one starts screaming. No one asks where Jason is. More eyes slide in my direction . . . and stick.




  Maybe it’s because I’m dressed as a blood-spattered Alice in Wonderland—that has to be a first—but it’s probably not. Some people see me as the girl who brought

  down her foster dad, the child molester. Others see me as the girl who asked for it.




  Yet another reason not to stick around. I push through the other guests, heading for the backyard, where I left Bren and two investment bankers. Fortunately, she’s still there and the

  suits are still enthralled with her. Thank God. I’ve never been more grateful for my adoptive mom’s ability to go on and on about diversification strategies.




  “There you are.” Bren wraps one arm around my shoulders, gives me a tight squeeze. I’m so glad to see her I hug her even harder, have to remind myself to let go before I

  completely crush her fluffy pink Glinda the Good Witch costume.




  “I thought you were going to hang around with Lauren,” she says, adjusting the collar of my dress so it’s smooth.




  “They had to leave.”




  “Oh.” The skin between Bren’s eyes creases. “Did you have a hard time finding me?”




  I almost burst out laughing. I want to tell Bren no, not at all, because I’m not ten and I can get around, but if I don’t want to be Carson’s pet, my alternative is

  cute-and-cuddly teenage girl.




  Only I don’t like that option either.




  “I had a hard time finding the bathroom,” I whisper, and everyone smiles indulgently.




  Gag. Me. Now.




  Bren’s attention drifts to my hair, noticing the absent wig. She starts to speak and I cut her off, holding up the dark wig like it’s a dead animal. “Sorry. It was

  itchy.”




  The guy to my right glances at his phone. “It’s almost time for Bay’s speech. Shall we go up?”




  Shall we? Now I really want to gag. Until I realize Bren is kind of digging his attention. Her smile is white and shiny and . . . unfamiliar. I can’t remember the last time she

  looked so happy.




  “That would be perfect,” Bren says, gathering a handful of pink tulle skirt. “And if you do decide you want a proposal, here’s my card.” She passes him a

  cream-colored business card and the guy pockets it, eyes still pinned to her like she’s made of magic.




  He doesn’t have a clue. I don’t mean that to sound like my adoptive mom isn’t amazing. She is. But ever since Todd’s arrest, most of the town treats her like total crap.

  They think she should have known what he was doing and stopped it. Thing is, Bren agrees and she’s hated herself ever since.




  And while I don’t regret taking down Todd, I do regret the blowback on Bren. Maybe if I had handled things differently . . . better . . . she wouldn’t be suffering. I saved

  my sister. I saved myself.




  I ruined Bren’s life.




  Exposing Todd was right . . . and yet.




  “Are you friends with the family?” Guy #2 asks.




  A brief pause. Bren always hesitates before she lies. “We’ve known them for a long time,” she says.




  But the only reason we even received an invitation to the party is because Bren donated money to Bay’s previous political campaigns. They can’t afford to snub her even though we

  can’t really afford to contribute anymore. Bren’s consulting company is struggling because people around here don’t want to do business with her. These guys must be out-of-towners

  and Bren saw the opportunity. She’ll do whatever she has to do to take care of Lily and me.




  It’s one of the biggest traits we share and I hope she never finds out.




  Bren hooks her arm through mine, tucking me close like I’m everything she ever wanted, like we belong together.




  It feels so perfect I smile right through the guilt gumming up my chest.




  The four of us follow the other guests up to the main house. Inside, most of the furniture has been cleared away and staff in matching burgundy polo shirts is waving us through, motioning for

  everyone to huddle closer.




  I tilt my head toward Bren. “What’s going on?”




  “Bay’s probably going to announce his intent to run for election again next year. It shouldn’t take too long and then we can go home. I only have Lily’s babysitter until

  midnight.”




  Ahead of us, the judge stands up—probably on some table or chair because he’s suddenly two or three feet higher than everyone.




