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PROLOGUE

High above a freeway, a girl gripped the overpass railing. She almost slipped as she maneuvered onto the tiny ledge, and for one second she felt a sheer moment of panic, clutching and grasping for balance.

The wind was strong. The traffic was a whir below her, a river of cars and headlights streaming together. Her hands were freezing; her fingers numb, cramping. The gold snake pendant at her collarbone glinted even in the dark.

Everything felt hazy—the blackness before her eyes and the blackness of her thoughts. She was breaths away from jumping. She could feel the darkness moving through her.

And then she leaped. She was flying. Falling.

In a flash, she realized she couldn’t take it back.

Her lungs were being squeezed to pinpricks. She couldn’t breathe. Icy air swirled around her, terror radiating through her body.

She clawed at the nothingness.

She screamed.



ACT ONE

Ascension, or The Party





CHAPTER ONE

Emily Winters stood in front of her bedroom mirror, a fluffy white towel wrapped around her torso, as she tried to work a tangle from her dark, dripping hair.

The room was quiet, except for the radiator next to her closet—it made its trademark ticking sound, one that had kept her awake as a child. She always imagined an old witch trying to claw her way out of the wall. But she was used to it by now. Just like the tiny mole above her right eyebrow—she’d had it since birth, and the only time she ever noticed it was when someone else commented on it.

Someone like Zach McCord, for example. Last week in earth science, the class no one ever paid attention in, he’d leaned toward her to steal a peek at her quiz. Then he’d looked up into her eyes and touched the edge of her eyebrow. “Beauty mark,” he’d said. A shiver had run through her as he turned around, and that was that.

Thump.

Out of the corner of her eye, Em saw something white flash by her window. As she whirled to look, she heard another heavy thump.

She cinched the towel tighter, her heart hammering and her mind immediately churning out visions of robbers and murderers. She waited a second, listening, but heard nothing more. Clutching her plastic comb, she approached the window to peer outside. The front porch light shone on the blanket of winter snow covering the brittle, dark yard and the driveway that sloped down to Em’s quiet street.

Of course someone hadn’t tried to break in, she told herself, lowering the comb with an embarrassed smile (and seriously, of all the weapons she could have picked—a comb?). Nobody got robbed in Ascension, and certainly not in this part of town. It must have been a clump of snow falling from the old oak tree next to the house.

No sooner had her heart stopped pounding when the bing of the chat messages began: first one, and then several more, in such rapid succession it sounded like an alarm clock.

Em sighed and went over to her laptop, which was sitting among books and papers on her bed. Em hated working at the desk in the corner of her room—she used it mostly for clothing storage. Currently, the desk chair was completely obscured by a mound of scarves, dresses, and vintage blazers.

Gabs357: Em? U there?

Gabs357: um hello?

Gabs357: K well I’m getting ready and I was wondering, hair up or hair down?

Gabs357: Emmmmmm! U promised to help! Also I’m torn between the blue sweater dress (w/short slvs) and new jeans w/pink ruffled top . . . what do u think? And where’s my black cardigan—do you have it?

Gabs357: Are you getting a ride from Chauffeur or should we come get you?

Gabs357: I think I’m going to go with the dress. Are you even alive????

“I’m wearing jeans and a black shirt, in case you’re wondering, Gabs,” Em muttered. Moving her favorite stuffed animal, a zebra named Cordy, out of the way, she slid onto the bed to type a response.

Zach McCord had won Cordy for her last summer, when Em and her best friend, Gabby, had gone to the county fair. He stopped at one of those freaky machines, the ones where you manipulate a giant claw in order to grab a plush animal from below. Zach, who was ridiculously talented at all things physical, had somehow clawed up two prizes: a pink bear and the zebra.

Zach had casually tossed Em the zebra. “It’s cute,” he’d said. “Different and cute. Like you.” For the rest of the day, his words had filled her with a warm glow, and ever since then, Em kept Cordy on her bed. Sometimes, she found the stuffed zebra offered a better set of ears than any of the humans around her.

Zach had given the pink bear to Gabby, of course, who had squealed and planted an enormous kiss on Zach’s cheek.

Which was as it should be. Because Zach was Gabby’s boyfriend.

Sorry, was in the shower, she typed to Gabby. Yeah, JD will give me a ride. I think you left the cardigan in your gym locker, right? Gabby was known for storing about a thousand spare outfits in there, “for emergencies.”

Em smirked and shook her head as she sent off another quick message: I think the dress is a good choice. And why not hair down. It’s a party, after all! In the time it took to turn away and grab underwear and a bra, Em heard a new volley of bings.

Oh phew, hi!!!!! Okay, so hair down, totally. It looks good today anyway.

I was thinking of wearing this new long necklace my mom got me—too much?

