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“You’re looking for Skizz.” Ed’s skin felt tight as he said it. The thought had just popped into his brain, and he wasn’t sure where it had come from. But as soon as it left his lips, he knew it was true. He could tell by the wild, wary look that flashed in Gaia’s eyes, the sudden tightening of the line of her body. The way her hand tensed on the strap of her bag. Her knuckles, he noticed, were grazed and raw.

Then Gaia relaxed. Her face became a careful mask. “I wanted to ask him some questions.”

“That’s not true,” Ed said evenly, looking into Gaia’s eyes. “You’re looking for Skizz, and it isn’t to ask him some questions.”

“Well, don’t worry about it,” Gaia said. She looked around with studied casualness. She shifted her feet. Obviously she wanted him gone.

Ed suddenly felt afraid. Afraid for Gaia.

Afraid of Gaia.
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To Matthew Weiss




BLOOD





GAIA

Mary’s dead. Maybe if I say it over and over a thousand times, it’ll sink in. Mary’s dead.

I’ve been sitting in this tub for more than an hour now. I’m shivering and the water’s cold, but I can’t seem to move. I keep seeing Mary’s face. Keep feeling her hair in my hands. There was blood on her teeth.

Mary’s dead. I held her tonight as her eyes closed. Her life flowed out onto the cobblestone pavement of Washington Square Park. I saw who did it. I even fought him. Mary’s old dealer, Skizz, hired that guy to kill Mary. Which he did, tonight.

Oh God, Mary’s really dead. She won’t call me tomorrow. I’m shaking and sore and Mary’s blood washed off into this bathwater when I stepped in. She won’t ever make me wear ridiculous clothes again. Make me go dancing with her. Tell me her secrets. Listen when I tell her mine.

What do I do now? Everything I touch gets destroyed. What does that mean for Ed? I can’t seem to get out of this tub. I’m curled up. The porcelain is hard and cold under my head. I’m shaking. I don’t want to cry, can’t cry, can’t make noise. Don’t want Ella to come up here.

Oh God, Mary’s dead. Is it too much for me to have a friend? Is it too much for me to trust someone? Is it too much for me to be close to someone?

I need to think. Think this through. Thinking is better than screaming. Better than crying. Better than feeling all this pain. I can’t stand this pain. I don’t want to feel this. I’ve got to stop this.

Breathe, breathe, breathe.

Okay.

No more.

I have to find a way to never feel like this again. Not because of my mom, or my dad, or Mary, or anyone. I’ve got to make sure I never, never feel this pain again.

And I’ve got to make Skizz pay.





too young to die

“Was this all life was about? The stronger picking on the weaker? Survival of the fittest?”


You Might Get Eaten

DAMN. HE ALWAYS FORGOT ABOUT that chunk of broken pavement. Ed Fargo swore under his breath and gave a sharp jerk to his wheels. He pulled himself out of the rut, then rolled around the corner of Perry Street toward Gaia’s brownstone. His breath puffed out in the frigid air. January in New York was as dismal as things get.

Ed took in the scene around him. The ugly stamp of humanity’s feet had already taken its toll on the winter streets. Pristine white snow was now sullen brown slush. Plowed drifts covered corners and curbs, creating treacherous mounds of filthy, spit-upon, dog-pissed-upon ice. Try getting a wheelchair through it.

“Gotta get snow tires,” Ed muttered. As he made his way up Perry Street, a memory suddenly clamped over his heart, making him clench his wheels tighter, blow harder as he breathed. For a few moments he’d been distracted from the memory by other things. For a few moments he’d forgotten about Mary.

Mary was dead.

Part of him still couldn’t quite take it in. Didn’t want to. For the past month he and Mary and Gaia had been a real threesome. They had hung out, partied, talked. … It was the only time Ed had been with people he considered friends since, well, since the accident. True friends.

Sure, separate, Mary and Gaia had both been pretty intense. Together the two of them had been compelling, exciting … and infuriating. Like when Mary had dared Gaia to make out with Ed just a few nights ago. Given Ed’s deeply felt but hidden lust for Gaia, that had been pretty wild. Weird, but wild.

Ed paused and rubbed his chin in the twenty-five-degree air. He realized he’d been smiling. Again he’d forgotten.

Mary was dead, killed the night before last in the park. To Ed, it looked like a years-long major coke addiction had finally caught up to her. She’d died with drugs in her possession. Gaia had been there, speaking to the cops, when Ed had arrived. Too late. He was always too late.

Oh, Mary.