  “I want to thank all of you for coming,” Bay says, smiling and adjusting his dark suit jacket. I guess he couldn’t be bothered with a costume. “I’m sure most of you

  know what I’m about to say so I’ll spare you any more theatrics and, instead, get to what y’all been waiting for—”




  I don’t know. I’d say all of us is a bit of a stretch, but, judging from everyone’s rapt attention, I’m in the minority. Bay gestures to the curtain behind him

  and it starts to slide open . . . and jerks to a stop as someone screams.




  Two women crash into me and I stumble. Bren’s pulling me away, but I can’t stop staring. I can’t believe what I’m seeing.




  It’s a dead woman.




  She’s dressed like an angel and propped into a sitting position underneath Bay’s enormous grinning photograph. More people plow into us, running for the door, and Bren tugs me close,

  using one palm to shield my face from the sight.




  Too late. I close my eyes and the curl of body blooms behind them. The dead girl’s dress is torn halfway off, her chest is bloody, but you can still read the words someone carved:




  REMEMBER ME.
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  What’s worse than going to a costume party? Sitting in a cop car.




  Bren was talking to some officer when Carson spotted us and peeled me away to get my “statement.” Now I’m stuck here, slumped low in the passenger seat and picking at the

  upholstery while Carson yells at two EMTs who were called to the scene. There are a lot of hand gestures going on. The detective is not a happy camper.




  That makes two of us, I guess.




  Carson spins around and stalks toward me, yanking open the car door with enough force to make the hinges creak.




  “You had a job to do.”




  “And I did it. Can I go now?”




  “No, you can’t fucking ‘go.’” Carson chews his toothpick harder, swinging it from side to side. He’s super pissed and I don’t care.




  Well, I do care, just not in the way I should. I’m not gunning for Employee of the Year—more like Hacker Who Stays Out of Jail. I smile at Carson. He glares at me.




  Across the lawn, Ian Bay, the judge’s son, catches sight of us and pauses, the red and blue lights from the emergency vehicles twirling over his dark hair. He holds my gaze for so long I

  look down, pretend I’m hyperventilating. Nothing to see here. Just a scared teenage girl giving her account of the situation to the police. I do not need someone from my school

  wondering why Carson and I are having our second heart-to-heart in less than eight hours.




  Carson flicks his toothpick onto the ground. “Who’s your friend, Wicket?”




  I lick my lips, stalling. I don’t know why, but I have always hated the way he says my name. “No idea what you’re talking about. He’s not my friend.”




  When I look up again, Ian is gone, replaced by a set of medics pushing a gurney across the grass, wheeling an unconscious Jason Baines toward the street. He isn’t moving and guilt pries

  into all my corners.




  “So you can take direction.” Carson’s laugh is a dry bark. “I’m assuming you took my advice?”




  I turn my face away. “I hope he wakes up.”




  “Like it would be a tragedy if he didn’t.” The detective’s tone is equal parts sarcasm and camaraderie—like we’re buddies in on the same joke.




  We’re so not. If he says this stuff about Jason, what does he say about me?




  An officer appears at Carson’s elbow. “There are footsteps leading around the side of the house, sir. They head east along the flower beds.”




  My hands go cold. East goes directly past the office, past me when I was with Jason.




  “Could be one of the guests,” Carson says.




  “Could be.” The other cop glances down at me, hesitant to say more. “However, there’s other evidence that suggests it’s the killer, sir.”




  I tuck both hands under my thighs and ignore how my armpits have turned swampy.




  “Do not move,” Carson says, peeling away to follow the officer.




  Not planning to, but thanks for the reminder. I lean over, put my forehead on my knees, and close my eyes. Only I see the dead girl.




  Remember me.




  Yeah, I’d rather not. I sit up, look around. Hmm. Well, as long as I’m here.




  I prop my feet on the curb and go through Carson’s glove box. It’s been a while since I’ve been in the detective’s unmarked sedan. Looks like they got my dried blood off

  the dash. Too bad there are the same fast food bags and junk on the floor. Pig.




  Heh.




  “Wicket Tate?”




  “Yeah?” I answer without thinking and regret it once I turn toward the voice. It’s another cop, one I don’t recognize.




