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TWISTED


To Johnny Stewart Carmen


GAIA

There are circles in Hell.

My father—back when he still cared that I was alive and breathing—used to make me read. Not easy stuff. Even when I was a kid, there was no Winnie-the-Pooh, no Little House on the Prairie. Not for me.

It was all about the classics. Hard classics.

One of the moldy oldies he put under my nose was The Inferno, by Dante. This book was seriously tough sledding. The whole thing was written in verse, and it was full of political stuff that didn’t always make a lot of sense, and the language was creaky to say the least. But there were good parts.

In this story a guy gets led all around Hell to see how everybody is punished. A lot of it is kind of like you would expect. Lots of demons with whips. Fire. Snakes. That kind of thing.

But the idea that stuck with me was the way Hell was divided up in circles. The dead guys up in the first circle don’t have it so bad. It’s just kind of rainy and dull up there. But the really bad people, like murderers (or members of a political party Dante didn’t like), they get shoved way down to a circle where they have to run around without feet or burst into flame or get eaten by big lizards or melt like candles.

I remembered this book the other day and started thinking that my life could be sliced up in the same way as hell.

There are the little things. Finding out the deli is out of Krispy Kreme. Losing a chess game against some moron I should have schooled. That’s the gloomy, first-circle sort of hell.

Then there’s having to live with George and Ella. George knew my father, but I don’t really know him. Ella didn’t know my father, doesn’t know me, and I don’t even want to know Ella. She’s definitely a deeper level of hell.

The next level down is high school. It gets a level of hell all to itself.

Below that comes Sam and Heather. I wouldn’t throw Sam in a pit by himself. I mean, Sam’s the guy I want to be with. The only guy I’ve ever wanted to be with. But Sam is with Heather, and together they deserve pitchforks and brimstone.

Then there’s my father. My father disappears, doesn’t write, doesn’t call, and doesn’t give me a clue about what’s going on. Now we’re getting really deep. Snakes and fire. Demons with weird Latin names.

And my mom. The way I feel when I think about her. When I think about her death. Well, that brings us right down to the bottom.

The way Dante tells it, the very bottom layer of hell isn’t hot. Instead it’s a big lake of ice with people frozen inside. They’re stuck forever with only their faces sticking out, and every time they cry, it just adds another layer of frost covering their eyes.

Put my whole life together, and that’s where I am. Down on the ice. Some days I feel like I have a pair of skates. Other days I wonder if Dante didn’t get it wrong. Maybe the ice isn’t the lowest level after all.


THE HIGH SCHOOL CIRCLE

HER BIG PAL GAVE HER A LITTLE LOVE PAT—ENOUGH TO BOUNCE HER FROM THE WALL AND BACK TO HIS BEEFY HAND.

JERKUS HIGHSCHOOLENSIS

Pretty people do ugly things. It was one of those laws of nature that Gaia had understood for years. If she ever started to forget that rule for a second, there always seemed to be some good-looking asshole ready to remind her.

She stumbled up the steps and pushed her way inside The Village School with five minutes to spare before her first class. Actually early. Of course, her hair was still wet from the shower and her homework wasn’t done, but being there—actually physically inside the building before the bell rang—was a new experience. For twelve whole seconds after that, she thought she might have an all right day.

Then she caught a glimpse of one of those things that absolutely defines the high school circle of hell.

Down at the end of the row of lockers, a tall, broad-shouldered guy was smiling a very confident smile, wearing very popular-crowd clothes, and using a very big hand to pin a very much smaller girl up against the wall. There was an amused expression on Mr. Handsome’s face.

Only the girl who was stuck between his hand and fifty years’ worth of ugly green paint didn’t look like she thought it was funny.

Gaia had noticed the big boy in a couple of her classes but hadn’t bothered to file away his name. Tad, she thought, or maybe it was Chip. She knew it was something like that.

From the way girls in class talked, he was supposed to be cute. Gaia could sort of see it. Big blue eyes. Good skin. Six-five even without the air soles in his two-hundred-dollar sneakers. His lips were a little puffy, but then, some people liked that. It was the hair that really eliminated him from Gaia’s list of guys worth looking at.

He wore that stuff in his hair. The stuff that looked like a combination of motor oil and maple syrup. The stuff that made it look like he hadn’t washed his hair this side of tenth grade. “What’s the rush, Darla?” the Chipster said. “I just want to know what he said to you.”

The girl, Darla, shook her head. “He didn’t . . .”

Her big pal gave her a little love pat—enough to bounce her from the wall and back to his beefy hand.

“Don’t give me that,” he said, still all smiles. “I saw you two together.”

Gaia did a quick survey of the hall. There was a trio of khaki-crowd girls fifty yards down and two leather dudes hanging near the front door. A skinny guy stuck his head out of a classroom, saw who was doing the shoving, and quickly ducked back in. Gaia had to give him some credit. At least he looked. Everybody else in the hallway was Not Noticing so hard, it hurt.

Gaia really didn’t need this. She didn’t know the girl against the wall. Sure, the guy with the big hands was a prime example of Jerkus highschoolensis, but it was absolutely none of Gaia’s business. She turned away and headed for class, wondering if she might avoid a tardy slip for the first time in a week.

“Just let me . . . ,” the girl begged from behind her.

“In a minute, babe,” replied the guy with the hands. “I just need to talk to you a little.” There was a thump and a short whimper from the girl.

Gaia stopped. She really, really didn’t need this.

She took a deep breath, turned, and headed back toward the couple.

The easiest thing would be to grab the guy by the face and teach him how soft a skull was compared to a concrete wall. But then, smashing someone’s head would probably not help Gaia’s reputation.

Words were an option. She hadn’t used that method much, but there was a first time for everything, right?

She could try talking to the guy or even threatening to tell a teacher. Gaia didn’t care if anyone at the school thought she was a wimp or a narc, or whatever they called it in New York City. That was the least of her problems. Besides, they already thought she was a bitch for not warning Heather about the park slasher.

Before long, Gaia was so close that both partners in the ugly little dance turned to look at her. Tough Guy’s smile didn’t budge an inch.

“What?” he said.

Gaia struggled for something to say. Something smooth. Something that would defuse this whole thing. She paused for a second, cleared her throat, and said . . .

“Is there . . . uh, some kind of a problem?”

Brilliant.

The guy who might be named Chip took a two-second look at her face, then spent twice as long trying to size up the breasts under Gaia’s rumpled football shirt.

“Nothing you gotta worry about,” he said, still staring at her chest. He waved the hand that wasn’t busy holding a person. “This is a private conversation.”

The girl against the wall looked at Gaia with a big-eyed, round-mouthed expression that could have been fear or hope or stupidity. Gaia’s instant impression was that it was a little bit of all three. The girl had straight black hair that was turned up in a little flip, tanned-to-a-golden-brown skin, an excess of eye shadow, and a cheerleading uniform. She didn’t exactly strike Gaia as a brain trust.

Not that being a cheerleader automatically made somebody stupid. Gaia was certain there were smart cheerleaders. Somewhere there had to be cheerleaders who were working on physics theories every time they put down their pom-poms. She hadn’t met any, but they were out there. Probably living in the same city with all the nice guys who don’t mind if a girl has thunder thighs and doesn’t know how to dress.