With a laugh that sounded a bit like a groan, Em typed, Gabs, I have to get ready too! Necklace sounds great. See you soon! Sometimes you had to pick your battles.

Pulling a black tank top from her bureau and skinny jeans from her closet, Em looked back to the mirror, which was lined with postcards, photos, and notes. Most of the photos were of Em and Gabby.

Short and spunky, with perfectly curled blond hair (thanks to her obsessive morning engagements with the curling iron), Gabby ruled the school with a giggle and a wink. Like her weather-reporter mom, there was something polished, pristine, and optimistic about her at all times. Her football-star brothers had paved the way to popularity with their sports trophies and prom-king crowns—and Em had benefited too. As freshmen, Gabby and Em were quickly and seamlessly woven into Ascension High School’s social tapestry, invited to senior parties and allowed to flirt with upperclassmen.

That year Gabby had been voted onto homecoming court, an honor ostensibly open to the whole school but (until two years ago) tacitly reserved for juniors and seniors. And last year, Em had managed to put the yearbook committee back on the map of acceptably cool after-school activities by collecting artifacts—notes, ticket stubs, receipts, candid photos, snippets of class essays—and turning the yearbook into an Ascension scrapbook. Gabby did the layout and Em wrote all the witty captions and pasted in quotes.

Now they were floating through their junior year as they’d always planned to: going to parties without feeling like they needed personal invitations, studying for the SATs, working hard and playing hard (with Em sometimes reminding Gabby about the work, and Gabby sometimes reminding Em to play). They sat at the Gazebo—the good end of the cafeteria, and they parked their cars in the highly coveted front lot.

In this year’s yearbook, it was almost certain that Gabby would be voted Cutest in the Junior Class, while Em was a good bet for Most Likely to Succeed. (Succeed at what, Em sometimes wondered.) There were other girls in their circle, like Fiona Marcus and Lauren Hobart, whom they’d known forever, and Jenna Berg, who’d moved to Ascension in eighth grade and somehow fit in perfectly. But everyone knew that the Gab-Em bond was the glue that held everything together. They were kind of like fireworks. They soared as one: Gabby erupting with a loud, colorful BANG! and Em creating a different kind of light, the ethereal, sparkling, postexplosion chandelier.

But lately, Em had been feeling more like a sidekick or a personal style assistant than a kindred spirit. Over the past few weeks, Gabby’s preferred topics of conversation had not veered from the subjects of her wardrobe, Zach, or the Valentine’s Day dance (which was still well over a month away). Just this morning, Gabby had asked Em if she could “please consult with Zach about what he should get me for Christmas” and proceeded to list five acceptable gifts that spanned the spectrum of realism: (1) the delicate blue scarf she’d seen on the website for Maintenance, her absolute favorite store in Boston; (2) an engraved iPod Nano for when she went running; (3) tickets to see Cirque du Soleil when it came to Portland this spring; (4) a puppy; (5) a romantic secret overnight at his stepdad’s cabin down the coast.

Gabby didn’t always seem to understand that not everyone’s life was as perfect as hers.

Of course, there were amazing things about Gabby too. She was the only person Em wanted to be around when she was in a crappy mood. She was the best accomplice to have at every party, every prank, every midnight adventure. And she was a great friend. Like the time in sixth grade when Em had told Adam Dunn that she liked him on the playground and he’d told her to get a life. Gabby had baked frosted brownies with Skittles on top that spelled out D-DAY. They’d laughed and eaten the entire pan of brownies and successfully turned Dunn Day into a holiday. Gabby was just like that. She was like a sunny day, strawberry shortcake, and a snowball fight all rolled into one.

But sometimes it was exhausting, too.

Em stared at her knobby knees and long, almost-black, wavy hair and felt more like Morticia than America’s Next Top Model. Some days she was able to appreciate her dancer’s build, but tonight she just wished she owned a padded bra.

Bing. . . bing. . . bing. What now?

Emmmm. I made you something—going to share the file now.

Em watched the blue bar stretch as the file loaded, then saw Em’s Getting Ready Music pop up in her media player.

In case you need some motivation, I put together some songs, Gabby wrote. But you have to promise to leave as soon as the playlist is over.

Em scanned the song titles. Perfect. Some old-school Britney and Beyoncé, plus some punkish covers of show tunes that Gabby knew Em loved.

As she buttoned her jeans and surveyed her shoe options, singing “Cabaret” quietly under her breath, Em’s parents’ voices drifted upstairs. That was another feature of the old-school radiators: somehow, they seemed to pipe voices through the house more successfully than they did heat. She couldn’t really understand what they were saying, but she could pick out a few words.

