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        A Whispered Warning …

        Brady grabbed the phone. “Hello?”

        “Hello, Brady.” A girl’s voice.

        Brady shot to his feet, his heart hammering. It was the same voice. The
            same girl who had called him before.

        “Who is this?” he demanded. “What do you want?”

        “I saw you,” she replied. “I saw you with Rosha outside St. Ann’s.”

        It’s the girl with the scarred face, Brady realized. He shuddered as he
            thought of her. Deep, red scars running across every inch of her face. It was hideous.
            It sent a shot of fear up his spine.

        “Why have you been following me?” he demanded. “What do you want?”

        “Stay away from Rosha Nelson. This is no joke. Stay away from her.”

    
prologue
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Brady Karlin squinted his brown eyes against the sun’s glare and let out a long, piercing whistle. “Perfect,” he declared. “Absolute, total perfection!”

“What are you saying?” Sharon Noles called out from behind him.

“Miller Hill!” Brady shouted, gazing down from the top of the ridge in Shadyside Park.

Yesterday, a record-shattering blizzard had roared through Shadyside. The storm downed power lines, froze water pipes, and dumped more than three feet of snow before it finally blew out of town.

But yesterday is over, Brady thought. No clouds today. And even better—no school!

And Miller Hill, the steepest sledding hill in the park, was one long slope of ice-crusted, blindingly white snow.

Brady whistled again. He itched to hop onto his sled and soar down to the very bottom.

“Brady, I can’t hear you!” Sharon shouted. “What did you say?”

Brady turned and waited while his girlfriend of two months trudged along the ridge toward him. Cute was the word for Sharon, he thought. She was short and slender, with saucer-size blue eyes and a button nose in a small, round face.

He couldn’t see her face at the moment, though. She kept her head down as she staggered along the ridge through the snow, dragging her sled with one puffy-mittened hand.

Brady could hear her gasping. Definitely not the outdoor type, he thought as she finally joined him.

“What …” Sharon paused to catch her breath. “What were you saying?” she asked again, adjusting the yellow knit hat on her light brown hair.

“Your nose looks like Rudolph’s,” he teased.

“That’s what you were whistling and shouting about?” Her whole face flushed with embarrassment. “My nose?”

Brady quickly leaned over and kissed its ice-cold tip. “Forget about your nose.” He took her by the shoulders and turned her so she faced downhill. “Take a look at Miller Hill. Talk about an awesome sledding experience!”

“It looks more like Killer Hill to me!” Sharon declared. “It’s practically a ski slope, Brady. It’s so steep.”

“The steeper the better,” Brady insisted. “It will be so cool. No one has been on it yet. We’ll fly!”

“I’m not so sure I want to fly.” Sharon glanced along the ridge toward another hill, which was crowded with sledders. “I think we should go over there.”

“To the kiddie hill?” Brady made a face. “That’s way too tame.”

“But it looks a lot safer,” Sharon argued. “There aren’t any trees, see? And none of those thorny bushes. Nothing to bump into.”

“Nothing except a zillion little kids,” Brady replied. “We can have Miller Hill all to ourselves.”

Sharon bit her lip.

“Listen, Shar, we aren’t going to bump into anything,” Brady assured her. “And I’ll be right beside you. What can happen?”

As he talked, Brady shoved their sleds into position, the tips poised on the edge of the ridge. “Ready?” he asked, tugging his cap down over his curly dark hair.

Sharon hung back. “Brady, I really don’t want to do this.”

“Sure you do!” Brady grabbed her hand and pulled her to her sled. In seconds they lay side by side, belly down on their old-fashioned Flexible Flyers.

“Brady …”

“This is so cool!” Brady exclaimed.

He reached over and yanked Sharon’s sled forward, then pushed off on his own. “Let’s fly!” he cried, laughing as the wind hit his face.

The slope was as fast as Brady had hoped. Faster. Almost immediately a clump of thornbushes loomed in front of him.

Quickly he jerked the steering bar and swerved around it.

Next obstacle, a pine tree. Another hard shove on the bar, and the tree was behind him. Ice chips blew back, stinging Brady’s face. Cold wind brought tears to his eyes.

He steered around another tree. Another clump of bushes. Flying. Laughing out loud.

“Brady!”

Sharon’s scream blew by as she hurtled past him.

“Brady!”

He narrowed his eyes against the ice and wind.

Sharon was way ahead now. Going faster.

Faster.

She’s out of control! Brady realized.

A massive pine stood directly in her path.

“Turn the bar!” Brady shouted. The wind tore the words from his mouth. “Turn or jump off!”

“Bradeee!”

Sharon’s sled slammed sideways into the pine tree and flew into the air. It bounced over a clump of twisted thornbushes, then skidded on one runner through a stand of twisted pines.

He could see Sharon cling to it. Could hear her frightened screams.

Brady dived of his sled and rolled into the snow. Gasping for breath, he struggled to his feet.

Sharon tumbled helplessly downward—losing her grip on the sled. Her terror-filled cries grew fainter and fainter.

