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JUNE 28, MIDDAY

Emma wasn’t a fan of strong words. So she mentally censored the word she was actually thinking and instead told her older sister, Abby, “I seriously dislike you.”

“Oh yeah? Well, I despise you,” Abby said, shoving her way through some brambles and letting the branches snap back in Emma’s face.

That stung, and not just the branches. Abby’s word choice was definitely better. “Well, I—” Emma began.

“Ugh, just stop already!” their younger sister Ollie said. “Aren’t things bad enough right now?”

Abby glared back at her. “And whose fault is that?”

Ollie’s face turned red beneath her sunburn, and for a second Emma thought her sister was going to start screaming. Either that or crying, and even though she was only nine, Ollie almost never cried. But Ollie just took a deep breath, then looked down at her feet, silent.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Abby flicked her red ponytail over her shoulder and spun on one booted heel. A small cloud of dust rose behind her as she marched down the dirt trail.

“Keep moving, girls,” Dana Sawyer, their camp counselor, ordered from behind them. “Or do I have to add another mile to this hike?”

“You can try,” Ollie muttered.

“What was that, Ollie?” Dana asked.

“Nothing.”

“It’d better be nothing,” Dana said, striding past them. They’d been hiking all morning, but she didn’t look tired at all. Her hair was still neatly braided, her outfit dry and clean, like she’d been floating over the trail instead of trudging down it. Maybe being a camp counselor gave a person superpowers.

Emma forced herself to follow, even though her feet were killing her and her backpack was getting heavier with every step she took. She would have thought that after spending the past two weeks at Camp Unplugged, she’d have been better at this. They’d been roughing it in the middle of the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness—affectionately known as “the Frank”—where hikes were a daily occurrence. Unlike showers.

Emma dreamed of showers, of nice hot water and plenty of soap. She could actually feel herself getting dirtier out here, the grime of the trail coating her skin and working its way into her pores. Although “trail” was a strong word for this overgrown deer track.

Emma slapped at a bug bite, then stumbled over a root, almost falling. She couldn’t believe she’d ever thought coming to this camp would be a good idea. She had hoped that out here, out of range of Dustin and his friends, Abby would revert back to the person she’d been: the sister who was also Emma’s best friend. But even here, Abby wanted nothing to do with her. It was like their two-year age difference had suddenly become an impossible gulf.

Impossible. Emma changed it to “challenging” and felt a little better.

Ollie sighed loudly. “You are so, so slow.”

“Like it even matters,” Emma said.

“Abby’s going to get to the top first.”

“I don’t care. It’s not a competition.”

“Good thing,” Ollie muttered, “or you’d be losing big-time.”

“Hey, you’re behind me—ahh!”

Something exploded out of the underbrush.

Emma jumped back, crashing into Ollie, and both of them fell in a tangle of limbs and too-heavy backpacks as a flock of birds circled and then took off.

“Terrifying,” Ollie said from the ground, her tone as dry as the trees around them.

“I thought it might be a grizzly.” Emma’s heart was still pounding too hard. She’d read about grizzlies in the Camp Unplugged pamphlet. They were supposed to be rare. But rare wasn’t the same as nonexistent.

“Get offa me.” Ollie pushed at Emma.

Emma shifted but couldn’t get her feet under her.

“Hey, Emma! Ollie!” Dana hiked back through the trees toward them. “Are you girls napping here?”

“I’m trapped,” Ollie said.

“I’m trying to get up.” Emma floundered under the weight of her pack like a turtle on its shell. She could feel Dana’s scorn growing larger and more incredulous. Her face burning, Emma finally unclipped her backpack and pulled her arms free, then staggered to her feet. Her legs shook with exhaustion, but she turned and offered Ollie a hand anyhow.

Ollie ignored it, practically springing upright despite her own giant backpack. Clearly its weight wasn’t slowing her down any.

“Can’t we find a better trail?” Emma asked, wiping a hand across her sweaty forehead.

Dana narrowed her eyes. “This isn’t supposed to be a walk in the park. This is a punishment, remember?”