Her parents started dating when they were sixteen—a fact that made Em cringe. She was the same age now as her parents were when they met. Em couldn’t imagine conversing with the same person for twenty years, but her mom and dad never seemed to get sick of each other. They’d met on a ski trip that brought together young people from area schools. That day, Em’s mom had been wearing a purple knit hat with two blue pom-poms on top. (Em loved to tease her mom about her apparently awesome teenage fashion sense.) Over the course of the afternoon, one of the pom-poms had gone missing. And though half the guys on the mountain had been searching for the missing fuzzball, only one had found it—stuck to the inside of his hood. Em’s dad had taken off his coat inside the lodge and her mom had spied the blue ball.

The sparks flew instantly, they always said, with a wink. You know what we mean.

But of course, Em didn’t. She had never felt electric passion or the sense of fate unfolding for her. All she had experienced was awkward kissing with boys who didn’t know what to do with their hands. She’d certainly never looked into a boy’s eyes and “just known.”

At least, not with any boy it was actually possible to be with. In fact, that was the reason behind the poem she’d won the regional Blue Pen Award for: “Impossible.”

Bang! Em’s heart practically stopped for a second before she realized the sound was caused by a snowball hitting her bedroom window. Another one hit and jolted Em back into party-prep mode. That was her ride—lately snowballs were his not-so-charming way of announcing he was waiting outside.

She slammed shut her laptop, wrestled her shirt over her head, and hopped to the window again as she tried to jam her right foot into one tall lace-up boot.

“Five minutes,” she mouthed, holding up five fingers to JD Fount, who stood in the yard below her window sporting a goofy grin and moving a tree branch out of his face. JD had always been supertall—so much so that in fourth grade, Mrs. Milliken, the school nurse, had sharply poked his back and barked, “Posture Police!” because he’d been slouching to try to make the other kids feel less short.

Now he stood normally, at six-foot-three, and didn’t worry about what anyone thought.

As if to prove exactly that, JD pulled open his peacoat to reveal his latest outfit choice: slacks, a vest, and a purple shirt underneath. Em involuntarily smiled and shook her head, wondering at JD’s bold fashion choices, which were a combination of iconoclasm and artistry. He’d been known to get on his soapbox to point out how unfair it was that girls could have fun with fashion while boys were left with jeans and T-shirts. Over the last year, Gabby had taken to referring to him as “Chauffeur”—behind his back, of course—because he was the perfect designated driver. He didn’t get invited to most of the parties, but he was always willing to drive Em to them. Em could tell he secretly liked having an excuse to go out on the weekends, and even though he was a huge dork she’d known since they were both in diapers, she had to admit that she didn’t mind spending time with him.

When he saw Em’s hand signal, JD responded with a wave and a thumbs-up. He was used to waiting. The Fount family had lived next door forever and it was a running joke that the Winters would keep the Founts waiting at their own funeral. Before Em got her license, JD used to take her to school; after they missed first period four days in a row, he’d threatened to make her walk.

JD danced toward his car, knowing Em was watching. Then he hopped into his beat-up Volvo. Still, Em stood at the window, mesmerized by snowflakes that were just starting to fall. Despite the fact that Em had always lived in Maine, she never got tired of the winter. She loved the way her neighborhood looked during a snowstorm, all the houses capped under white drifts, like meringue crowning a pie. She watched for a moment as one flake faded into another, until faint sirens in the distance jolted her back to reality.

With her boots laced up, Em dabbed on some lip gloss, tucked her hair behind her ears (she rarely did anything more than let it air dry), and grabbed her bag from where she’d last thrown it. She gave herself a final once-over in the mirror, knowing full well she was primping for one person only.

As Em made her way downstairs, her parents’ voices grew more distinct. They were debating work stuff again: whether or not caffeine leads to coronaries. For two people who wouldn’t know if their own daughter was heartbroken, they sure did care a lot about what happened to other people’s hearts.

“I’m going to a party,” Em said, popping her head around the kitchen door. The two of them were hunched over the marble kitchen island with glasses of red wine in their hands and a plate of cheese between them, looked vaguely startled to see her there. “It’s at Ian Minster’s. JD is driving.”

“Okay, hon,” her mom responded.

“Be careful, sweetie,” her dad echoed. He was standing at the stove with his back to her, his ID from the hospital tossed on the island in the kitchen. Em’s mom was leaning next to him, wineglass in hand. Their hips were just touching.

“And then you have to wonder about the viability of all of the red wine research . . . ,” Em’s mom said abruptly. Just like that, they were back to their conversation.

Rolling her eyes, Em slipped into her winter coat and walked out the door and toward JD’s Volvo. She wondered if her parents had actually heard what she’d said. She wondered if anyone would ever look at her and really see her.



CHAPTER TWO

Leaving in 15 mins. C u there.

Chase Singer fired off the text to Zach and slipped his new Nokia cell phone, an early Christmas gift from his mom (one they couldn’t really afford), carefully into a back pocket of his jeans.

