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But at the end of the day, I know that it doesn’t matter. I don’t trust anyone, and no one here trusts me either, for good reason. I’d been the worst of the worst, and a part of me is still that person. I was programmed to be emotionless, to obey orders, to kill without question. And because of the nanoplasm, I’m faster and fiercer than anyone else. I’m death in a girl’s body.

It stands to reason that people will hate me.
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PROLOGUE

THREE YEARS EARLIER

THE SLIGHT FIGURE is lithe and quick, a shadow of a shadow in the darkness. It runs along the edgy gloom of the halogen-lit streets, flying over electric fences and scaling walls with the practiced ease of a skilled athlete. One would never suspect that it was being chased by an entire army of soldiers, but it was, several hundred of them.

In a fluid twist to gauge the remaining distance from its pursuers, the runner’s profile is visible for a brief second. It is the face of young girl, barely fourteen, as she glides into a narrow alley. Blood drips from a self-inflicted gash in her arm, the silver implant she’d dug from the wound slipping from her fingers to the oily ground before it is crushed beneath her boot.

Glancing at the gauge on her wrist, she sees a red flash that tells her that she’s nearly at the eversion checkpoint. Her timing and positioning must be exact for the universe transition. She ducks into a crouch as the first soldier of the small army reaches the dark alleyway; he is faster than the others.

They’re always fast.

“Surrender yourself,” a voice says. The soldier stands, weapon at the ready. He knows that she is there. The girl steps out from behind a crate. There is no fear on her face, just a silent calmness, an acceptance of the situation. The soldiers are programmed to obey and to subdue hostiles, but she tries to divert them anyway. She knows that nothing she says will deter the soldier—after all, she’s been their leader for the better part of a year.

And now, she is the traitor … the fugitive.

“Stand down, Lieutenant,” she says firmly in a husky voice far too mature for her years. The soldier doesn’t even acknowledge her words. “That is an order.”

“Surrender,” he repeats, raising the electro-rod slightly. “General.”

His pre-programmed voice is dead, just like the rest of him, but he understands exactly who she is. He’s half-alive but still far from a mindless drone. She sees a glimmer of blue sparks at the rod’s three-pronged tip. He’d have it set to stun, she knew, but she wasn’t going back alive. She couldn’t go back.

“Okay. Have it your way,” she says.

The girl lunges at him, barely half his size, to slide on her knees beneath the blunt edge of the metal rod swinging toward her head. Her hand snakes out, a fist thumping into the hard, cold flesh beneath his ribs lightning-fast, and the soldier grunts, doubling over at the dull crack. In a reverse motion, her fist slices past his Achilles tendon, the blade between her fingers a blur, and he crumples to the floor.

They may be immune to pain, but they’re still made of flesh and bone.

Not losing momentum, she jabs him in the back of the neck just above the top of his spine with the point of her knife. The strike is snake-like and true. A spark and the sharp smell of singed flesh, and in a matter of seconds, the soldier is lying prostrate on the ground, twitching slightly, disabled for the moment.

Glancing around, the girl listens for sounds of the others before quickly emptying the soldier’s pockets. As well as the rod, she sticks a communication earpiece, a long-handled knife, six packets of dried food dust, and two pen-like instruments into her own black knapsack.

It is more than she could have hoped for.

The soldier stirs with a whining noise, and the girl grasps his face between her hands, pulling open his eyelids with her thumbs and forefingers. His skin is cold and clammy but he’s not dead; far from it. Her blow to his cortex chip would only have caused it to reboot, but the nanocells in his retina would still be relaying real time to her pursuers. She wants the message to be clear and stares directly into his eyes, straddling his chest with her knees.

“Don’t try to find me,” she growls. “Don’t send anyone. If you do, they will end up like this one; that I can promise you.”

Her hands twist, tugging the soldier’s chin upward and jamming his knife into the back of his neck. It is such a smooth motion of her hands that the soldier’s body barely twitches as she severs his spinal cord, the critical connector between the brain and the body. Her face will be the last thing her pursuers see. The light in his eyes fades but it’s only a trick of the shadowed gloom around them. There’s no life in these creatures … only death.