Emma, Ollie, and Abby were on this all-day disciplinary hike thanks to a… misunderstanding. Emma knew that wasn’t the right word, not by a long shot. But she wasn’t ready to face the truth of what she and her sisters had done. Not yet.

“Better hustle if you want to make it back to camp in time for dinner.” Dana turned and bounded up the trail, overtaking Abby in seconds, then disappearing through the crowded trees.

“She moves so fast,” Emma whispered.

“Don’t be impressed. She made us carry everything, remember?” Ollie said.

Dana had made the three sisters divide up all the supplies for their hike while she carried only a small day pack. Ollie had thrown a fit about being forced to carry their tent. “It’s completely unnecessary,” she’d argued, but in the end, none of them had a choice. Carrying everything was part of their punishment.

And really, they deserved it.

“I hate her.” Ollie scowled.

“ ‘Hate’ is a strong word,” Emma said immediately.

“Oh, shut up, Emma,” Ollie said, pushing past her.

Emma sighed and hoisted her pack up, staggering a little. She clipped it back into place against her sweaty T-shirt, then started up the trail after her sisters.

“Wait up, Ollie,” she called. Ollie didn’t even turn around, though, and in moments she pulled ahead so far that she disappeared from view.

The trees closed in on Emma. She was alone.

The brush to her left rattled, and her heart jolted before she noticed the squirrels chasing each other. Another rustle nearby, another rattle. More birds. The wind. Some hopefully small animal. Emma squeezed the straps of her bag, her mind conjuring images of grizzly bears lurking behind every tree and mountain lions crouching on every rock.

The trail climbed upward, and Emma climbed with it, her legs screaming. It got so steep that she had to put her hands out to keep her balance, practically crawling on all fours. Dust clogged her nose and filled her mouth. Emma scrambled over some loose rocks, grabbing at tree roots and branches to help speed her up over the hill, fear giving her extra energy until forever later she burst out from the trees and into a small clearing.

Abby and Ollie stood just in front of her, looking out.

“What are you—” Emma’s voice died.

They were on a ledge overlooking a valley full of endless mountains, all so green it was almost painful. Sunlight glinted off a river splashing far below, granite slabs towering on either side of it. There were no signs of human life, no evidence at all of Camp Unplugged. It was like everything man-made had been swallowed by the wild.

It was breathtakingly beautiful, and also a little terrifying. Emma glanced around the clearing. “Where’s Dana Sawyer?” she asked, dropping her pack.

“Checking on trail conditions up ahead,” Abby said. “Apparently it’s worse than she thought it would be.”

“No kidding.” Emma picked a few leaves out of her long brown hair.

“She said she’d just be a minute, but that was several minutes ago.” Abby slung her own pack off and dropped it heavily to the ground, then sat on it.

“Maybe she’s been eaten by a bear?” Ollie said hopefully.

“Wouldn’t that be nice.” Abby pulled a granola bar from the pocket of her cargo shorts and tore open the wrapper.

Emma’s stomach growled. She’d eaten her own granola bar earlier on the hike. The old Abby would have offered her some of hers, but this mean-girl version just ate the whole thing. “What?” Abby said, looking up. “Were you hungry?”

“No,” Emma lied.

“I guess you don’t want my extra granola bar, then.”

“You don’t have an extra,” Emma said.

“Maybe I do, and maybe I don’t.” Abby gave her that smug, self-centered expression that made Emma want to smack her. Then her expression shifted, changing into something thoughtful. “You know,” she said slowly, “we could just turn around here.”

“Without Dana?” Emma said.

“Why not?”

“She’d be super mad.”

“She’s super mad anyhow. What’s it matter?” Abby brushed granola crumbs off her shirt. “Besides, if it’s taking her this long to scout out the trail ahead, you know that means it’s in terrible shape.”

Emma pictured the overgrown trail they’d been on, and tried imagining something worse. Dana had told them that funding for the Forest Service had been steadily decreasing, which was why so many trails had been left to fade back into the wilderness. Only the main trails were maintained. The ones they usually hiked for camp.

Emma glanced at the trees on the other side of the clearing. They looked like a tangled wall of green, no hint of trail anywhere. It would be miserable, slogging through all that.