Every year, right before winter break, an Ascension High School senior stepped up to host the party to end all parties. Part holiday gala, part celebration of being halfway done with the school year, the party was the stuff that legends were made of—legends that often took another six months to live down. This year, with Ian Minster’s parents away on their second honeymoon, his house was ground zero for reputations to be ruined and reinforced.

Chase’s phone buzzed and he fished it out of his pocket. New text from Lindsay Peters: Can I crash the Ascension party tonight? Chase didn’t respond. He’d been hooking up with Lindsay, a junior from nearby Trinity High, for a few weeks. They’d met at a football party, and she’d been cool at first. She was willing to drive to see him and not too needy. But now he was bored. She had a nice body—although not as nice when she wasn’t wearing a push-up bra—a low voice, and a big smile. But she wore a little too much makeup and laughed too loudly, even when his jokes weren’t that funny. Even when he wasn’t trying to be funny. A couple of weeks ago he’d started telling her about this cool documentary he’d seen about insects, and she’d thought he was telling her the plot of a sci-fi movie. Plus she chewed with her mouth open. No, he definitely did not want her to come tonight.

As Chase snapped the phone shut, he saw the time. He had to hurry.

The tiny bathroom at the end of the narrow hall was clouded with steam. Chase grabbed a now wrinkle-free bright red polo shirt from the shower rod. The pipes shuddered and groaned as he turned off the hot water. He wiped the condensation from the mirror and held the shirt up against his dark jeans, evaluating the outfit. Did it look like he was trying too hard? He applied a dab of gel to his short brown hair and pulled at the cowlick that stuck up like an alfalfa sprout on the left side of his head. Dressed in the polo shirt, jeans, and impeccable new sneakers, Chase looked like your average preppy boy—not like someone who lived in a tiny trailer on the outskirts of town with his mom.

Which was, of course, the whole point.

Chase checked his phone; there was another text from Lindsay—I haven’t seen u in a week!—which he deleted quickly. He was on a schedule: by the time he arrived at Minster’s house, the sophomore and junior girls would have drunk just enough to lower their inhibitions, but not so much that they were too wasted to flirt. (At Tina Hathaway’s Halloween party that year, he’d no sooner convinced a hot sophomore to ditch the crowd for a private make-out session in the woods than she’d pulled down her pants and started peeing on a tree and giggling. He’d had to half-carry her back to the party, where he off-loaded her onto her friends.)

So tonight was going to be a success. He needed it to be. The Ascension Football Feast was in a little more than a week, on January 2nd. The Feast was an annual postseason celebration of the Ascension Warriors, the town’s pride and joy (at least when they were winning), not to mention a major charity event. Most players brought a whole entourage, including parents, siblings, and girlfriends. Last year, he’d arrived alone and felt humiliated when the guys made fun of the fact that he hadn’t managed to bag a date.

This year, his best friend Zach was organizing the whole event, hoping to raise five thousand dollars for a local homeless shelter. There would be a ton of people there, not to mention news cameras. And Chase was the star.

Chase was a damn good quarterback, probably one of the best in the state. College recruiters had already contacted Coach Baldwin to inquire about Chase’s post–high school plans. And while it would be cool to get a free ride to a quality school—he’d be the first Singer to attend college, and there was no way his family could afford it otherwise—he wasn’t playing for scholarships. On the field was where he felt free, open, smart. He knew what to do, and he had the space to do it. He made the right choices. Sometimes, in the middle of a game, he was surprised to find that he was grinning.

And yet, in the back of his mind, Chase knew that at any moment, everything could come undone. One bad play and it could all close in on you—no holes to run through, blockers and tacklers in every direction. No options.

Smoothing his collar a final time, Chase grabbed his football jacket and closed the trailer door with a satisfied thud, ignoring the fact that it made the whole structure shake ever so slightly.

The night was cold, and the snow that had been forecast was starting to fall. He was trotting toward his car—an old station wagon he shared with his mom—when he remembered that she was working tonight at the convenience store around the corner. He jogged back to the house to flip on the outside light. He didn’t like to think of her fumbling for her keys in the dark.

Every time Chase left his trailer on the west side of Ascension, he felt like he was emerging from a claustrophobic cocoon. His part of town was right by the highway, and the buildings—trailers, convenience stores, gas stations, water towers—sat almost on top of one another. First he’d pass the Kwik Mart where his mom worked. Out of habit, he always slowed a little, trying to catch a glimpse of her bottle-blond hair. He liked it when she worked the register. That meant she wasn’t doing heavy lifting in the stock room.

A mile past the Kwik Mart, the landscape opened up; the buildings petered out at Williamson Farm, still in operation, with dairy cows and a smell of manure in the air. Here, he’d open his window despite the smell, breathing in the fields, the space, the nothingness. Then several miles of forest, with just a few houses cut into the woods, and then the old part of town, which tried to hold on to historic appeal, with brick buildings, green awnings, and small shops. This was where Ascension’s middle school was, a hulking stone prison. Chase loved driving by it. He never got over the thrill of having escaped.