“Well?” demanded Puffy Lips. “What’s wrong with you? Are you deaf or just stupid?”

Gaia tensed. Anger left an acid taste in her throat. Suddenly her fist was crying out for his face. She opened her mouth to say something just as the bell for first period rang. So much for being on time.

She took a step closer to the pair. “Why don’t you let her go?”

Chip made a little grunting laugh and shook his head. “Look, babe. Get out of here,” he said to Gaia.

Babe. It wasn’t necessarily an insult—unless the person saying it added that perfect tone of voice. The tone that says being a babe is on the same evolutionary rung as being a brain-damaged hamster.

Gaia glanced up the hallway. Only a few students were still in the hall, and none were close. If she planned to do anything without everyone in school seeing it, this was the time.

She leaned toward him. “Maybe you’d better get out of here,” she said in a low voice. She could feel the cheerleader’s short breaths on the back of her neck. “You don’t want to be late for class.”

The sunny smile slipped from Chip’s face, replaced by a go-away-you’re-bothering-me frown. “Did you hear me tell you to go?”

Gaia shrugged. It was coming. That weird rush she sometimes felt.

“I heard you. I just didn’t listen.”

Now the expression on Chip’s face was more like an I-guess-I’m-going-to-have-to-teach-you-how-the-world-works sneer. “Get the hell out of my way,” he snapped.

“Make me.”

He took his hand off Darla and grabbed Gaia by the arm.

Gaia was glad. If she touched him first, there was always the chance he would actually admit he got beat up by a girl and charge her with assault. But since Chip made the first move, all bets were off. Everything that happened from that first touch was self-defense.

Gaia was an expert in just about every martial art with a name. Jujitsu. Tai kwon do. Judo. Kung fu. If it involved hitting, kicking, or tossing people through the air, Gaia knew it. Standing six inches from Mr. Good Skin Bad Attitude, she could have managed a kick that would have taken his oily head right off his thick neck. She could have put a stiff hand through his rib cage or delivered a punch that drove his heart up against his spine.

But she didn’t do any of that. She wanted to, but she didn’t.

Moving quickly, she turned her arms and twisted out of his grip. Before Chip could react, she reached across with her left hand, took hold of the guy’s right thumb, and gave it just a little . . . push.

For a moment Puffy Lips Chip looked surprised. Then Gaia pushed a little harder on his captive digit, and the look of surprise instantly turned to pain.

He tried to pull away, but Gaia held tight. She was working hard to keep from actually breaking his thumb. She could have broken his whole oversized hand like a bundle of big dry sticks. The real trick was hurting someone without really hurting someone. Don’t break any bones. Don’t leave any scars. Don’t do anything permanent. Leave a memory.

“What do you think, Chip?” Gaia asked, still pushing his thumb toward the back of his hand. “Should you be shoving girls around?”

“Let go of me, you little—” He reached for her with his free hand.

Gaia leaned back out of his range and gave an extra shove. Chip wailed.

“Here’s the deal,” Gaia said quietly. “You keep your hands to yourself, I let you keep your hands. What do you think?”

Chip’s knees were starting to shake, and there were beads of sweat breaking out on his forehead. “Who are—”

“Like I really want you to know my name.” She pushed harder, and now Gaia could feel the bones in his thumb pulling loose from his hand. Another few seconds and one was sure to snap. “Do we have a deal?”

“Okay,” he squeaked in a voice two octaves higher than it had been a few seconds before. “Sure.”

Gaia let go. “That’s good, Chip.” The moment the physical conflict ended, Gaia felt all her uncertainty come rushing back. She glanced up the hallway and was relieved to see that there was no crowd of gawkers. That didn’t stop her from feeling dizzy. She was acting like muscle-bound freak girl right in the main hallway at school. This was definitely not the way to remain invisible.

Puffy Lips stepped back and gripped his bruised thumb in his left hand. “Brad.”

“What?”

“Brad,” he said. “My name isn’t Chip. It’s Brad.”

Gaia rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She lowered her head and shoved past him just as the late bell rang.

Another day, another fight, another tardy.

THINGS GAIA KNOWS:

School sucks.

Ella sucks.

Her father sucks.

Heather Gannis sucks big time.

THINGS GAIA WANTS TO KNOW:

Who kidnapped Sam?

Why did they contact her?

What was with all those stupid tests?

How could she have let the kidnappers get away after everything they’d done to her and Sam?

Why did Mr. Rupert use the words “all right” more often than most people used the word “the”?

Who killed CJ?

Why did she never know she had an uncle who looked exactly like her father?

Was said uncle going to contact her again?

Did she even want him to after he’d been nonexistent for her entire life?

Why did anyone in their right mind choose to drink skim milk?

Was she really expected to pay attention in class when there were things going on that actually mattered?

THE DECISION

Even back when his legs worked, Ed had never been fearless.

He sat in his first-period class and stared at the door. Any moment, the bell would ring. Then he would go out into the hallway and Gaia would appear. Any moment, he would have his chance. In the meantime he was terrified.

People who had seen him on a skateboard or a pair of in-lines might have been surprised to hear it. There had been no stairs too steep to slalom, no handrail Ed wasn’t willing to challenge, no traffic too thick to dare. Anyone would tell you, Ed Fargo was a wild man. He took more risks, and took them faster, than any other boarder in the city.

The dark secret was that all through those days, almost every second, Ed had been terrified. Every time his wheels had sent sparks lancing from a metal rail, every time he had gone over a jump and felt gravity tugging down at his stomach, Ed had been sure he was about to die.

And when it didn’t happen, when he landed, and lived, and rolled on to skate another day, it had been a thousand times sweeter just because he had been so scared. It seemed to Ed that there was nothing better than that moment after the terror had passed.

Then he lost the use of his legs and grew a wheelchair on his butt, and everything changed. A wheelchair didn’t give the sort of thrills you got from a skateboard. There were a few times, especially right after he realized he was never, ever going to get out of the chair, that Ed had thought about taking the contraption out into traffic—just to see how well it played with the taxis and delivery vans. That kind of thinking was scary in a whole different, definitely less fun way.

Legs or no legs, Ed wasn’t sure that any stunt he had pulled in the past had terrified him as much as the one he was about to attempt.

He stared at the classroom door, and the blood rushing through his brain sounded as loud as a subway train pulling up to the platform.

He was going to tell Gaia Moore that he loved her.

He was really going to do it. If he didn’t faint first.

Ed had been infatuated with Gaia since he first saw her in the school hallway. He was half smitten as soon as they spoke and all the way gone within a couple of days.

Since then, Ed and Gaia had become friends—or at least they had come as close to being friends as Gaia’s don’t-get-close-to-me force field would allow. To tell Gaia how he really felt would mean risking the relationship they already shared. Ed was horrified by the thought of losing contact with Gaia, but he was determined to take that chance.

For once, he was going to see what it was like to be fearless.