“We’ve been hiking all morning,” Abby said. “I vote we call this far enough and head back to camp now.”

“But we’re not at the top yet,” Ollie said.

“This is close enough. Right?” Abby glanced at Emma. “I know you don’t want to keep going up.”

Emma scowled. She didn’t, but her sister didn’t need to rub that in her face. “I don’t mind.”

“Liar.”

“Jerk.”

Abby stood and slung her pack on her back. “Whatever. I’m heading back.” She started down the mountain.

“Wait!” Emma called. “You can’t do that.”

“Watch me.” She vanished into the tree line.

Emma hunched her shoulders. She knew they shouldn’t leave without Dana. You weren’t supposed to separate when you were in the wilderness. It was camp rule number one.

But if she didn’t follow, then Abby would be the one alone. Emma hesitated, then hoisted her pack. “We’d better catch her,” she told Ollie.

“I guess so.” Ollie sighed. “We always do whatever Abby wants.”

Emma flinched. “It’s not like that.”

“If you say so.” Ollie shook her head. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

Emma tightened the strap across her collarbone and didn’t answer. She was supposed to be on Ollie’s side. Team Youngers. But…

But she missed the days when she didn’t have to pick sides at all.

It was much easier to go fast on the way down, and she and Ollie caught up with Abby almost immediately. The three of them crashed their way briskly through the foliage, practically running. It was hard to really judge how much time passed, there in the shadow of all those trees, but Emma was sure they’d be back at camp in no time. She tried not to picture Dana waiting there for them.

Abby stopped so abruptly that Emma almost ran into her. “I think we made a wrong turn somewhere,” Abby said slowly. “This doesn’t look right.”

“What?” Emma said, her voice sharp with the edge of panic.

“Shh, don’t get all stressed,” Abby said. “I’m thinking.”

“Thinking what? We didn’t turn.”

“Calm down, Emma,” Abby said.

“I am calm!”

“Whatever.” Abby took off her backpack and rifled through the front pocket, pulling out a battered map. She unfolded it, turning it this way and that.

“This is going to take forever,” Ollie complained.

“Shh, I’m still thinking.”

“Why don’t we just keep going?” Ollie said.

“Because this isn’t the trail,” Abby said.

Now that she was looking, really looking, Emma couldn’t see even the hint of a trail beneath her feet. It was all tangled underbrush and fallen trees. Her heart sped up, thumping painfully, and she kept her lips pressed together to hold back her fear.

“It’s still downhill,” Ollie said. “That’s gotta be right.”

“Dana said if you go a little off course in the wilderness, it adds up quickly.” Abby tapped the map, then folded it and stuffed it in her cargo shorts pocket. “But yeah, let’s keep going.”

They walked slower this time, Abby stopping to consult the map every few minutes as a thick gray blanket of cloud swept in overhead, covering the sun and transforming the day into something cold and ominous. It was impossible to see more than a few feet, the world swallowed in trees, and Emma’s ears roared with the pounding of her blood as minutes ticked away into hours.

The ground began to climb again, even though it should have leveled out by now, and Abby checked her map for the hundredth useless time.

Emma knew it wouldn’t matter. They were lost. And even though “lost” was a very strong word too, she couldn’t think of a softer equivalent.

Not this time.
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AUGUST 28 (10 MONTHS AGO)

Lost. That was how Abby felt as she stared down the crowded hallway. The sounds of lockers slamming and kids laughing and talking echoed off the walls, threatening to overwhelm her. First bell rang, a sharp warning sound, and the noise in the hall intensified as everyone rushed to get to their first class.

Abby squeezed her eyes shut. “I can’t believe you’re not going,” she whispered.

“I’m really sorry, Abby,” Kayla said again. “Really. My mom refused to sign the permission slip. She thinks field trips are a waste of time.”

Abby had been looking forward to this trip, but now the thought of going and watching everyone else from her eighth-grade science class tromp around the museum with their friends made her stomach twist into one giant knot.