“Sharon?” Brady plunged down through the snow. “Sharon, you okay? Some ride, huh?”

Silence.

Brady stumbled on. Finally he spotted her.

She lay at the bottom of the hill, sprawled facedown in the snow like a rag doll.

“Sharon?”

No answer.

“Okay, Shar, you were right,” Brady admitted with a laugh as he hurried the last few steps. “From now on we’ll sled on the kiddie—”

Brady stopped.

Sharon lay motionless.

Weird, Brady thought. That’s weird.

Her back should have been rising and falling as she breathed.

It didn’t.

Brady knelt beside her. “Sharon?” he whispered.

No answer. No movement.

Brady put his hand on her shoulder, took a deep breath, and tugged her onto her back.

“No! Nooo!” Brady’s scream echoed off the snow-covered hill.

Sharon’s face! Her cute, button-nosed face!

Nothing was left of it.

No eyes, no lips. No face!

Nothing.

The thorns and metal sled runners had sliced it to red mush.

Nothing remained but a pulpy mass of skin and crushed bone.

A bright red puddle of blood on the crisp white snow.
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The Following Winter

“Not so fast!”

“What’s your problem?” Brady looked up from the steaming hot pizza in the middle of the table. His best friend, Jon Davis, had grabbed hold of his wrist, preventing him from diving into his lunch.

“You don’t get a slice, or even a crumb, until you spill,” Jon insisted.

“Spill what?” Brady asked.

He tried to keep a straight face. But Brady could feel a smirk spread across his face. He loved teasing his friend this way.

“You know what. Stop being such a jerk,” Jon pleaded.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Brady replied.

“What did you find out about Lisa?”

Brady grinned. “She’s crazy about me. Satisfied?”

Jon dropped Brady’s wrist with a horrified expression on his face. Just the break Brady needed. He grabbed a slice, folded it in half, and took a huge bite.

“You? You?” Jon cried. “It figures! I send you to find out if she likes me. And the hottest girl at Shadyside High confesses that she likes you! You make me sick, man. Sick.”

Brady smiled with a mouthful of pizza as Jon dropped his head to the table. He covered his face with his arms. All Brady could see was his friend’s flaming red hair. Jon let out a heavy sigh of defeat.

“Lighten up,” Brady said. “So Lisa is not the girl for you. Someone else will come along. I mean, how about that girl at the counter?”

Jon glanced at the girl behind the cash register. Then he reached for a slice of pizza.

“What do you think of her?” Brady demanded. “Is she a Major Babe or what?”

“She’s cute enough,” Jon replied. “Not my type.”

“Great! Then I’ll take her!” Brady joked. “I’ll get a free pizza every day!”

Jon didn’t answer.

“Okay, okay.” Brady sighed. “You’re still obsessed with Lisa. But I can’t believe you don’t think that counter girl is hot.”

“I can’t believe you’re checking out other girls at all,” Jon mumbled, pulling cheese off his chin. “I mean, what about Allie?”

Allie Stoner was Brady’s current girlfriend. Brady knew she wouldn’t like it if she caught him coming on to other girls. But what Allie doesn’t know won’t hurt her, he told himself.

“What about Allie?” Jon repeated, starting on his second slice.

Brady shrugged.

“Hey, what’s up with you?” Jon asked. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking of breaking up with her.”

“Not exactly.”

“What does that mean?”

Brady shook his head. “I don’t know. Things are fine, I guess. Don’t get me wrong, I really like Allie. But she’s a lot more serious than I am.”

“Serious about what?”

“About us,” Brady explained.

“So what? She really likes you,” Jon told him.

“I know. And I like her. It’s just that—” Brady broke off.

“Let me guess,” Jon said. “You want to go out with other girls, right?”

“Sure. Why not?” Brady asked. “I mean … why not?”

Jon shook his head. “Well, I think you’re really messed up, man. But every girl in Shadyside seems to like you. I don’t know why, but—”

“Oh, wow, Jon. You’re jealous,” Brady teased, tossing a balled-up napkin at his friend. “Admit it.”

“I do.” Jon grinned sheepishly. “I wish I had your problem, man. One girl who’s too serious about me—and plenty of others just waiting in line.”

“It’s tough, all right,” Brady agreed, his brown eyes sparkling. “I have to figure out how to deal with Allie.”

Allie.

Brady closed his eyes and pictured her. Short, auburn hair. Gray eyes, long lashes. A nice bod. Not spectacular, but not bad, either.

A cute mouth, when she smiled.

If only she wasn’t so serious about everything.

Especially about him.

With a sigh Brady opened his eyes and noticed a girl sliding into the booth across from them. He let out a low whistle.

“What?” Jon asked.

“That girl over there!” Brady whispered, tilting his head.

Jon rolled his eyes. “Another one?”

“Not just another one—a perfect one!” Brady insisted. “Check her out!”

Jon turned his eyes to the other booth, then back to Brady. “Nice. Real nice.”

“Nice? She’s perfect!” Brady exclaimed. “I mean it, man. She’s totally perfect!”

As he watched the girl settle into the booth, Brady’s heart began to race. He’d never seen such a beautiful girl in his life.