Then he hit the nicer residential neighborhoods. Everything here looked cleaner, and in the summer, greener. The houses were set about an acre apart, each one claiming a small bit of woods for itself. Out even farther past the center of town, toward Minster’s neighborhood—where the money really flowed—the lots got bigger, the driveways got longer, the streetlights were fewer. And past Minster’s was the high school, out near the lake, with an expansive campus and a newly renovated football field. It took Chase the whole drive sometimes to start loosening up, to shake off the feeling of the thin tin walls around him, the old food smells that lingered in the tiny trailer air, the sense of smallness and dirt.

But tonight, Chase never shook off the claustrophobic feeling: He kept seeing shapes darting at the edge of his vision, but when he looked, there was nothing but snow, whirling out of the darkness.

He hoped the party would snap him out of his bad mood. He was going to choose his date for the Ascension Football Feast tonight. He was going to pick someone quality, too—someone who would make up for last year. A girl who wasn’t too loud and smiled at the right times and looked good in a dress. Maybe even someone he could talk to for more than fifteen minutes.

Tonight, Chase planned on finding the perfect girl. He needed it. He deserved it.

When he pulled up to Minster’s house, which sat at the end of a cul-de-sac in one of Ascension’s newer developments, the party was already raging. Almost every light in the house was on, and a group of smokers stood in the driveway, hopping from one foot to the other to keep warm. He jogged up the lawn and pushed through the front door into a large, marble-tiled entryway. A gold-framed mirror hung on the wall, and below it, a varnished wooden bench.

As he did when he entered most of his friends’ homes, Chase felt a moment of unconscious panic. Everything here was so nice, he felt like he shouldn’t touch anything.

But no. He was Chase Singer, and Chase Singer belonged. He shrugged off his jacket and threw it on the bench with just a little too much force, glanced one last time at his reflection in the mirror, and began his rounds.

A group of underclassmen were overcompensating for their insecurities by being too loud. Jenna and Ashley, two cheerleaders, were standing with Taylor, a field hockey player, and all three of them were flirting with what appeared to be some extremely stoned lacrosse players. Coming out of the kitchen was Minster himself, looking surprisingly relaxed for someone whose enormous house was full of Ascension high schoolers. It appeared that half the crowd was drinking beer from plastic cups, and the other half was drinking a red-orange punch. The lights had been dimmed, so all the rooms were hazy and full of shadows. Pop music—new, dance-y stuff—thumped from a hidden sound system, and even people who weren’t dancing seemed to be pulsing with the music. Everyone who came in from the cold took a moment to adjust and to blow on their hands, as though they’d emerged from a long expedition.

He located Zach and Gabby by the keg and the punch bowl and scanned the room for potential hookups. There were some definite possibilities—Jenna or Ashley, of course, and also a throng of sophomores who got giggly as soon as he passed through the living room. This would be fun. He smiled.

He started to tune in to the conversations around him, but then Gabby was calling him over to where she and Zach were standing with Andrea Rubin, Sean Wagner, and Nell White.

“Look who I found,” Gabby said. At one point she’d wanted Chase and Andrea to get together, but Andrea had made it clear that she would go out with Chase only if he paid for everything—an impossibility that Chase resented more than he let on. While Chase wasn’t the poorest kid in Ascension, he was certainly the poorest popular kid in town. And he hated that people knew it.

“Hey, man,” Zach said. “Grab a beer—catch up!” He pumped the keg and handed a red cup to Chase, who accepted it and took a big gulp. Something about tonight made him feel like he needed more liquid courage than usual.

“Thanks, dude,” Chase said. “What’s up? Who’s here? Where’s Winters?” He addressed the questions to no one in particular; Gabby took it upon herself to answer.

“We were talking about Miller’s English final and how impossible it was,” she said. “And everyone’s here. Well, almost everyone. Em should be here soon. I don’t know what’s taking her so long.”

Chase nodded and nudged Nell. “You know that tall sophomore?” Nell was a peer adviser and somehow managed to know every single Ascension student’s name. She followed his gaze.

“The blond one? Jess Carlsen.” Nell paused and Chase waited, expectant. Nell rolled her eyes and went on: “She’s into drama or singing or something. I forget which.”

Zach laughed. “Homed your radar already, huh, Singer?”

Chase held his hands up in mock innocence. “I’m just trying to get to know new faces,” he said.

“You’re tracking new blood,” Gabby chimed in, and Chase could see her ever so slightly tighten her grip on Zach’s arm.

Then, out of nowhere: “Did you guys hear about Sasha Bowlder?” she asked.

At that moment someone must have leaned against the light switch: The overhead lights blazed and suddenly the room and everyone in it was starkly illuminated. For a second Chase had the impression that everyone was frozen. Then the lights were dimmed again.