  “I have something for you.” He thrusts a thin, small square at me, gives it a tiny shake. “Take it.”




  I shouldn’t ease back—makes me look weak—but I do. I don’t like this. There’s something about the guy’s smile that makes the hair on my arms go rigid.

  “What is it?”




  “It’s something you should have.”




  “Yeah, no thanks, I think I saw that after-school special.”




  “Suit yourself.” The cop—Hart, according to his name plate—shrugs and sets the square on the pavement right in between his shiny black loafers and my scruffy black

  Chucks. He straightens, smiles, and walks off, heading through the rows of parked cars.




  Ugh. Now I can’t decide whether to be freaked or annoyed.




  I’m leaning toward annoyed. Sighing, I look down, toe the square. It’s wrapped up like a small, thin present. The bow on top is a little smushed, but the ribbons wave

  enthusiastically in the chill night breeze.




  Crap. Even though I’m pretty sure this ranks right up there with taking candy from strangers, I really want to know what’s in there. Why would he want me to have it?




  I pick up the present and press it to one ear. No ticking. Doesn’t smell funny either. Does that mean it’s safe? I have no idea.




  I work one finger into the wrapping paper seams and pull the tape away. Underneath, there’s a thin line of ribbed plastic. It feels like a DVD case.




  I rip off the wrapping paper, find a DVD case. The cover is homemade, one of those white cardboard labels where you write in your title with a marker. Whoever did this one used a thin-tipped

  pen, making the words hard to read in the dark.




  I lean the case toward the floodlights and my stomach bottoms out. The cover says:




  June Interviews




  And below:




  Sia Tate




  That’s my mom. My real mom. She committed suicide four years ago, left my sister and me alone with our drug-dealer father. I hate her. I should pitch the case across the yard on

  principle.




  I should . . . I end up opening it. Inside, there’s a glossy DVD and, on the other side of the label, someone wrote:




  Enjoy




  “Wick?”




  I jerk, nearly dropping the DVD. Bren is standing a few feet from me, cell phone in one hand, car keys in the other. “Are you done giving your statement?”




  Hell yes I am. I clutch the DVD to my chest and hop up, ready to bolt when Carson reappears. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Callaway. I need to ask Wicket a few more questions.”




  Bren frowns. “Detective, Wick was with me. She doesn’t know anything more than any of us do about—”




  “Please, Mrs. Callaway, the death may be drug related.” Carson’s eyes swing to me, and, before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve jammed the DVD under my

  costume’s skirt. “Unfortunately, Wick has a better perspective than most civilians on that sort of thing.”




  The reminder ripples through Bren. Her eyes briefly close. “Are you okay with that, Wick?” She looks at me. “Do you want me to stay with you?”




  And risk slipping up and revealing what I do with my free time? No way. I shake my head, string up a smile. “It’s okay. I’ll meet you at the car.”




  Bren nods, turning to thread through the crowd, heading in the same direction Hart took.




  “Drug related?” I ask.




  Carson shrugs. “Baines was here, wasn’t he?”




  “He was nowhere near the victim.” I hesitate. “Who was she anyway?”




  “Bay’s assistant, Chelsea Martin.” Carson waves one hand like he’s flicking away a fly. “I think those words—remember me—are a message. It’s

  Bay’s assistant, Bay’s house, Bay’s party. It’s got to mean something for him.”




  I hate to admit it, but I agree. During those first hysterical moments, Bren had me pulled tight against her, facing away from the dead girl. I ended up staring straight at Bay. I saw him see

  the body, watched the sight sink into his blood and bones, turn his face green then gray.




  The judge didn’t look horrified. He looked . . . resigned, like this had been inevitable.




  “I thought it was interesting that he went for his phone right off,” I say.




  Carson snorts. “Calling nine-one-one is a common practice when you find a dead body.”




  “Yeah, I just don’t think he did.” I straighten the hem of my dress and decide I’m pretty badass for sounding fine when my insides have turned to sludge. “He was on

  the phone too long, talking and talking and then, finally, just listening, even after the medics arrived. If he had been talking to nine-one-one, he would have hung up.”