It wasn’t like people were mean to her. She was just sort of… ignored. Her family had moved from northern California to Salt Lake City, Utah, last year, partway through seventh grade, and by then everyone seemed to have their own friends, and Abby couldn’t figure out how to work herself in with any of them. So she just hovered on the outside.

She’d hoped eighth grade would be different. But less than two weeks into the new school year, and already her position as friendless loner was being cemented. Even Kayla was only her friend by default, since none of Kayla’s real friends, the ones she hung out with outside of class, were in honors science. But default friend or no, at least Kayla was someone to sit with. If she wasn’t there, then Abby would be totally alone.

Second bell rang. Abby opened her eyes.

“I should get to class,” Kayla said. She turned and walked away, her braid swinging with every step, and she didn’t look back, not even once.

Abby stood alone in the middle of the rapidly emptying hall.

“Abby McBee,” Mr. Perkins, her science teacher, called. “You’d better hurry, or you’ll miss the bus.”

“I’m not going.” The words slipped from Abby’s mouth. They felt like they belonged to someone else. Someone who didn’t care about seeing the Natural History Museum. Someone who was fine with skipping educational experiences. Someone very unlike Abby.

Mr. Perkins frowned. “Why not?”

“I, um, I’m not feeling well.” Abby felt her face going pink. “I was about to go to the nurse’s office.”

He studied her. Abby couldn’t quite meet his eyes. Then he sighed and marked something off on his clipboard. “Okay. We’ll miss you there.” He shook his head. “Feel better.”

“Thanks, Mr. P,” Abby whispered, watching him walk away. She suddenly felt as sick as she’d claimed to be.

The museum was running a special space exhibit right now, with pieces of an asteroid on display, and a life-size model of a spacesuit that visitors could actually try on, and the newest images of Mars from the rover Curiosity, and… and Abby really wanted to see all of those things.

She imagined the humiliation of spending the day alone, eating her sad lunch at her own table, sitting by herself on the bus.

But if that was the price she’d have to pay to see the exhibit, maybe it was worth it. Besides, someday she was going to leave not only Salt Lake City behind, but the whole world. And if she really did plan on becoming an astronaut, then she’d better get used to being alone.

Abby thrust her backpack into her locker, then hurried down the hall and out the front doors just in time to see her bus pull away. For one traitorous second, relief coursed through her. And then she shoved that emotion away and started running after the bus. She’d made up her mind that she was going, and that was that.

“Hey!” she yelled, her feet pounding against the sidewalk, her eyes trained on the bright yellow of the bus as it steadily drew away from her. “Wait up!” She ran harder, her legs stretching, her mind clearing. There was no time for worry or doubt. There was only that bus, her legs and arms moving, the wind in her face, the feeling of her lungs and heart and mind united in one simple goal.

The bus stopped at a red light. She could see the blazing glow of its brake lights. Wait, she told it. I’m… almost… there… Twenty feet away. Then ten. Then she was running alongside the bus and the door was right there, almost close enough to touch—

The light turned green and the bus lurched forward.

Abby put every last bit of herself into an all-out sprint before the bus could pick up speed. “Stop!” she gasped, slapping a hand against the door.

The bus jerked to a halt, brakes squealing. Abby stumbled forward, then bent and put her hands on her knees, sucking in great heaving gulps of air. Now that she wasn’t running anymore she felt awful, her lungs burning, her legs all wobbly, a stitch in her side as big as a fist.

The door opened. “Well?” the bus driver barked. “You getting on, or what?”

Abby straightened, still panting. She grabbed the rail and stumbled up the steps to the aisle.

And froze.

Every single kid from her science class stared back at her. Abby was suddenly, painfully aware of what she must look like: her face as red as her hair, her clothes all sweaty and gross. A boy in back whistled loudly, and Abby felt her face grow hotter still as laughter erupted around him.

“Quiet down,” Mr. Perkins ordered. “Abby, nice to see you’re feeling better after all.” He gave her a knowing smile and she looked away, glad it wasn’t possible for her to be any more red. “Grab a seat.”