Chase and Zach exchanged a quick glance.

Zach cleared his throat and asked, “What about her?”

“She tried to commit suicide,” Gabby said, her voice low.

Now Chase felt as though the room had gone dark, even though the lights didn’t waver.

“By throwing herself off the Piss Pass,” Gabby added, referring to the highway overpass around the corner from Fitzroy’s, a local dive bar. Fitzroy’s regulars often stumbled to the overpass to pee when they were having a smoke; hence the nickname. “Didn’t you hear all those sirens earlier? They were, like, earsplitting. I thought there was a terrorist attack or something.”

Zach smiled gently. “Ascension, Maine is hardly a terrorist target, babe. Nothing bad happens here.”

“Well, what happened to Sasha is bad,” Gabby said, tossing her hair over her shoulder.

Chase felt something tighten in his chest. Sasha was Ascension’s social pariah, but she hadn’t always been. Memories came to Chase, fast and thick, like a blizzard: Sasha as a young girl, weaving with him around the mounds of trash and broken furniture stacked up around the trailer park. She lived there then, just a few trailers over in lot 37. They played hide-and-go-seek and flashlight tag. And they shared secrets. Some nights, when his dad was too drunk and really raging, his mom would shuttle Chase over to Sasha’s house, just to get him out of the line of fire. And then, when Chase’s dad died in the freak factory accident, Chase stayed at Sasha’s for a full five days while his mom took care of the funeral, the creditors, and her grief.

He and Sasha would share a bed, toe to head, and tell each other ghost stories into the night. They preferred the fake scary stuff to the real. At least in stories, when you turn on the lights, the monsters disappear. The first time Chase ever thought about girls as anything other than less athletic versions of boys, it was to wonder what it would be like to kiss Sasha.

But then things had changed. Sasha’s mom met a wealthy dentist from York—he swept into Ascension and bought a big house over by the McCords’. Just like that, Sasha wore trendy clothes, could go out for pizza on Friday nights, and could invite people over to watch movies on her big-screen TV. That was sixth grade, and suddenly, Sasha seemed to forget that Chase existed. It was weird—he’d hated her for a while, but in some ways, Sasha ditching him was the best thing that ever could have happened. Because that’s when Chase got it—as long as you’re wearing the right outfits, saying the right things, impressing the right people, you can blend in. It doesn’t matter where you come from, as long as you play the role.

Once Chase saw the matrix, it was easy enough to get in. He talked about girls but not too much. He did well in class but not too well. He excelled on the field, was up for any physical challenge. He became friends with Zach McCord (but never invited him over). Over the course of maybe six months, Chase got in. By seventh grade, Chase Singer was part of the crew. And by the time they got to high school, he was Way In.

Of course, the thing about the matrix is it works the same way in reverse: Once you’re out, you’re really, really out. Sasha discovered that too late.

The tides turned against her, easily, almost as if swayed by an invisible force.

She tried desperately to keep a low profile, to avoid the smears. No one could quite pinpoint what her mistake had been. Maybe she had been too eager, too mean. Or maybe it had all started from some small thing, like freshman year when she wore a fluorescent pink sweater to school and was called “Rainbow Retard” for a few days. Or more likely it was when she made the mistake of letting two boys kiss her at a party in the fall that year. In reality, the kissing thing had probably been a last-ditch effort to be liked. But it was too late. After that the rumors started. Countless rumors—Chase couldn’t even remember all of them. Sasha was bi, or she was into porn, or she was just a freak, no further explanation needed.

She began to wear clothes that didn’t stand out—and started to slip into invisibility. She skipped a couple of important dances, she began to slouch down in her seat during class, she wasn’t involved in any extracurricular activities. And though it had happened seamlessly while most people were looking the other way, Sasha had quickly lost everything she’d once gained. It was the easiest thing in the world to make fun of her. Over time, it became a sport. Eventually, she had just one friend left: Drea Feiffer, whose hair color changed weekly from purple to maroon to jet-black, and whose habit of wearing barrettes, striped socks, and T-shirts featuring Japanese cartoon characters seemed only to highlight the darkness of her general attitude.

Suicide. Chase felt a tingling heaviness in his legs and arms—the same feeling he used to get in church. His mom used to drag him there before she started working Sunday doubles. He’d never liked church—hated it, in fact, but not because he was bored by the priest’s lectures about sin. He’d never told anyone this, but he’d actually been scared of the church—the weird smell of burning things, the priest’s thunderous voice, and the enormous crucifix over the altar. It had always freaked him out.

Now Chase felt like the room was tunneling around him.

“People don’t just—,” he started to say, but Zach cut him off.

“Is this a joke, Gabby?” Zach asked.