  Carson’s eyes inch over me. “You see anything else?”




  “Not really.”




  “The girl’s BlackBerry was stolen. What do you think that means?”




  I shrug. “Could be a lot. Could be nothing.”




  “I think it’s something. Associating with Baines like that, the murder . . . I think the judge is dirty.”




  Again, I hate to agree with Carson. He’s right though. Something’s very wrong here. It’s more than just having Baines around. Once upon a time, Judge Bay denied every

  restraining order my mom—my real mom—requested against my father. He threw out evidence, postponed hearings—it was almost like he wanted to help my father.




  “I want you to take him down, Wick.”




  And suddenly, Carson’s interest in Baines makes sense. The dealer’s small. He might lead to something bigger though. Like one of my dad’s captains. Like a judge.




  The detective puts another toothpick in his mouth, rolls it from side to side. “I can’t touch him. Bay did prosecution for years before being elected to the bench. The chief says

  he’s off-limits, but you can. Think of it as a public service.”




  Destroying Bay? Not going to lie, I kind of like the feel of it. It’s been ten years and I still hate him. I hate his tasseled loafers, his slicked-down hair, the way his eyes slide right

  through people like me.




  Well . . . people like I used to be.




  Underneath my skirt, my fingertips dig into the DVD case and I almost—almost—ask Carson if he knows that Hart guy. Something holds me back though. The detective would want

  to know why I want to know and then I’d have to explain. No thanks.




  “Bay’s out of my league,” I say finally.




  “That so?” Carson’s attention swivels to something behind me, a muscle jumping in his jaw. I turn, see Bren sitting in her Lexus, waiting for us to finish, ready to take me

  home.




  Makes my throat close up tight.




  “Pretty car.” Carson’s not looking at me, but I can hear the smile in his voice. “Think she’ll be able to hold on to it after everything that’s

  happened?”




  No. Yes. Of course.




  I stand. “Bren was always the brains behind their company. She’ll make it work.”




  “Won’t work if everyone keeps shunning her. Your new family is so interesting to me. Like, you ever wonder how she got your adoption papers to go through so fast? ‘Cause I do.

  I think that’s very interesting and I really wonder what would happen if I did some digging? Think I’d find anything that would make her look even worse?”




  I try to swallow. Can’t. There’s no way he’d find anything on Bren . . . right?




  “You can’t save everyone you love, Trash. Doesn’t work like that. In fact, I can make sure it doesn’t work like that. Find out everything you can on Bay or

  I’ll destroy you and make sure Bren gets the blame. Think how that would go: First she didn’t recognize her husband was a monster; now her adopted kid is breaking the law. Bet

  they’d take your sister away from her.”




  I bet they would. I look at Carson, and, in the swirling blue lights, his grin grows monstrous. It pushes chills up my arms.




  “Leave her alone,” I say. “I’ll do it.”
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  Bren and I drive home in silence . . . or in silence as only Bren can do. She keeps tapping the steering wheel with her fingers, jiggling her left knee. She’s vibrating,

  and I’m afraid to say anything in case it makes her spin apart.




  “It’s so horrible,” Bren says at last. She smoothes one hand against her pink skirt, forcing it to flatten. “Bay’s a good man.”




  I snort. Can’t help it.




  “He is.”




  “I’ll have to take your word for it.” And I will because, suddenly, I’m not in Bren’s car. I’m standing over my mother as she cried. Bay was never good to

  her. The man’s an ass, but if Bren thinks he’s . . . wait a minute.




  “Bren,” I say, and have to push each word from my tongue. “How did you manage to adopt us so quickly?”




  A pause. “Bay helped.”




  “Why would he help us?”

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
ROMILY BERNARD

REMEMBER
ME

SIMONS&SCHUSTER





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
ROMILY BERNARD

REMEMBER
ME

SIMON&SCHUSTER





OEBPS/html/docimages/ht.jpg
REMEMBER
ME





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