SOUR SEVENTEEN

One idiot an hour. Gaia figured that if they would let her beat up one butthead per class, it would make the day go oh-so-smoothly. She would get the nervous energy out of her system, add a few high points to her dull-as-a-bowling-ball day, and by the time the final bell rang, the world would have eight fewer losers. All good things.

It might also help her keep her mind off Sam Moon. Sam, whose life she had saved more than once. Sam, who was oblivious to her existence. Sam, who had the biggest bitch this side of Fifth Avenue for a girlfriend but didn’t seem to notice.

And still Gaia couldn’t stop thinking about him. Daydreaming her way through each and every class. If her teachers had tested her on self-torture, she would have gotten an A.

Gaia trudged out of her third-period classroom and shouldered her way through the clogged hallway, her cruise control engaged. Every conscious brain cell was dedicated to the ongoing problem of what to do about her irritating and somewhat embarrassing Sam problem.

It was like a drug problem, only slightly less messy.

It was bad enough that Sam was with Heather. Even worse was Heather getting credit for everything Gaia did. Gaia had nearly lost her life saving Sam from a kidnapper. She had gone crazy looking for him. And then Heather had stepped in at the last second and looked like the big hero when her total expended effort was equal to drying her fingernails.

Not to mention the fact that the kidnappers had gotten away after they spent an entire day ordering her around as if she were a toy poodle.

Gaia suddenly realized she was biting her lip so badly that it was about to bleed. Whenever she thought about how the nameless, faceless men in black had used her, she got the uncontrollable urge to do serious violence to something. Then, of course, her thoughts turned directly to Heather.

And the fact that Heather had sex with Sam. And the fact that Heather had taken credit for saving Sam. And the fact that Heather got to hold hands with Sam and kiss Sam and talk to Sam and—

Gaia came to a stop in front of her locker and kicked it hard, denting the bottom of the door. A couple of Gap girls turned to stare, so Gaia kicked it again. The Gap girls scurried away.

She snarled at her vague reflection in the battered door. In the dull metal she was only an outline. That’s all she was to Sam, too. A vague shadow of nothing much.

For a few delusional days Gaia had thought Sam might be the one. The one to break her embarrassing record as the only unkissed seventeen-year-old on planet Earth. Maybe even the one to turn sex from hypothesis into reality. But it wasn’t going to happen.

There wasn’t going to be any sex. There was never going to be any kissing. Not with Sam. Not ever.

Gaia yanked open the door of her locker, tossed in the book she was carrying, and randomly took out another without bothering to look at it. Then she slammed the door just as hard as she had kicked it.

She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, squeezed hard, as if she could squeeze out her unwanted thoughts.

Even though Gaia knew zilch about love, knew less about relationships, and knew even less about psychology, she knew exactly what her girlfriends, if she had any, would tell her.

Find a new guy. Someone to distract you. Someone who cares about you.

Right. No problem.

Unfortunately, it had only taken her seventeen years to find a guy who didn’t care about her.

THE ATTEMPT

Navigation of high school hallways takes on a whole new meaning when you’re three feet wide and mounted on wheels.

Ed Fargo skidded around a corner, narrowly avoided a collision with a janitor, then spun right past a knot of students laughing at some private joke. He threw the chair into hard reverse and did a quick 180 to dodge a stream of band students lugging instruments out a doorway, then he powered through a gap, coasted down a ramp, and took the next corner so hard, he went around on one wheel.

Fifty feet away, Gaia Moore was just shutting the door of her locker. Ed let the chair coast to a halt as he watched her. Gaia’s football shirt was wrinkled, and her socks didn’t match. Most of her yellow hair had slipped free of whatever she had been using to hold it in a ponytail. Loose strands hovered around the sculpted planes of her face, and the remaining hair gathered at the back of her head in a heavy, tumbled mass.

She was the most beautiful thing that Ed had ever seen.

He gave the wheels of his chair a sharp push and darted ahead of some slow walkers. Before Gaia could take two steps, Ed was at her side.

“Looking for your next victim?” he asked.

Gaia glanced down, and for a moment the characteristic frown on her insanely kissable lips was replaced by a smile. “Hey, Ed. What’s up?”

Ed almost turned around and left. Why should he push it? He could live on that smile for at least a month.

Fearless, he told himself. Be fearless.

“I guess you don’t want us to win at basketball this year,” he started, trying to keep the tone light.

Gaia looked puzzled. “What?”

“The guy you went after this morning, Brad Reston,” Ed continued. “He’s a starting forward.”

“How did you hear about it?” The frown was back full force.

“From Darla Rigazzi,” Ed answered. “She’s talked you up in every class this morning.”

“Yeah, well, I wish she wouldn’t.” She looked away and started up the hallway again, the smooth muscles of her legs stretching under faded jeans.

Ed kept pace for fifty feet. Twice he opened his mouth to say something, but he shut it again before a word escaped. There was a distant, distracted look on Gaia’s face now. The moment had passed. He would have to wait.

No, a voice said from the back of his mind. Don’t wait. Tell her now. Tell her everything.

“Gaia . . . ,” he started.

Something in his tone must have caught Gaia’s attention. She stopped in the middle of one long stride and turned to him. Her right eyebrow was raised, and her changing eyes were the blue-gray of the Atlantic fifty miles off the coast. “What’s wrong, Ed?”

Ed swallowed. Suddenly he felt like he was back on his skateboard, ready to challenge the bumpy ride down another flight of steps—only the steps in front of him went down, and down, and down forever.

He swallowed hard and shook his head. “It’s not important.”

I love you.

“Nothing at all, really.”

I want to be with you.

“Just . . . nothing in particular.”

I want you to be with me.

“I’ll talk to you after class.”

Gaia stared at him for a moment longer, then nodded. “All right. I’ll see you later.” She turned around and walked off quickly, her long legs eating up the distance.

“Perfect,” Ed whispered to her retreating back.

A perfect pair. She was brave to the point of almost being dangerous, and he was gutless to the point of almost being depressing.


GAIA

Sometimes I wonder what I would say if I were ever asked out on a date.

You’d think that since it’s never happened to me, I might have had some time in the past seventeen years to formulate the perfect response. You’d think that with all the movies I’ve seen, I would have at least picked up some cheesy line. Some doe-eyed, swooning acceptance.

But I pretty much stay away from romantic comedies. There’s no relationship advice to be had from a Neil LaBute film.

Besides, you can’t formulate the perfect response for a situation you can’t remotely imagine.

I figure that if it ever does happen (not probable), I’ll end up saying something along the lines of “uh” or slight variations thereof.

“Uh . . . uh,” if the guy’s a freak.

“Uh . . . huh,” if the guy’s a nonfreak.

I wonder what Heather said to Sam when he first asked her out. Probably something disgustingly perfect. Something right out of a movie. Something like, “I was wondering when you’d ask.” Or maybe Heather asked Sam out. And he said something like, “It would be my honor.”

Okay. Stomach now reacting badly. Must think about something else.

What did Heather say when Ed asked her out?

Okay. Stomach now severely cramping.

So what happens after the “Uh . . . huh”?