The bus moved, and Abby staggered, almost falling. She managed to catch her balance, then slid into the empty seat right behind the bus driver. Someone said her name loudly, but she ignored them, hunkering down and putting her head against the window. The glass felt cool against her cheek, and she closed her eyes and tried pretending she was somewhere else.

“Hey, Abby.” A boy’s voice, right behind her.

She tensed, then forced herself to relax. I’m asleep, she thought. Go away.

“Hey,” the boy said again. “You can’t be asleep. It’s only been, like, ten seconds.”

Abby felt the cushion of her seat shift as someone sat next to her. Her heart pounded. She wasn’t sure what to do. Why couldn’t they all just leave her alone?

“Abby?”

Reluctantly, Abby opened her eyes and turned. Dustin Cleary was sitting next to her. Sitting so close she could see the freckles dusted across his nose, his green eyes wide and beautiful, and he smelled good, like fabric softener and cut grass and, oh no, what did she smell like? Sweat and nerves and—

“Knew it.” Dustin grinned at her.

Abby’s brain faltered, her thoughts lurching more violently than their bus. “Er,” she said. Why, oh why, was Dustin Cleary, of all people, talking to her? Not only was he super popular, he was also their school’s best athlete. Last year he’d broken the Utah state record for middle school long-distance running, even though he was only in seventh grade. There’d been an article on him in the Salt Lake Tribune and everything.

Abby had cut out that article and pasted it in the back of her math notebook behind pages and pages of equations, where she knew neither of her sisters would ever snoop. No one could know about her crush, because it was so silly. Someone like her didn’t stand the barest, tiniest glimmer of a chance with Dustin.

“Adams was taking bets on whether or not you’d make it,” Dustin said.

Abby winced, but wasn’t surprised. Ben Adams was the loudest, most obnoxious boy in their class. He was probably the one who had whistled, too.

“Almost everyone bet against you.”

“Thanks,” Abby muttered. Why was he telling her this?

“Except me.” His grin widened. “I knew you’d catch us.”

“Really?” Abby asked, surprised. She wasn’t any sort of athlete. Her extracurricular activities were the math club, band practice, and ceramics. “Why?”

He shrugged. “You have a great natural stride.”

“Me?”

“Definitely. If you trained a little, I think you could be really good.”

Abby didn’t know what to say to that.

“Hey, Cleary! Stop flirting up there!” Ben called loudly.

Abby flushed and waited for Dustin to deny it, but he only laughed and yelled, “Don’t be jealous, Adams!” He turned back to her. “Cross-country tryouts are next week. You should come.”

Abby nodded, even though she knew she wouldn’t.

“Excellent. Us gingers have to stick together, yeah?” Dustin reached out and flicked the end of her ponytail. “I’ll see you later, McBee.”

McBee. It shivered through her with a delicious sense of rightness. He’d called her by her last name, the same way he called all his friends. And as he left for his seat in the back of the bus, she began to wonder if she really should try out. After all, she’d just had a whole conversation with the Dustin Cleary. Who knew what could happen next?

There was just one big problem: She absolutely hated running.
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JUNE 28, AFTERNOON

Ollie was hungry. Also cold. The day had started out warm and sunny, but now the sky had turned into an ugly sheet of gray as the afternoon crept on. They’d left Dana behind hours ago, but they were still out here hiking because Emma and Abby kept stopping to fight. If her sisters had their way, they’d be standing around arguing until Ollie starved to death.

“This sucks,” Ollie said. But no one listened. Because of course they didn’t. Even Emma, who was always waiting for an excuse to be all like, “ ‘Sucks’ is a strong word, Ollie. Don’t you mean it’s unpleasant?” Like she was someone’s eighty-year-old grandma and not twelve.

And Abby. Abby was worst of all, because she used to be cool, and fun, and exciting. And then she suddenly got boring, and started doing her hair differently, and spending all her time talking about Dustin.

Immediately guilt washed through Ollie in a thick, ugly wave. She didn’t like to think about Dustin because then she had to think about what she had helped Emma do to him. Luckily, it was easy not to think about things like that. She just pushed them to the side, as if those thoughts were the extra helping of spinach her mom always tried getting her to eat. Push it away, forget about it, and eventually someone else will clear your plate and presto! Problem solved.