“Not even,” Gabby said, nodding so her blond curls bounced. “It just happened, like, two hours ago! She’s going to be paralyzed for life or something.” By now more people had quieted down and were gathering around Gabby, which only fueled her on. “What I heard is that she fell into the bed of a truck—the guy was totally freaked out—and she’s in the hospital. Like in a coma. Someone at my mom’s TV station is reporting on it. That’s how I found out. My mom asked if I knew her.”

Everyone looked shocked, but Chase barely noticed. He blinked once, twice, and stepped away from the group.

Zach reached out for Chase’s arm. “Where you going?”

“I gotta piss,” Chase responded, avoiding Zach’s eyes. “I’ll be right back.”

Chase had been to Minster’s house a few times before, but all of a sudden he couldn’t remember where the bathroom was. He wandered into the TV room, past the huge wall-mounted plasma TV, and into the living room. At a bar in the corner, Chase spied a bottle of whiskey. Perfect—the Minsters’ private stash. He moved casually toward the bar, tipping back what was left of his beer, and picked up the whiskey. No one would notice if some was missing off the top, he told himself, pouring a hefty slug into his plastic cup. Then he stood there for a moment, surveying the crowd. The musty, earthy taste of whiskey burned his throat as he took a large swig.

Suddenly all anyone was talking about was Sasha Bowlder. People were as drunk on gruesome details as on the watered-down beer. Did she leave a note? Was she really paralyzed? Was she at the local hospital, or had she been sped to Portland or airlifted to Boston?

Chase felt like the room was clenching and unclenching around him, a giant fist. Suicide. The word kept replaying in his mind. Suicide. And the Sasha he hadn’t thought about in years—the normal Sasha, the best-friend Sasha of his childhood, smiling, gap-toothed—kept coasting into his mind.

With one last swig of the whiskey, Chase shifted, moving away from the bar and the living room, from one conversation to the next. He hated the way the pictures on Minster’s walls—Smiling happy grandfather! Smiling happy mom! Smiling happy brothers!—seemed to be following him with their eyes, sneering. He picked up a random beer from a bookshelf in the TV room and chugged it. Man, it was hot in here. He passed the bathroom, finally, and the long line of girls waiting to use it. All their faces seemed to blend together. He was having trouble recognizing them, like everything was happening behind a cloud of smoke. He had to steady himself against a doorframe before shuffling back into the kitchen, where a large group had assembled. Gabby was still holding court, divulging details she’d heard from her mom—and, probably, adding plenty of her own. Even though everyone else was standing, Chase sat down in a kitchen chair with a thud.

“You okay?” Chase looked up to see Zach standing over him, offering a fresh beer and an inquisitive look.

“Yeah, thanks. I just . . .” Chase switched gears. “What do you want to do over the next couple of weeks? You’re a free agent!” He quickly looked at Gabby to see if she’d overheard, but she was too deep in conversation with Fiona.

“Free agent—yeah right. I wouldn’t be surprised if Gabs plants a video camera in my alarm clock.” Zach’s breezy tone sounded forced.

“Tough break.” Chase leaned forward to punch Zach’s arm. The room swayed as he settled back into his chair. “Is that Guitar Hero tournament at your place really the extent of our vacation ambitions?”

“Well, that and study for the SATs.”

“Seriously. If you don’t get a perfect score, we’re going to have to go on stepfather suicide watch.”

A look of embarrassed shock passed between them. The topic of suicide was too relevant to be funny.

And over all this, they could hear Gabby’s voice, ringing clear above the dull roar of the party. “We should start a suicide support group, something for all the grieving students,” Chase heard her say. Lauren was nodding enthusiastically. It looked like Fiona was tearing up.

He grimaced, pulling his forehead into a mess of little lines. All this mopey bullshit was just too much. He stood up and strode over to Gabby, grabbing her arm and pulling her toward him.

“Since when do you all care about Sasha so much, anyway?” Chase could hear himself slurring his words. “She was a loser. It’s not like anyone will miss her.”

The group surrounding Gabby got quiet, and she elbowed him sharply, spilling some of her punch on his wrist in the process.

“Why would you say something like that?” she demanded.

Chase’s mind felt like it was coated now, thick and white and blank. “You got punch on me,” he said. The words sounded distant, as though they came from someone else.

“You’re a real asshole,” a voice said behind him. He turned, and there was the artsy girl, Jess something-or-other. She was looking at him with disgust. There went that prospect.

He tried to change the subject.

“Five minutes—beer-pong tournament,” he shouted, noticing that people were uncomfortably, and subtly, moving away from him. “I challenge any of you to defeat me and Zach.” As he headed for the bathroom line, he heard Zach trying to smooth over the moment, urging people to quit gossiping and enjoy the night.

A couple of minutes later, in front of the vanity mirror, washing the sticky punch from his fingers, Chase examined himself. He adjusted the collar on his shirt and turned his face to the left and right, checking for missed shaving spots. Finding no imperfections, he looked himself square in the eyes. Chase, dude, he said to himself, get it together.