Awkward pauses, I assume. Idiot small talk, sweaty palms (his), dry mouth (also his), bad food. (I imagine dates don’t happen at places where they have good food—like Gray’s Papaya or Dojo’s.)

And I won’t even get into what happens after the most likely difficult digestion. What does the nonfreak expect at that point? Hand holding? Kissing? Groping? Heavy groping? Sex?

Stomach no longer wishes to be a component of body.

Must stop here.

Luckily I won’t ever have to deal with any of this. Because no nonfreak will ever ask me out. And no freak will ever get more than the initial grunt.


PAINFULLY BEAUTIFUL

AND WITH THOSE WORDS, GAIA’S SEVENTEEN-YEAR STREAK OFFICIALLY CAME TO AN END.

THE OFFER

The schedule was a Xerox. Maybe a Xerox of a Xerox. Whatever it was, the print was so faint and muddy that David Twain had to squint hard and hold the sheet of paper up to the light just to make out a few words.

He lowered the folded page and looked around him. People were streaming past on all sides. The students at this school were visibly different. They moved faster. Talked faster. Dressed like they expected a society photographer to show up at any minute. They were, David thought, probably all brain-dead.

Still, nobody else seemed to be having a hard time finding the right room. Of course, the rest of them had spent more than eight minutes in the building.

A bell rang right over his head. The sound of it was so loud that it seemed to jar the fillings in his teeth. David winced and looked up at the clanging bell. That was when he noticed that the number above the door and the room number on the schedule were the same.

A half-dozen students slipped past David as he stood in the doorway. He turned to follow, caught a bare glimpse of movement from the corner of his eye, and the next thing he knew, he was flying through the air.

He landed hard on his butt. All at once he bit his tongue, dropped his brand-new books, and let out a sound that reminded him of a small dog that had been kicked. The books skidded twenty feet, letting out a spray of loose papers as they went.

The bell stopped ringing. In the space of seconds the remaining students in the hallway dived into classrooms. David found himself alone.

Almost.

“Sorry.”

It was a mumbled apology. Not much conviction there.

David looked up to see a tall girl with loose, tangled blond hair standing over him.

“Yeah,” he said. There was a warm, salty taste in his mouth. Blood. And his butt ached from the fall. At the moment those things didn’t matter.

“You okay?” the girl asked, shoving her hand in her pocket and looking like she’d rather be anywhere but there.

“Yeah,” he said again, reaching back to touch his spine. “I’m fine. Great.”

The girl shook her head. “If you say so.” She offered her hand, even as her face took on an even more sour expression.

Her tousled hair spilled down across her shoulders as she reached to him.

“Thanks.” David took her hand and let her help him to his feet. The girl’s palm was warm. Her fingers were surprisingly strong. “What did I run into?”

“Me.”

David blinked. “You knocked me down?”

The blond girl shrugged and released his hand. “I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“You must have been moving pretty fast to hit that hard.” David resisted an urge to rub his aches. Instead he offered the hand the girl had just released. “Hi, I’m David Twain.”

The girl glanced over her shoulder at the classroom, then stared at David’s fingers as if she’d never experienced a handshake before.

“Gaia,” she said. “Gaia Moore.” She took his hand in hers and gave it a single quick shake.

David was the one who had fallen, but for some reason the simple introduction was enough to make this girl, this painfully beautiful girl, seem awkward.

“Great name,” he said. “Like the Earth goddess.”

“Yeah, well, if you’re okay—”

David shook his head. “No,” he said.

Gaia blinked. “What?”

“No,” David repeated. “I’m not okay.” He leaned toward her and lowered his voice to his best thick whisper. “I won’t be okay until you agree to go to dinner with me tomorrow night.”

THE RESPONSE

“Uh . . . huh.”

“What?” David asked, his very clear blue eyes narrowing.

He was a male. He was, apparently, a nonfreak. He was not Sam. He got the affirmative grunt before Gaia could remind herself of the ramifications.

“I said, uh-huh,” Gaia said evenly, lifting her chin.

“Good,” he said. “There’s this place called Cookies & Couscous. It’s more like a bakery than a restaurant. You know it?”

Of course she knew it. Any place that had cookies in its name and was located within twenty miles of her room automatically went on Gaia’s mental map.

“On Thompson,” she said.

“Right.” He nodded, and a piece of black hair fell over his forehead. “We can eat some baklava, wash it down with espresso, and worry about having a main course after we’re full of dessert.”

For a moment Gaia just looked at him. He was tall. Gangly. Almost sweet-looking. Very not Sam.

“Baklava,” David repeated with a smirk. “Buttery. Flaky. Honey and nuts.”

Gaia nearly smiled. Almost.

This could take her mind off Sam. The kidnappers. The uncle. Heather.

“When?” she said.

He smiled. “Tomorrow? Eight o’clock.”

Gaia nodded almost imperceptibly.

His smile widened. “It’s a date.”

And with those words, Gaia’s seventeen-year streak officially came to an end.

THE UNSAID

Heather Gannis couldn’t believe what she was about to do, but there was no getting around it. There were too many things that had to be said. Things that couldn’t go unsaid much longer. Not without Heather going into a paranoid frenzy. And frenzy was not something Heather did well. She liked to be in control. Always.

She looked at her reflection in the scratched bathroom mirror, tossed her glossy brown hair behind her shoulders, took a deep breath, and plunged into the melee that was the post-lunch hall crowd.

Even in the crush of people it only took Heather about five seconds to spot Gaia Moore. And her perfectly tousled blond hair. And her supermodel-tall body. Before she could remind herself of how stupid it was to do this in public, Heather walked right up to Gaia and grabbed her arm.

Gaia looked completely surprised.

“We have to talk,” Heather said.

Even more surprised. Gaia yanked her arm away. “Doubtful,” she said.

Heather fixed her with a leveling glare as she noticed a few curious bystanders pausing to check out the latest Gaia-Heather confrontation. “Bio lab,” Heather said. Then she turned on her heel and made her way to the designated room.

She almost couldn’t believe it when Gaia walked in moments later.

Gaia raised her eyebrows and shrugged, tucking her hands into the front pockets of her pants. “Call me curious,” she said.

Wanting to remain in charge, Heather slapped her books down on top of one of the big, black tables and rested one hand on her hip. “Who kidnapped Sam?” she asked evenly.

“I don’t know,” Gaia said, suddenly standing up straight.

“Right,” Heather said, her ire already rising. “Then why did they contact you?”

“I don’t know,” Gaia repeated.

Heather scoffed and looked up at the ceiling, concentrating on trying to keep the blood from rising to her face. “Is that all you’re going to say?” she spat. “You asked for my help, then you tripped me on the stairs, and I spent two hours stuck with the idiot police at NYU trying to convince them I wasn’t some crazed stalker, and all you can say is, ‘I don’t know’?” She was sounding hysterical. She had to stop.

Gaia shrugged. It was all Heather could do to keep from clocking the girl in the head with her physics book. She took a long, deep breath through her nose, and let it out slowly—audibly. Then she picked up her books, hugging them to her chest, and walked right up to Gaia, the toe of her suede boot just touching the battered rubber of Gaia’s sneaker. The girl didn’t move.