“… told you we should have retraced our steps,” Abby was saying. “But you wanted to keep moving forward!”

“No, that was Ollie,” Emma said.

Ollie’s ears perked up. “No it wasn’t,” she lied immediately.

“And now look,” Abby continued, ignoring her in typical fashion. “We’re heading back uphill, when we should be going down. We need to go back.”

“No, we need to stay put,” Emma insisted. “I read in the Camp Unplugged pamphlet that if you get lost it’s best to stop wandering around. That way you can be found.”

“By who? Dana Sawyer?” Abby demanded.

Ollie pictured Dana in her quick-dry buttoned shirt and cargo pants, her sturdy hiking boots crunching through the fallen brush as she marched toward them. She’d lead them swiftly back to camp, and then Ollie could eat s’mores and hot dogs and change into a nice thick sweatshirt and—

And Dana had to be furious with them for ditching her. When she did find them, she was going to yell something awful. Ollie hated being yelled at. And she doubted Dana would be quick to give them s’mores or hot dogs or any of that. She’d probably make them wash all the camp dishes instead. Their only chance was to get to camp before her.

“Let’s go,” Ollie said. She shouldered her pack, making a show of staggering under its weight, even though it wasn’t that heavy. Not nearly as heavy as it should have been.

Neither of her sisters noticed.

Ollie sighed. Why had she thought anything would be different out here? They never paid attention to her, no matter where she was or what she did.

“—back that way!” Abby pointed dramatically into the trees behind them.

“That’s not even the way we came! It was over there!” Emma pointed to the trees to the left of Abby’s chosen route.

“No, see the broken branches there?” Abby jabbed her finger out again. “That’s where your clumsy feet smashed them. That’s the direction we came from.”

Ollie looked at the trees behind them, then spun slowly and looked at the trees in front and all around. Every direction looked almost identical, except that in some places the ground climbed, and others it slid gently downhill again. But no matter where she turned, the trees remained the same.

For the first time, unease uncurled in her stomach like a snake sensing a mouse. What if Dana couldn’t find them out here? What if they were really, truly lost?

“Guys?” Ollie said, her voice small. She wrapped her arms around herself and looked up at the sky, where the tops of all those trees had begun looking black and scary. Ollie would never admit she was afraid of the dark.

But why was it so dark, so fast?

A gust of wind slid through Ollie’s sweaty hair, and she imagined she could smell the cookfires back at camp, roasting hot dogs and boiling pots of premade chili. It should have made her stomach rumble, but fear had taken the place of her hunger, filling her all the way up.

“… think the river might be down there,” Abby was saying. “We could try to reach that instead? Then we can follow it back toward camp.”

“How will we know it’s the right river?” Emma asked. “According to the pamphlet—”

“Ugh, stop talking about the pamphlet, would you?” Abby said.

“There are a bunch of other streams and forks branching off the Salmon River,” Emma continued firmly. “What if we follow one of those and end up even more lost? And then we’ll be stuck wandering around in the dark.”

Abby frowned.

“Maybe we should set up our tent here now, and decide in the morning.” Emma glanced at Ollie.

Uh-oh. Ollie forgot about the darkness for this more immediate danger. “I think Abby’s right,” she said, ignoring the look of hurt that flashed over Emma’s face. After all, Emma had turned on her first. “We should try to find the river.”

“See? Besides, the sun doesn’t set until after nine. We should still have plenty of time.” Abby wore a smug I’m the oldest and I know best expression. It made Ollie want to take back her words, but she kept her mouth clamped shut. They couldn’t camp out here.

“Fine,” Emma huffed. “Let’s do everything you want to do. Like we always do.”

“What? That’s not true,” Abby said. Then she frowned. “Hey, have you noticed how quiet it is here all of a sudden?”

“Don’t try to change the subject,” Emma said.