True, once or twice Ed had resented how close Mary and Gaia were becoming. But Mary had been Ed’s friend, too. She’d been fun, beautiful, full of enthusiasm and life and humor and outrageousness. She’d been too young to die.

Ed rolled to a stop before Gaia’s brownstone. He swallowed, hard. It was freezing out here. What would he find in there? He reached toward the doorbell, thought better of it, and pulled back his hand to fiddle with the armrest of his chair, his heart pounding.

Why was this so hard?

During this last month Ed had seen Gaia unbend more, smile more, laugh more, show her soft side more than in the whole time he’d known her. It had been due to Mary. Now Mary was wearing a toe tag. How was Gaia going to react? What’s more, how was Ed going to make it easier for her to deal? Gaia had refused to come to the door or talk on the phone all day yesterday. Who was to say she would even let Ed say two words to her today?

Ed’s watch said eight-twelve. The Village School was opening its battered wood-and-metal doors right now. Thanks to a bunch of snow days, they’d been gypped on winter vacation and had to go back to school early. But there was no doubt Gaia would skip today. Maybe George or Ella had already called her in sick.

The thought of Gaia spending yesterday with just her clueless foster father or bitchy foster mother to console her literally made Ed’s stomach turn. Today he wanted to be the one who was there for her, to hold her as she cried, to comfort her as well as he could. Now he would have a chance to protect her, just like she’d always protected him. Maybe it would even be a chance for Gaia and Ed to get closer. Maybe he would be able to tell her he loved her. That he wanted to be with her. Yeah, in that way.

Ed took a deep breath and tried to clear his head. Just as his gloved index finger reached out to the bell, the heavy front door opened. Gaia came out.

In a frozen moment Ed searched her face. Gaia looked pale but otherwise … fine. Calm. Kind of … normal. No tearstained cheeks, no swollen eyes, no pain etched on her face. She was dressed for school in an ancient pair of jeans that looked like they had been rescued from a tribe of renegade dust bunnies hiding under her bed. A pale blue, stretched-out turtleneck collar showed at the opening of a worn, electric blue, puffy down ski jacket. The jacket had a hole in it, and feathers were leaking out. Her glorious blond hair hung in wet, ratlike clumps around her head. Ed knew it would be frozen solid before she reached the end of the block. Same old Gaia.

“Hey,” Gaia said calmly, tucking some wet hair behind one ear. She hitched her messenger bag higher on her shoulder, strode past Ed, and headed down the block.

For a moment Ed was too confused to do anything but stare after her. Mary was dead, right? He hadn’t just dreamed it. His wheels spun as he caught up to her. “You’re going to school?” he asked, hating how his voice sounded—flabbergasted, childish.

Gaia glanced down at him blankly. “It is a school day,” she pointed out. “Is there some holiday I don’t know about?”

“But—” Ed bumped over a curb that the universal handicapped accessibility codes hadn’t caught up with yet.

“But what?” Gaia asked. They swung around a corner as Ed struggled to organize his thoughts into some kind of a coherent sentence.

“I thought you might stay home today,” he said carefully as he caught up to her. Great. Great sentence. You’re a genius, Ed. “I thought you might be upset.”

Gaia sniffed and wiped the back of her hand across her nose as he stared up at her expectantly. “What is it with cold air and snot?” she asked, just as the light turned green. Ed stopped dead in his tracks. He had to say something, anything, that would help him connect with her. He braced himself, waiting for Gaia to realize he’d stopped and turn around.

But Gaia didn’t stop. She crossed the street and just kept going, never once looking back. Ed’s mouth worked open and closed, but nothing came out.

In a matter of seconds she was out of sight.

Ed just stared after her.


I Am Pigboy

“SHIT.”

Gaia Moore stared blankly into her locker, wondering what books she should grab before rushing off to class. She was going to be on time today. If she could just figure out what freaking books she needed.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

Gaia’s locker was inexplicably grouped with a bunch of freshmen’s. Bad luck—freshmen were even worse than seniors. New kids always get stuck with the crappy lockers, Gaia thought angrily as she shuffled a pile of cascading papers, although she guessed she wasn’t all that new anymore.

Hard to believe she had lasted since September. Usually the educational system gave up on her after only a month or two. Schools in Manhattan must be a little more hard-edged than any of the other places she had been, Gaia mused.

Hello. Think, Gaia. What classes did she have this morning? She had no idea. Then it dawned on her. Chem lab. She grabbed a thick notebook and two of the less hefty textbooks out of her locker and slammed the door.