“Stay away from Sam,” Heather said, trying to muster a threatening tone. It wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. Gaia had threatened her. Gaia had hurt her. Gaia had almost gotten her killed.

The girl was like a statue.

Heather stepped around Gaia and headed for the door. She stopped to look behind her and Gaia was frozen in place, as if someone were still standing before her speaking.

“Freak,” Heather muttered. And with that, she was out the door.

Before Gaia could snap out of it and come after her.

TUG-OF-WAR

The pencil snapped. In the silent lecture hall the noise seemed as loud as a gunshot.

Thirty pairs of eyes turned toward Sam Moon, and from the back of the hall came a muffled snicker. Sam closed his eyes for a moment, then slowly raised his hand.

“Yes, Mr. Moon,” the physics professor said with a tone of tired amusement. “You can get another.”

Sam closed his blue test folder and searched quickly through his book bag for a replacement pencil. All around him he could hear the quiet scratching of lead on paper as the rest of the class hurried to complete the exam. Sam’s progress on the test couldn’t exactly be called hurrying. There were one hundred and twenty questions on the test and exactly fifty-seven minutes to answer them all. With forty-five of those minutes gone, Sam was on number twelve.

He finally located another pencil and put the bag back on the floor. He looked down at the next question, touched the pencil to the paper. The pencil snapped into four pieces.

This time there was nothing muffled about the laughter.

The physics professor, an older man with a comb-over so complex, it was a science in itself, let loose a heavy sigh.

“Mr. Moon, if this test is causing you so much stress, might I suggest you try a pen?” he said with a sneer. “I would not want to be responsible for chopping down whole forests of precious trees just to keep you supplied with pencils.”

Sam would have liked to smack the guy. He would have liked to ask him if he’d ever taken a physics midterm two days after being released by a group of as yet unidentified kidnapping psychos. He would have liked to get up and leave the room.

He didn’t. Sam Moon did not shirk responsibility. It wasn’t in his blood.

Ignoring the remnants of the last wave of laughter, Sam dug through his book bag a second time, extracted a ballpoint, and went back to work. Even the pen gave out a little squeak in his hand, as if the plastic was that close to breaking.

It wasn’t just his recent trauma that was causing his tension, although it had less than nothing to do with the exam—less than nothing to do with frequencies and waveforms and photon behavior.

The real tension came from the tug-of-war that was going on in his brain. On one end of the rope was Heather Gannis. The lovely, the popular, the much-sought-after Heather. The Heather that Sam was dating. Assisting on her end of the rope was a whole army of good reasons for Sam to stay in his current relationship. There was beauty—which Heather certainly had. And there was sex, which Heather was willing to provide. And there was a certain reliability. Sam knew Heather. He could count on Heather. He might not always like everything about Heather, but he knew her. There were no surprises on that side.

And of course, she had saved his life.

Dragging the rope in the other direction was Gaia Moore. There was no army on Gaia’s side. The girl brought nothing but frustration, confusion, mystery, and imminent danger. Technically she was a mess. And from the moment Sam met her, Gaia had seemed to stumble from one disaster to the next. But at least Gaia wasn’t boring. She was anything but.

If Sam’s head had staged a fair fight, Team Heather would have dragged Gaia right off the field so fast, she would have had grass burns on her face. But something inside Sam wouldn’t let that happen. Something in him kept holding on to Gaia’s end of the rope, keeping her in the game.

He closed his eyes for a moment and put his hands against his temples. He had to stop thinking about Gaia. Thinking about Gaia when he was already committed to Heather was wrong. More than that, the way he thought about Gaia all the time was getting to be more than a little like an obsession.

“Ten minutes, people,” said the professor. “You should be getting near the end.”

Sam shook his head, flinging away the rope and all its hangers-on. He studied the next question on the test and scribbled out an answer. Then he tackled the next. And the next. When he managed to concentrate, Sam found that the answers came easily. Sometimes it was nice to have the powers of a good geek brain. He sped through a series of equations without faltering, flew past some short answers, and was within five questions of the end when the professor called, “Time.”

Sam gathered up his things and carried his paper to the front of the room, relieved. At least he had cleared the Gaia fog from his brain long enough to get some work done. He hadn’t embarrassed himself. Not this time, anyway.

But he wasn’t sure how long that would last. The battle in his head was still picking up steam. Soon it was going to be a full-blown war.

MAYBE CONNECTICUT

Gaia stared down at the toes of her battered sneakers and wondered how long it would be before she threw up. Or ran out of the room. Or exploded.

Accepting a date with a guy she had known all of ten seconds seemed like such a desperate thing. A total loser move. Like something a girl who was seventeen and had never been kissed might do.

The whole thing was starting to make her nauseated.

At least it had already served its purpose. She wasn’t thinking about . . . all those things she didn’t want to think about.

Who knew what this David guy expected out of her? Gaia the undated. Gaia the untouched. Gaia the ultimate virgin.

Maybe knocking David down had spun his brain around backward. Left him with a concussion that led to his asking out the first girl he saw.

Or maybe it was a setup. Maybe Heather and some of the certified Popular Crowd (also known as The Association of People Who Really Hate Gaia Moore) had put this guy in her way just so they could pop up at her so-called date and pull a Carrie.

Gaia closed her eyes and moaned. “Stupid. Definitely stupid.”

“Uh, you’re Gaia Moore, right?”

Gaia looked up from her desk and found a tall blond girl standing in front of her. From the way people were up and moving around the room, class had to be over. Gaia had successfully managed to obsess away the entire period.

“Are you Gaia?”

“Uh, yeah.” Gaia was surprised on two counts. The first was that the girl knew her name at all; the second was that she actually pronounced it right on the first try. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“I’m Cassie,” said the girl. “Cassie Greenman.”

How wonderful for you, thought Gaia. She had noticed the girl in class before. Although she hadn’t seen her running with the core popular-people crowd, Gaia assumed that Cassie was in on the anti-Gaia coalition.

“Aren’t you worried?” Cassie asked.

“What am I supposed to be worried about?” Gaia wondered if she had missed the announcement of a history exam or some similar nonevent. Or maybe this girl was talking about Gaia’s upcoming date. Maybe Heather and pals really were planning some horrible heap of humiliation. Maybe they were all standing outside the door right now, ready to mock Gaia for thinking someone would actually ask her out.

Not that Gaia cared.

The girl rolled her eyes. “About being next.”

“The next what?” Gaia asked.

“You know.” Cassie raised a hand to her throat and drew one silver-blue-painted fingernail across the pale skin of her throat. “Being the next one killed.”

Killed. That was a word that definitely drew Gaia’s attention. She sat up straighter at her desk. “What do you mean, killed?”

“Killed. Like in dead.”

“Killed by who?”

The blond girl shook her head. “By the Gentleman.”

Gaia began to wonder if everyone had just gone nuts while she wasn’t paying attention. “Why would a gentleman want to kill me?”

“Not a gentleman,” said Cassie, “the Gentleman. You know—the serial killer.” She didn’t add “duh,” but it was clear enough in her voice.