Silky blond hair, swirling past her shoulders like honey.

Huge eyes in a smooth oval face.

Full red lips, slightly pouty.

And her legs! He’d seen them as she sat down. Wrapped in black, skintight leggings, they went on forever!

“You’re drooling, man,” Jon joked, waving his hand in front of Brady’s face.

Blinking, Brady dragged his gaze away from the girl. “I’ve got to meet her, Jon!” he whispered. “I’ve got to talk to that girl!”

“Whoa.” Jon frowned across the table. “I admit she’s kind of great, Brady. But what about Allie?”

“Who?”

“Allie.” Jon shook his head. “Never mind. What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I can’t just walk over there and start talking.” Brady eyed the girl again.

She turned her head. Met his gaze. And her perfect lips curved into a very friendly smile.

Brady gulped. “Well, maybe I can!” he said, grinning.

“You’re making a big mistake,” Jon warned him. “Think of Allie.”

Brady ignored him and checked out his reflection in the chrome of the napkin holder. He knew he was good-looking. A narrow face with high, chiseled cheekbones. A dimple in his chin. Wide shoulders on a lean, strong body.

But was he good-looking enough for her?

And would she like him?

Only one way to find out, he told himself.

He quickly ran his fingers through his curly, dark hair and checked to make sure no stringy cheese dangled from his teeth.

He slid out of the booth and took a deep breath.

“Wish me luck, man,” he murmured to Jon.

Jon grabbed his arm. “Come on, Brady. Forget about this.”

“I can’t.” Brady shook off Jon’s hand. “I have to meet her, Jon. I can’t explain it—but I have to!”

“I mean it, Brady. If you go over there, you’re making a big mistake,” Jon warned.

Brady laughed and started across the aisle.

He had no way of knowing how right Jon was.
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“Hey,” Brady said softly.

The girl glanced up and smiled again. Her eyes were green, Brady saw. Blond hair, green eyes—a perfect combination.

“Hello.” Her voice was low and husky. “Want to sit down?”

Oh, man! This was going better than he had planned! Brady shot Jon a quick smile.

“I don’t mean to take you away from your friend,” the girl said.

“Huh?” Brady’s gaze snapped back to her. “Oh, no. You’re not taking me away from anything.” He quickly slid into the booth. “My name is Brady. Brady Karlin.”

“Hi, Brady. I’m Rosha Nelson.” She picked up a Styrofoam cup filled almost to the brim with steaming black coffee. Her red lips hovered at the edge of the cup for a second. She drew back. “Way too hot!” she declared, carefully setting the cup down. “It’s scalding!”

Brady barely heard the words over the sound of his heartbeat. He had never felt such a strong attraction to any girl before. Pounding heart. Sweaty palms. A grin he couldn’t control.

Get a grip, he told himself. Be cool.

“So.” He cleared his throat. “Do you go to Shadyside High?”

She shook her head. Her blond hair shimmered in the light. “St. Ann’s,” she told him.

St. Ann’s, a private school across town. “That explains it,” Brady commented.

“Explains what?” she asked.

“Why I’ve never seen you around school.”

Rosha laughed. “Shadyside High is pretty big. I could have been there all along, and you might not have noticed me.”

“I would have noticed you,” Brady blurted out, feeling his face go hot. “Definitely.”

Rosha’s smile just about knocked him sideways.

“Listen, Rosha, I—” Brady stopped. “Rosha,” he repeated. “That’s a weird name. Nice, I mean, but kind of strange. Is it a family name or something?”

“Hardly.” Rosha tossed her hair back and laughed. “My mother’s hooked on romance novels. Before I was born, she was reading one that had a heroine named Rosha. I think it’s kind of weird. I’d rather have a regular name.”

“No way!” Brady exclaimed. “Rosha is really cool. It… it fits you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s special,” Brady explained. “Like you.”

Rosha’s lips curved in another smile. “You think I’m special, Brady?”

Before he could think of an answer that wouldn’t make him sound like a complete jerk, Rosha leaned toward him. “I saw you looking at me before.”

Brady felt his face get hot again. He was usually really smooth with girls, but with her, he kept blushing every two seconds!

“And guess what?” Rosha continued.

“What?”

“I was looking at you, too,” she whispered.

“Yeah?” Brady knew he was grinning like a total fool. But it didn’t matter. She’d been watching him, too! This was getting better and better!

Rosha laughed. “Maybe our meeting is fate or something. Do you believe in fate?”

Brady had never given fate a thought in his life. “You bet,” he told her. “Listen, Rosha,” he added quickly, “I’d really like to take you out sometime.”

Sometime soon, he thought. Very soon—like in five minutes.

“Hey—okay,” Rosha answered. “I’m free on Saturday. How’s that?”

“Saturday’s perfect,” Brady said. “Why don’t you give me your address so—”

“No, wait a sec. I forgot,” Rosha interrupted. “My mom works on Saturdays, and I promised I’d do some shopping for her at the mall.” She paused, thinking. “Why don’t we just meet there? Say, six o’clock?”
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