The metallic clang of her locker echoed emptily in the hallway. Damn. The hallways were already clear, the classroom doors closed, and the huge industrial wall clock ticked loudly above her thawing head. Gaia squeezed a little of the moisture out of her hair, tucked her books under one arm, and strode purposefully down the hall.

Usually Ed would have been here to keep her in check, to make sure she went to class in the first place. But Gaia hadn’t seen him since she’d left him at the corner of Perry, looking completely aghast. Had he made it in okay?

Gaia dismissed the thought almost as quickly as it had come. Ed could take care of himself. And besides, she was done worrying. Gaia Moore had officially made a pact with herself—she was no longer a baby-sitter.

As she loped around the corner, Gaia almost collided with a small knot of seething testosterone clumped against the wall. She stopped short, blue eyes rapidly assessing the scene.

Several large, dumb bozos appeared to be picking on a smaller nerd type. One of the hulks, whose neck measurement probably exceeded his IQ, turned and trained small, piglike eyes on Gaia. She felt his animal glance sweep her from dripping hair to battered Sears construction-worker boots, lingering on her breasts, her long legs. Jerk.

“Gay-uh? That’s your name, right?”

Gaia stood rooted to the spot, her eyes narrowed.

“Take a hike, Gay-uh,” Pigboy muttered. “This doesn’t concern you.” He leaned forward, gripping the soft flannel shirt of a kid Gaia didn’t recognize. The kid’s brown eyes, wide behind glasses, flashed both angry humiliation and mute appeal.

Gaia frowned with irritation and impatience. Was this all life was about? The stronger picking on the weaker? Survival of the fittest?

And if that was the case, wouldn’t that put Gaia at the top of the food chain?

“It’s Guy-uh,” she said. “Let him go.”

The biggest guy snorted. “He’s not going anywhere, Guy-uh. We’ve got unfinished business with Zack here.”

Gaia felt her jaw clench. “Oh, your business is finished.”

Pigboy laughed. “Not hardly.”

Gaia moved fast, lunging forward and grabbing his left arm with one hand. She pulled it back and to the side, felt the ligaments stretching taut beneath his skin. Pigboy let out a sharp, surprised groan and went on tiptoes to relieve the pressure on his arm. It was useless. Pain and shock contorted his face into true ugliness.

“You don’t even know what pain is yet,” Gaia whispered close to his ear. She hated people like him. Bullies.

Bracing her feet, Gaia bent and drove her shoulder into Pigboy’s back, flipping him. He landed with a heavy, sickening thud and lay motionless, staring stupidly at the ceiling, silently trying to draw air into his flattened lungs.

“Who’s next?” Gaia asked, straightening and pushing her hair over her shoulder. Her nostrils flared, and her fists curled and uncurled at her sides. A thin thread of excitement snaked through her veins. She was aware that her breath was coming faster, that everything around her had snapped into vivid focus.

One of the guys stepped forward, a cocky grin on his face. How pathetic. Gaia could smell his aftershave. Was it Old Spice?

She took a step to meet him, but ducked back when he suddenly jerked forward under the weight of something, someone, that had just landed on his back. Confused, Gaia took another step back and watched the scene with surprise. But surprise quickly turned into awe. The kid, Zack, was clinging for dear life to Jock Two’s back, his arms wrapped around his neck, his legs kicking crazily. The scene was so comical that Gaia almost laughed. The jock stumbled back and forth, trying to regain his footing, but Zack now had a firm grip around his collarbone with his left arm, and his right hand had already grabbed a fist full of the guy’s hair.

In one huge, powerful movement, the jock reached over the back of his head, grabbed Zack’s shirt collar and flipped him onto the ground, grunting as tufts of his hair were pulled out in the process. Gaia didn’t hesitate. As the jock straightened up, she moved forward and kicked sideways sharply, her foot angled up. She watched his mouth open in a yelp as her foot connected and popped his kneecap out of the socket. He crumpled to the ground next to Zack, gasping and clutching his leg. The expression on his face took a few moments to translate into nauseating pain. Then he started to moan.

Almost immediately the third jerk leaped into action, trying to tackle Gaia from behind. She ducked instinctively, planted her feet, and felt him land on her back. With one deft movement she uncoiled his hands from around her neck and gave a little shove to send him flying over her. He crashed upside down against the bank of metal lockers. Bright red blood flowed from his nose. Gaia stared at it, transfixed. Why was it that blood was so surprisingly bright, cheerful, shiny? Like Mary’s blood. Like her mom’s.