Now Gaia was definitely interested. “Tell me about it.”

“Haven’t you heard?” Cassie pulled her books a little closer to her chest. “Everyone’s been talking about it all morning.”

“They haven’t been talking to me.”

Cassie shrugged. “There’s this guy killing girls. He killed two over in New Jersey and three more somewhere in . . . I don’t know, maybe Connecticut.”

“So?” said Gaia. “Why should I be worried about what happens in Connecticut?”

That drew another roll of the eyes from the blond girl. “Don’t you ever listen to the news? Last night he killed a girl from NYU right over on the MacDougal side of the park.”

Now Gaia wasn’t just interested, she was offended. The park in question was Washington Square Park, and that was Gaia’s territory. Her home court.

From the chessboards to the playground, all of it was hers. She used it as a place to relax and as a place to hunt city vermin. Gaia had been in the park herself the night before, just hoping for muggers and dealers to give her trouble. The idea that someone had been killed just a block away . . .

“How do they know it was the same guy?” she asked.

“Because of what he . . . does to them,” her informant replied with an overdone shiver. “I don’t know about you, but I’m dying my hair jet black till this guy is caught.”

“Why?”

Cassie was starting to look a little exasperated. She pulled out a lock of her wavy hair and held it in front of her face. “Hello? Because all the victims had the same color hair, that’s why. You need to be careful, too.”

“I’m not that blond,” said Gaia.

“Are you nuts? Your hair’s even lighter than mine.” The girl gave a little smile. “It’s not too different, though. In fact, ever since you started here, people have been telling me how much we look alike. Like you could be my sister or something.”

Gaia stared at the girl. Whoever had said she looked like Gaia needed to get their eyes checked. Cassie Greenman was patently pretty. Very pretty. There was no way Gaia looked anything like her.

“You’re nothing like me.”

Cassie frowned. “You don’t think . . .”

“No.”

“I think we would look a lot alike,” insisted Cassie, “if you would . . . you know . . . like, clean up . . . and dress better. . . .” She shrugged. “You know.”

All Gaia knew was that all the cleaning up and good clothes in the world wouldn’t stop her from looking like an overmuscled freak. She wished she was beautiful like her mother had been, but she would settle for being pretty like Cassie. She would settle for being normal. “Thanks for giving me the heads up on this killer.”

Cassie wrinkled her nose. “Isn’t it creepy? Do you think he’s still around here?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much.” Gaia stood up and grabbed for her books. “If he’s still here, he won’t be for long.”

Not in my park, she thought. If the killer was still there, Gaia intended to find him and stop him.

Suddenly she felt pinpricks of excitement moving over her skin. For the first time all day she felt fully awake. Fully engaged. Fully there. She needed to make a plan. She needed to make sure that if this guy attacked anyone else in the park, it was Gaia.

As terrible as it was, in a weird sort of way the news about the serial killer actually made Gaia feel better. At least she had stopped thinking about her date.

DEAD ALREADY

“A serial killer,” Ed said slowly. Words he never expected to say unless he was talking about some movie starring Morgan Freeman or Tommy Lee Jones.

Gaia nodded. “That’s right.”

“And you’re excited about this?” Why was he not surprised?

“Not excited. It’s more . . .” She tipped back her head and looked up at the bright blue sky, her breath visible for one split second each time she exhaled. “Yeah, well. Kind of.”

Ed stopped talking as they moved around a line of people waiting for a hot dog vendor, then took up the conversation again once he was sure no one was close enough to hear. “Don’t you think that’s a little—”

“Crazy?” finished Gaia.

“That wasn’t what I was going to say.” Ed stopped in his tracks and looked up into her eyes, rubbing his gloved hands together. Early November in New York City. Almost time to put away the cotton gloves and whip out the leather. “But since you said it—yeah, it seems more than a little Looney Tunes.”

Gaia was silent for a moment. She walked a few steps away and stood next to the fence that bordered the playground. Ed followed.

As usual, the equipment was overrun with bundled-up kids. Anytime between dawn and sunset the playground was packed with screaming children. A little thing like someone getting killed in the park wasn’t enough to empty any New York jungle gym. They were too few and far between. The sound of laughter and shouting mixed together with traffic around the park until it was only another kind of white noise—the city version of waves and seagulls at the beach.

“This is important,” Gaia said at last. “I have to get this guy.”

Ed stared at her, trying to read the expression on her beautiful face. Usually that was easy enough. On an average day Gaia’s emotions ran from mildly disturbed to insanely angry. But this expression was something new. Something Ed didn’t know how to read. “Does this have something to do with Sam’s kidnapping?” he asked. “Why exactly do you have to . . . get him?”

Why and you being the operative words.

Gaia pushed at her tangled hair to get it out of her face but only succeeded in tangling it further. “Because I do,” she said, looking down at him. “And I don’t think this has anything to do with Sam. This guy is killing blond girls, not college guys. But this also isn’t just some loser snatching purses or some asshole junkie waving a knife to feed a crack habit. This is serious.”

“Some of those assholes kill people,” Ed pointed out, tucking his hands under his arms. “Stopping them is important, too.”

“Yeah, but not like this. This guy, this Gentleman, he’s killing people because he wants to do it.” She stared out at the kids on the swing sets, and Ed saw that her ever-changing eyes had turned a shade of blue that was almost electric. “This guy likes what he’s doing.”

Ed was chilled to the bone. He blamed it on the sudden, stiff breeze that picked up dead leaves and general city debris all around them. But he knew it was more about Gaia’s words.

“What do you know about this guy?” he asked.

Gaia shrugged, hooking her bare fingers around the metal links of the fence. “Nothing, really. He kills blond girls. I’m not sure how many.”

“Why is he called the Gentleman?” Ed asked.

“I don’t know that, either. I don’t really know anything about him . . . yet.”

There was one particularly loud playground scream, and Gaia’s eyes darted left, searching for possible trouble.

Ed ignored the kids and stared at Gaia’s profile. Looking at her was something he always enjoyed, but this time he was looking with a purpose. He hadn’t known Gaia for that long, but he had never seen her back away from anything she set out to do. From what he could read of the expression on her face, Gaia was determined to stop this killer. Ed could either get behind her or get out of the way.

“Maybe I could help you,” he said.

Gaia shook her head. She didn’t even look at him. “I don’t want you getting hurt.”

Ed tried hard not to be insulted. “Hey, we’ve been through this before. I’m not going to be out here playing Jackie Chan. That’s your job. I just thought I could help you fill in the holes.”

“Holes?”

“Holes.” He tilted his head in an attempt to catch her eyes. “Like I did with Sam.”

She blinked, and her grip on the fence tightened. There. She couldn’t deny he’d been indispensable when Sam was kidnapped. He’d figured out where they were holding Sam—not that the information had played a role in rescuing him. But he’d helped Gaia get the key to Sam’s room from Heather—not that they’d needed it. But he had caused a distraction so that Gaia could sneak into the dorm. Of course, if he hadn’t been there, she probably wouldn’t have needed a distraction in the first place, but—

“Ed—”

“Let me at least read up on the guy,” Ed interrupted before she could shoot him down. “Maybe I can figure out what he’s about. What he’s got against girls with pigment-challenged hair.”