“No, she’s right,” Ollie said, listening. No birds chirped. No animals rustled. It felt like ghosts were waiting to descend from the trees and eat them all. Ollie knew that was a silly thought. But the sky had grown even darker, especially in that space just behind them, the gray thickening as if clouds were boiling right there, almost like a tornado. Something about it bothered her. It was like the feeling she always had when she got to class and remembered she’d neglected to do her homework. Again.

She could still smell campfires—that wasn’t her imagination—but the nearest campfire had to be too far away….

Into the silence came a new noise. A strange whoosh and beneath it, a low, rumbling roar. Almost a crackling. Like… like a fire. Ollie’s mouth went dry.

She looked again at those strange clouds billowing above the trees in the distance and knew they weren’t clouds at all. But she didn’t want to believe the truth.

Until heat descended on them like a wall.

“Run!” Ollie screamed.

And for once, her sisters listened to her.
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OCTOBER 27 (8 MONTHS AGO)

Smoke wafted up the stairs, masking the earlier scent of cinnamon and maple syrup. “Uh-oh,” Emma said. “Mom must be helping with the pancakes this morning.”

“I don’t know how she manages to burn everything,” Abby said.

Emma turned a page in her book, feeling more content than she had in weeks despite the charred breakfast ahead. She and Abby were lying in her room reading manga together, like they always did on Saturday mornings. Or like they always used to, before Abby randomly decided to join the cross-country team. After that, Abby’s weekends were taken up with track practice, and she stopped sitting with Emma at lunch and almost never hung out with her after school since she was so busy with “the team.”

But cross-country season had ended last week, so Abby was free to hang out like normal again. Everything could go back to how it had been.

“Knock, knock!” Ollie called, opening Emma’s door and strolling in without waiting for a response. “Whatcha reading?”

Emma sighed. “What have I said about barging into my room?”

“I didn’t barge,” Ollie said. “I strolled.” She grinned, obviously proud of herself.

Emma shook her head. “Out, Ollie.”

Ollie’s grin fell away. “It’s not fair. You always let Abby hang out in here.”

“Abby doesn’t track dirt all over my carpet,” Emma said. “Or eat cookies on my bed.”

“That was one time!”

“I ended up with ants. In my bed, Ollie.”

“Gross.” Abby shuddered.

Ollie scowled. “Fine. I was just coming to tell you the pancakes are almost done. I don’t want to be in your boring room anyhow.” She stomped out, leaving the door wide-open behind her.

Emma tried not to feel guilty. She had to stay firm when it came to her younger sister or Ollie would be in her room all the time, pestering her. She’d make it up to her later. Maybe next time Abby was busy, she’d play one of Ollie’s video games with her or something.

The smell of burning grew stronger.

“Those pancakes are going to be… not good.” Emma had been about to say “terrible” but felt bad about labeling them so strongly. She wasn’t sure when her word avoidance had started, exactly, but she’d been doing it for years.

When she was younger, she’d been afraid of everything. Ghosts, murderers, spiders, sharks. Everyone might be scared of those things, but for Emma it went even deeper, her imagination quick to paint the worst possible outcome in any situation. If her family drove over a bridge, she always pictured their car sliding over the edge and sinking into the river, the water pressing in against the glass and trapping them. Airplanes were even scarier. Every hint of turbulence was a sign that the wings were falling off, or the engine was having trouble. Any time her mom or dad came home later than expected, Emma found herself preparing for tragic news.

And then one day her dad had sat her down and told her five little words that made it all worse: You attract what you fear. He had been trying to get her to stop being so fearful, she knew that. But instead, he’d just made her realize that by imagining things, she was making them more likely to happen.

It had been paralyzing.

Emma had spent a week terrified of her own thoughts, her mind a constant whirl of interrupted images, sentences started and then discarded before they could solidify into pictures. Slowly she’d learned to pick and choose her words carefully. Strong words left her open, exposed and vulnerable. But if she replaced them, made them smaller, they wouldn’t be as dangerous. It was a way of keeping her overactive imagination leashed.

The only time she let herself use strong words was when she sang along to musicals. They were all about sweeping displays of love or hatred, affection or jealousy, all over-the-top lyrics and dramatic volume changes. A whisper of a song could grow into a crescendo of emotion in a second. When Emma was immersed in one of those musical worlds, she stopped tiptoeing quietly between the fears crowding her mind and instead was able to relax, her imagination free to paint images of the phantom lurking in the shadows, shattered chandeliers and tragic love and masquerades.