She sensed movement behind her and turned to face Pigboy again, who was now struggling to stand up. She lifted a foot, ready to attack, but out of the corner of her eye she saw that Zack had struggled to a standing position and now he limped to Gaia’s side. Gaia stared at him in surprise as he raised his fists and glared at Pigboy, his glasses glinting in the fluorescent light of the hallway. Gaia followed his gaze back to Pigboy. He grinned at Zack, mockery written across his face, but when he noticed Gaia balling her fists, he raised his hands in defeat and stumbled backward. Then he did a one-eighty and fled down the hall.

Gaia’s breathing slowed as she took in the scene around her. In a moment she had assessed that this scene was pretty much over. She picked up her books, feeling the tension already starting to fade away. Breathe in, breathe out. Don’t look at the blood.

Zack leaned against the wall, panting. Gaia’s gaze swept him and determined he had suffered no serious physical damage.

It was over. Gaia hoped the guys would be gone before a teacher or another student found them lying in the hall. But even if they were discovered in their current, pitiful condition, she doubted they would ever point the finger at her. She was, to these assholes at least, just a skinny, blond girl.

“Wow. That was, uh, incredible. We were … incredible, huh? You’re … Wow … Thanks for …”

Gaia shifted her attention back to Zack. “Uh-huh,” she said, turning her back and striding down the hall toward chem lab. She at least wanted to make it to her desk before her legs gave out.

Even though this always happened, still, Gaia never got used to it and always hated it. During a confrontation, a fight, she was unstoppable—iron and poetry in one freakish, muscle-bound body. But afterward, when danger had passed, her body took a little breather, and she literally couldn’t stand up.

Gaia hurriedly ducked into class with a murmured apology to her teacher, Mr. Fowler. A wish flashed through her mind as she sank into her seat—that she could have protected Mary in the same way. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again. Skizz had succeeded in killing Mary because Gaia hadn’t taken care of him when she should have. She had beaten him almost to death just days ago. But sentimentality, some warped sense of right and wrong, had prevented her from finishing what she’d started. And Skizz had retaliated, but by going after Mary, not Gaia.

Now Gaia would have to go after him.


Time to Blow Sam’s Mind

HEATHER GANNIS EXPERTLY SLID HER long, silky, shiny dark hair over her shoulder and shifted her weight in her seat. In the desk next to her Melanie was picking at her split ends behind her textbook. Typical chem lab activity.

“Okay, class, what happens if I take the potassium nitrate and add it to its inverse?” Mr. Fowler asked from the front of the classroom.

“You pass out from the fumes and we get out of class early?” Melanie whispered. Heather grinned with a careful mixture of amusement and detached boredom.

The classroom door opened, and Gaia Moore slunk into her seat, two rows over and one back from Heather. Involuntarily Heather’s stomach clenched, her knuckles slowly turning white on her ballpoint pen.

Melanie’s brown eyes focused on Gaia. “What is she doing here today?” she whispered.

“I know.” Heather nodded. “Mary Moss was killed two days ago,” she said softly. “You’d think that Xena, Warrior Bitchtress, would miss a few days of school.”

Melanie smiled appreciatively. “You’d think,” she agreed.

But no, Heather thought bitterly, here she is. Looking as usual as if she slept in her Goodwill clothes.

A loud thump suddenly echoed from behind the two girls, and they both turned to see where it had come from. Gaia’s head was now slumped down on her desk. How rude.

Melanie swallowed a delicate snort.

Heather smiled again. Thank God for people like Melanie. People who adored her. People who agreed that Gaia was a complete loser.

Ducking her head so Mr. Fowler couldn’t see her lips moving, Melanie went on. “You know, I can’t believe that anyone could like her, anyway. But Mary seemed to. Now Mary’s dead, and Gaia doesn’t even look upset. What a bitch.”

Heather nodded quietly. She completely agreed with Melanie, but right now she wasn’t in the mood for gossip. She settled back, letting a studious look come over her face. Gaia Moore, girl loser. Ever since Gaia had shown up last September, Heather’s life had taken a decided turn for the worse. In fact, until last September just about the only really awful thing that had ever happened to Heather had been her boyfriend Ed’s accident, leaving him wheelchair bound. Heather shook her head. That was past history. A rough time. She was just thankful that she and Ed, after all this time, could still be friends. But why was a great guy like Ed also friends with that bitch? It didn’t make sense.

Since Gaia had come here, Heather, the most popular girl in school, had been stabbed and almost died, had lost a good friend, had been burned with hot coffee, had been picked on and teased, and had practically broken up with Sam.
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