Gaia turned away from the kids and knelt down next to the chair. It was a move that usually made Ed angry—he didn’t want people bending down beside him like he was a three-year-old—but anything that brought Gaia Moore’s face closer to his own was an okay move in Ed’s book.

“Okay,” she said. “But you do research. Only research. I do the . . . other. Maybe together we can exterminate this guy.”

We. Together. Ed liked the sound of that. It wasn’t just Gaia going after a killer. It was Gaia and Ed. Batman and Robin. Partners.

“All right,” he agreed. “I’ll dig into the Net. Maybe stop by the library.”

“Good,” Gaia said. She smiled. In a strained way.

Forced or not, two smiles in one day from Gaia Moore had to be a record. Still, something about this whole thing had Ed moderately wiggy.

“Want me to call you tonight?” he asked.

“I’ll call you,” Gaia said. She started walking again, and Ed hurried to keep up. “If you can get some info in the next couple of hours, maybe I can bag this loser before he moves on to a different neighborhood.”

She made a sound that might almost have been a laugh and ran the long fingers of her right hand through the heavy mass of her tangled hair. “Besides, I’m busy tomorrow night.”

“What’s tomorrow?” Ed asked.

“I’ve got a date.” Gaia glanced over at Ed. For a split second she looked small, vulnerable. Like what he was about to say mattered. Unfortunately, Ed’s heart was in his mouth, temporarily making speech impossible.

“A date,” Ed replied finally. “Wow.” Articulate, it was not, but he was pleased to hear that his voice sounded normal. He even managed to keep a smile on his face.

But if the serial killer came for him, Ed wouldn’t have to be afraid. He felt dead already.


ED

Girls I have liked:

Jenn Challener

Aimee Eastwood

Raina Korman

Ms. Reidy

Jennifer Love Hewitt (Okay, I was fourteen)

Storm, Rogue, Jubilee, Jean Grey

The lady behind the counter at Balducci’s

Girls I have loved:

Heather Gannis

Gaia Moore

Girls who have ripped out my cardiovascular muscle and squashed it under their feet:

Heather Gannis

Gaia Moore

Anyone besides me sensing a pattern around here?


THE GAIA FLU

ONE GLANCE FROM AFAR WAS ALL HE NEEDED. BUT HE NEEDED IT LIKE HE NEEDED OXYGEN.

GIVE IN TO INSANITY

The park was just a shortcut. The fastest way from point A to point B.

Besides, cutting through the park would take Sam past the chess tables. Not that he had time for a game, but it never hurt to see who was playing. He had to keep up on the competition. See who was new. Check out who was winning, who was losing. It wasn’t like he was looking for anyone in particular. Nope. Not at all.

Except that he was.

Truth? Sam was sneaking through the park, looking for Gaia. Not to meet her, not to talk to her, just to see her. One glance from afar was all he needed. But he needed it like he needed oxygen.

Before Sam met Gaia, the park had seemed like the one safe place in his life. Sure, it was a hangout for muggers and junkies, scam artists, aging hippies, and gang members. If you wandered off the path on the wrong day or stayed too long on the wrong night, you could be beat up, maimed, or even killed. Every place had dangerous people, but Washington Square Park had more than its share.

Sam knew about that firsthand.

But none of that stopped him from loving the place. When he was hanging out in the park, he could relax. Nobody at the chess tables cared if he wore the right things, said the right things, or hung with the right people. Playing chess in the park was one situation where Sam could lean back and let his inner geek rise to the surface.

Gaia had ruined that.

From the first time they played, Sam had developed this weird kind of spastic tick. No matter who he was playing, every ten seconds Sam had to look up from the board to see if he might catch a glimpse of blond hair flying loose in the wind or a beautiful face centered around a scowl.

Sam had seen plenty of stories about obsessive-compulsive people. People who can’t leave the house without locking the door ten times or who wash their hands a hundred times a day. He just hadn’t expected to become one of those people. Glance at the chessboard, look around for Gaia. Move a piece. Check for Gaia. It was more than sick. It was pathetic.

What was worse was that he had no idea how he really felt about Gaia. Sam had good reasons to hate her—had once even told her he hated her—and the kidnapping should have only made him hate her more.

The kidnapping. Something Sam was trying so hard not to think about even though the questions kept flashing through his mind at warp speed.

Why me?

What did they want?

Did they get it?

Who were they?

Why did they let me go?

And, of course, what did Gaia have to do with the whole thing?

He’d been chasing Gaia when it happened. And he had the vague, possibly imagined memory of Gaia’s name being mentioned by one of the kidnappers while he was semiconscious and half dead on a concrete floor. That was the thought that always gave him pause.

Kidnappers mentioning Gaia = kidnappers knowing Gaia = Gaia having something to do with the torture he was put through = Sam should hate Gaia.

But Sam was pretty sure that wasn’t how he felt. If it was hate, it was a weird kind. Still, this obsession couldn’t be love. It was more like an illness. The Gaia flu. Gaia-itis.

If she had anything to do with what happened to him, she must have been just as much a victim as he was. That had to be it.

Suddenly Sam found himself carefully scanning the park.

He was looking for her now—going out of his way and looking. This wasn’t just the possibility of a random encounter anymore. And he was supposed to be on his way to meet his girlfriend.

Sam tucked his chin and kept walking. Eyes down. Hands in pockets. Too bad he didn’t have side blinders like the horses that drew carriages through Central Park.

He needed a cure for this disease. Brain surgery. Strong anti-Gaiotics. At the very least, a good psychiatrist.

When he got to the chess tables, Sam found them almost deserted. Only a handful of regulars were playing, taking money from the usual mix of naive college students and overconfident businessmen who strolled through the park. A couple of would-be players were sitting across from empty seats, hoping for fresh victims.

No Gaia.

Sam felt a swirling mixture of disappointment and relief. It was kind of like the feeling he got when someone else took the last scoop of Ben & Jerry’s. It was probably good for him to skip that ten zillion additional calories; it just didn’t feel good at all.

Zolov was at his table, of course. He was in the middle of a game, so Sam didn’t stop to talk. Not that talking would have bothered Zolov. Zolov might be a little crazy, but he knew how to concentrate on chess.

A middle-aged Pakistani looked at Sam with a hopeful expression. “You want a game, Sam?”

He shook his head. “Not today, Mr. Haq. Sorry.”

“Oh, sit down and play,” the part-time taxi driver, full-time chess hustler said. “It won’t take long.”

When Sam considered the way he’d been playing lately, that part was probably true. “Sorry, I really don’t have time.”

Since Sam had become Gaia infected, he had become Mr. Popularity at the chess tables. Everyone wanted to play him. He had lost money to people he used to put down in ten minutes.

Past the chess tables, Sam picked up the pace. Heather wasn’t the kind of girl who took well to waiting.

Sam slipped through the not-so-miniature marble Arc de Triomphe at the center of the park and was almost out of the park. Then he saw her.