Emma knew her word avoidance had gotten worse since they moved. She never would have worried about labeling burnt pancakes back in California. All the changes the move had created had left her feeling unbalanced, so she compensated by being extra careful.

“Good thing there’s still half a box of cereal left,” Abby said.

“Nope,” Emma said. “Ollie ate it last night.”

“All of it?” Abby blinked. “Not sure why I’m surprised. That girl lives on cereal.”

“I know. I can’t believe she hasn’t died yet.”

“Something that full of processed sugar can never die. She’s immortal, like a Twinkie.”

Emma grinned.

“Anyhow,” Abby said, her voice going strangely casual, “it doesn’t really matter for me, because I’m actually skipping breakfast with the fam this morning.”

Emma’s grin froze. “You’re… what? Why?”

Abby turned another page, not looking up. “I’m, um, meeting Tanya Marshall for a run.”

“I thought practices were over for the year.”

“They are. But there’s always next year. Gotta stay in shape.”

“Oh.” Suddenly Emma didn’t feel so hungry anymore. She looked back down at her comic and flipped to the next page, pretending that it wasn’t a big deal. The pictures and words blurred, and she blinked rapidly, trying not to cry.

“I’m sorry,” Abby said quietly. She had stopped reading and was looking at Emma, her head propped in one hand, long red hair trailing back against Emma’s pink-and-gold bedspread.

Emma closed her book. “It’s just, you don’t even like running. And now you’re doing extra weekend runs?” She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“Running isn’t so bad.”

Emma studied her sister’s face. Everyone always said that Abby looked just like their dad, mostly because of the red hair and blue eyes. She was the only one of the three of them who’d inherited that coloring. But whenever Emma looked—really looked—at her sister, she saw their mom. Same serious expression, with that thin crease between the eyebrows. Same thin lips, quick to smile, quick to frown. Same inability to lie without her nostrils flaring just a little, like a nervous horse. “You’re not very good at lying, you know,” Emma said.


OEBPS/e9781665903363/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Act One: Lost

		Chapter 1: Emma: Now


		Chapter 2: Abby: Before


		Chapter 3: Ollie: Now


		Chapter 4: Emma: Before


		Chapter 5: Abby: Now


		Chapter 6: Ollie: Before


		Chapter 7: Abby: Now







		Act Two: Alone

		Chapter 8: Abby: Before


		Chapter 9: Emma: Now


		Chapter 10: Ollie: Before


		Chapter 11: Abby: Now


		Chapter 12: Emma: Before


		Chapter 13: Ollie: Now


		Chapter 14: Abby: Before


		Chapter 15: Emma: Now


		Chapter 16: Ollie: Before


		Chapter 17: Emma: Now


		Chapter 18: Abby: Before


		Chapter 19: Ollie: Now


		Chapter 20: Emma: Before


		Chapter 21: Abby: Now


		Chapter 22: Ollie: Before


		Chapter 23: Abby: Now







		Act Three: Survival

		Chapter 24: Emma: Now


		Chapter 25: Ollie: Now


		Chapter 26: Emma: Now


		Chapter 27: Abby: Now


		Chapter 28: Ollie: Now


		Chapter 29: Abby: Now


		Chapter 30: Emma: Now


		Chapter 31: Ollie: Now


		Chapter 32: Abby: Now


		Chapter 33: Emma: After







		Author’s Note


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312








OEBPS/e9781665903363/fonts/CabinSketch-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903363/fonts/ZillaSlab-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903363/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903363/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665903363/fonts/ZillaSlab-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903363/images/common02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781665903363/images/9781665903363.jpg
V7 | )Emmm— 6 T W
\2 |
| i <
\

OT-RINCE






OEBPS/e9781665903363/images/title.jpg
(UT< RANGE

HEIDI LANG

MARGARET K. McELDERRY BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781665903363/fonts/ZillaSlab-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781665903363/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