Someone was banging on the bathroom door.

Just then Chase noticed a tiny stain next to the second button on his shirt. Shit. The punch. He clenched his fist. Get it together, he repeated. It was only a small spot. Still, Chase knew how easily things could fall apart. And sometimes all it took was one little thing gone wrong: a fumble, a lie, the click of a SEND button. A moment of weakness. Even something as minor as a stain could ruin everything.



CHAPTER THREE

Em was distracted on the drive over to the party. All she wanted was a hint from Zach. Just one hint that he felt what she’d been feeling. That she wasn’t insane. That she hadn’t imagined all the fizzy, crazy vibes bouncing between them for the past few weeks. Any hint would do. Then she’d let it go. Really.

“Thanks so much for coming with me,” she said to JD as they rounded the corner, not realizing that she’d said it just a few minutes earlier.

“Ah, you know. It’s always a treat when eccentrics like myself are allowed into the presence of populars.” JD sighed sarcastically, adjusting his hat. “Perhaps I’ll get lucky and some girl will want a piece of the Fountain,” he said, invoking his rarely used nickname, the Fountain of Nerdiness.

Em barely noticed. She fumbled with the bag on her lap, digging for her lip gloss, trying to steal a glimpse of her reflection in the passenger-side mirror. As they got closer to Minster’s, she scanned the cars that were already lining the street, looking for a particular blue Jeep Wrangler, one with Ascension High basketball and football bumper stickers lined up neatly side by side.

When they finally arrived at Ian’s house, Em’s brain was swimming with thoughts of Zach. She felt like she’d already had a few drinks; everything looked just a little off-balance as she walked through the door, like someone had set all the rooms at slightly different angles.

For one thing, the whole mood of the party seemed . . . off. People were drinking and dancing and flirting, as usual, but everyone’s voices seemed quieter, and groups of whispering girls kept breaking off, shaking their heads, hugging each other.

On top of that, Gabby was in turbo mode. Her outfit looked great (she’d paired her dress with brown tights and wedge boots), and she’d been right about having a good hair day. As she dragged Em toward the kitchen and the punch, she chattered about her forthcoming family trip to Spain and Majorca.

“Em, you have to promise—pinkie swear—that we’ll go to Maintenance when I get back,” Gabby said, referring to their favorite Christmastime tradition—one they would have to forego this year. It involved taking the train down to Boston, lunching at a Newbury Street restaurant, and shopping.

“Of course, Gabs,” Em said.

“I can’t believe I’m going to be away for eight whole days,” Gabby said, bouncing from topic to topic. “It feels like a lifetime. Chase is wasted, by the way. Watch out. God, Em, you have to promise not to do a single fun thing while I’m gone.”

Em grinned. Of course she would miss her best friend, but she was secretly a bit grateful that they would have some time apart. It was just like Gabby to assume that the world would stop when she left and restart the moment she returned.

“Oh, and don’t let Zach do anything fun either,” Gabby added as they approached the keg and the punch bowl, where Zach was standing with a few other juniors.

Em’s stomach flipped. It seemed recently that every time she saw him, she was experiencing him for the first time—his piercing eyes, his adorably shaggy hair, his broad shoulders, the way his nose kind of crinkled when he was paying attention. It was as though a spotlight had been switched on, and in its beam, she saw only Zach.

She knew it was wrong, and she knew it was terrible, but she also knew that this feeling was the one that pop songs were written about. Em threw her shoulders back and prepared for the private heartbreak that had become part of her daily routine.

“Hi, baby!” Gabby bounded toward Zach and gave him a peck on the lips. Em looked away. “Did you miss me?” Without giving him the chance to respond, Gabby barreled ahead. “Not as much as you’re going to miss me next week. Look who I found!”
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t's winter break in Ascension, Maine. The

snowis falling and everything looks pristine
and peaceful. But not all is as it seems. ... .

Between cozy traditions and parties with
her friends, Emily loves the holidays. And
this year's even better—the guy she’s been
into for months is finally noticing her. But
Em knows if she starts things with him,
there’s no turning back. Because his girl-
friend is Em's best friend.

On the other side of town, Chase is having
problems of his own. The stress of his home
life is starting to take its toll, and his social
life is unraveling But that's nothing compared
to what's really haunting him. Chase has done
something cruel . . . something the perfect
guy he pretends to be would never do. And
it's only a matter of time before he’s exposed.

In Ascension, mistakes can be deadly.
And three girls—three beautiful, mysterious
girls—are here to choose who will pay.

Em and Chase have been chosen.
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“Achingly gorgeous. Fury seduced me."—LAUREN KATE, bestselling author of FALLEN
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Sometimes sorry isn't enough.
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