Gaia was thirty feet away, talking to a guy in a wheelchair. He recognized the guy. It was Ed Fargo, Heather’s ex. But Sam didn’t spend any time looking at Ed. That would be a waste of Gaia time.

Her hair was light and golden in the sunlight. Sam couldn’t tell what Gaia was saying, but her face was incredibly animated. Even from where he was standing, Sam imagined he could see the deep, shifting blue of Gaia’s eyes. A little gray in the center. Streaks that were almost turquoise. It was only imagination, but he had a very good imagination when it came to Gaia.

For just a moment another image of Gaia started to seep into Sam’s mind. An image of Gaia in the dark, leaning over him, urgently whispering to him. Sam’s heart froze in his chest.

The kidnapping.

He knew that couldn’t be right. It was Heather who had come in at the last second to save Sam and give him the insulin he so desperately needed. Not Gaia. Still, there was something about the events that scratched at the insides of his skull.

The path Gaia was walking angled away from Sam. If he stood there for another ten seconds, she would be out of sight. To keep up with her, all he had to do was take ten fast steps. Another ten steps and he would catch her.

All he had to do was forget Heather, forget everything, and follow Gaia. All he had to do was give in to insanity.

Sam took the first step.

TIMES TEN

Heather looked again at the watch on her wrist. Time. Time and then some.

She stretched her neck, looking around for Sam. Heather wished he hadn’t asked her to meet him at the entrance of the park. She didn’t have to go inside, but even the sidewalk was still way too close.

Heather didn’t like the park. She had been cut there, almost killed by some maniac. Since then she had looked at the clumps of trees and clutter of equipment as hiding places for thieves, murderers, and worse. It didn’t surprise Heather that some brainless girl had gotten herself killed there. She was only surprised that it didn’t happen more often.

The park held monsters. She was sure of it.

Heather checked her watch again. Ten minutes late. If it had been anyone but Sam, she would have left. She was beginning to wonder if she had the place or time wrong when Sam suddenly stepped into view. Heather put on her best smile and raised her hand in a little wave.

Sam didn’t respond. He was walking right toward Heather, but he didn’t even seem to see her. There was a distant, distracted look on his face. His curly, ginger-colored hair seemed a little more mussed than usual. Even his normally crisp tweed jacket looked wrinkled. Heather didn’t appreciate the change.

Sam had been ill, and of course, there was the whole kidnapping thing, but still. He needed to take better care of himself. After all, appearance was very important. Sam knew that.

Sam took two more steps, stopped, and looked into the park.

For a moment Heather worried that Sam might really be sick again. Or maybe he had been attacked. There was a confused, stunned expression on his face. Maybe some lunatic in the park had hit him on the head. Maybe he was hurt.

Heather started walking toward him quickly. She was almost close enough to touch him when Sam moved again. But he didn’t come toward Heather. He stepped off the path and into the grass.

Heather frowned. “Sam?”

Sam jumped. He whipped around and stared at Heather with wide eyes.

“Um. Uh.” He stopped and cleared his throat. “Heather.”

The way he said it made it seem like he was surprised to see her. Heather couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about his expression irritated her. A slight blush tinted her cheeks. She crossed her arms over her chest.

“What’s wrong, Sam? Are you okay?” She tried to sound concerned and earnest. It came out as defensive and accusatory. Luckily, Mr. Oblivious didn’t seem to notice.

Sam nodded quickly. “Yeah, sure. I just . . .” His face suddenly flushed an incredible bright red. “I just got lost in thought.”

Heather’s eyebrows scrunched together. She tried to smile again, but it was more difficult this time. “Oookay,” she said. “C’mon. Let’s get out of here.”

Lacing her fingers with Sam’s, Heather started to lead him out of the park. He was coming out of the bizarre stupor—walking like a normal person instead of shuffling like he had moments before. In fact, within seconds he was practically pulling her arm out of its socket.

What was with him? He was acting like something had him spooked. Heather glanced back in the direction Sam had been looking when he’d stopped in place. For a fraction of a second, a moment so short it might have been imagination, Heather thought she saw someone stepping behind a group of trees—someone with pale blond hair.

Heather’s blood went cold and hot at the same time. It had only been the barest glimpse, but she knew who that blond hair belonged to. Gaia Moore. And Sam didn’t want Heather to see her.

“Sam? What’s the rush?” Heather said, just to see if he would tell her the truth.

“Nothing,” he said, still pulling.

Heather felt a familiar feeling of humiliation, mixed with anger and tinged with fear, slip through her veins. God, she hated Gaia. Heather hated Gaia more than she had ever hated anyone in her whole life. More than everyone she had ever hated in her life put together. Times ten.

Sam stopped pulling when they reached the far corner, but Heather kept her hand locked together with his as they strolled down the sidewalk. Sam was saying something to her, making suggestions about where they might go, what they might do. Heather gave vague, one-word answers to his questions without really hearing them. It was her turn to be distracted.

Since her first encounter with Gaia, Heather had been burned, humiliated, stabbed, hospitalized, ego bruised, deprived of her boyfriend on various occasions, and detained by the NYU security force.

None of that came close to the reason Heather hated Gaia. It was the way Sam acted around Gaia. Like he couldn’t think or breathe. Like he’d never seen anything like her.

And then there was the fact that Gaia was beautiful. She was beautiful without even trying. And that brought Heather to the real heart of it. Not the beauty. Heather hated Gaia because she didn’t seem to try, didn’t seem to care what others thought of her. Gaia dressed like a refugee. She said whatever she wanted. She never even seemed to notice how guys turned around to watch her when she went by. Gaia acted like she didn’t think she was pretty, but Heather knew better than that. Gaia had to know. She just didn’t care.

It was driving Heather mad—in every sense of the word.

Sam suddenly stopped walking. His grip on Heather’s hand tightened to painful intensity.

Heather came out of her daze and struggled against his tight grip. “Sam? Sam, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he replied in a harsh whisper. He stopped again and shook his head. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

Heather stared at him. For a moment she had a terrible premonition that everything between them was over. Ice went down her spine, trickling slowly over every lump in her backbone. He’s going to tell me he’s dumping me. Dumping me for Gaia Moore.

But Sam wasn’t even looking at Heather. She followed the direction of his gaze and saw a newspaper stand. Right away Heather spotted the thing that had captured Sam’s attention.

Splashed across the front page of the Post was a color photo of a young blond girl. Under the picture was the caption KILLER TAKES 6TH VICTIM.

Heather untangled her fingers from Sam’s and went in for a closer look. From a distance, the girl in the picture looked a lot like Gaia. A tabloid twin. This had to be the girl that the serial killer had murdered the night before, the one that everyone had been talking about at school.

It wasn’t Gaia. Still, Heather felt a little thrill go through her. As sick as she knew the thought was, the idea of Gaia and murder just seemed so right.

New York Post

ANOTHER BLOND BEAUTY DEAD

Gentleman Killer Plants Bloody Knife in Heart of NYC

After a killing spree that has left victims scattered from Connecticut to New Jersey, the serial killer known only as the “Gentleman” has taken his act off Broadway—slicing up an NYU coed just a block from the school’s campus.
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