The sensor on her wrist flashes to blue. Without a backward glance, she is away in an instant, swallowed up by the inky darkness, punching in a sequence on a flat computer-like device connected to the sensor. After a moment, all that’s left in her wake is a brief shimmer in the fabric of space and air. She’s gone.


PART ONE

THE OTHERWORLD


1

PRESENT DAY

COLORADO

MY THOUGHTS RAIN like spatters of blood against the colorless landscape of drab walls and wooden faces. A bell rings, and it is a mad rush as chairs are pushed back loudly. A tall woman with a no-nonsense face calls for silence.

“The class roster for the end-of-year projects has been posted in the hallway. You have been paired in groups of four with a different assignment based on what we have covered this semester. If you don’t know your partners, I suggest you meet them quickly, as these projects will count for half of your final grade.”

A collective groan rolls its way across the classroom.

“But Mrs. Taylor,” a girl three rows across stands and complains loudly, “why can’t we pick our own groups? Wouldn’t that be better for everyone?”

“Miss Hall, in the future, if you’d like to say something, please refrain from yelling it across the classroom. The groups have been allocated according to last year’s class standings.”

“But—”

“The groups are final, Miss Hall.” Mrs. Taylor’s voice brooks no argument, and the girl falls silent although her face remains puckered with frustration as she exits the classroom.

I sit huddled at the back, waiting until the classroom is almost empty before gathering my things and walking noiselessly to the front.

“Mrs. Taylor?” I ask. My voice is slightly roughened from a lack of sleep, and the teacher jumps, looking up questioningly. I paste a suitably contrite look on my face. “Sorry to startle you, I’m … er … Riven. I transferred in last week. About the groups …”

“Ah, yes, Riven, I do have a note about you, as a matter of fact,” Mrs. Taylor says, shuffling through a pile of papers on the desk. “You have already been assigned. It’s on the board along with the others. If you run into any trouble, let me know.” Mrs. Taylor pushes her wire-rimmed glasses up her nose, her dark eyes sharp. “Anything else?”

“No, that’s it,” I mumble, unable to hold back the yawn that overtakes my facial muscles.

“Are you alright? You look quite pale.”

“I’m fine, just tired. Jet lag.” I smile and hoist my backpack over my arm. “Thanks, Mrs. Taylor.”

“Riven?” I freeze at the door and turn my head in her direction. Her black eyes are still piercing, unsettling as if they can see right through me. I feel an odd, unwelcome shiver take hold at the base of my spine. “Welcome to Horrow.”

“Thanks,” I mumble and shift away from her impaling gaze. She’s looking at me as if she knows who I am … an imposter, a stranger.

A killer.

I sneak a glance into the classroom once I’m in the hallway, and Mrs. Taylor is back to studying the papers on her desk. I must have been wrong. I yawn again as exhaustion consumes me. In my tired delirium, I’m starting to imagine things. I’ve been pushing myself way too hard without enough rest intervals between jumps. It’s foolish and reckless.

Black dots fill my vision. I’m disoriented as if the ground is tilting beneath my soles. I glance down, only to see the checkered tile floor undulating like a breaking wave. Gasping for breath, I haul open the first door I see.

A janitor’s closet.

Leaning against the cool plastic of a recycling bin, I breathe in huge gulps of stale closet air. The fatigue is becoming worse, ever since the last jump. My fingers begin to shake uncontrollably as I smooth open the crumpled paper with my new class schedule.

Thirty class schedules in as many months, with time slowly running out. Trying to locate the boy here has been like looking for a drop in a bucket of water—nearly impossible. But I can’t give up. I won’t. Because in my gut, I can sense that there are already others here … others looking for him.

And I have to find him first.

Swallowing, I blink back the grit from my burning eyes and squint in the dim light at my schedule. I have gym and then lunch. I won’t make it to lunch, it’s an absolute certainty. My body slides down the side of the bin and I sit in the muted shadows as light filters in from the cracks underneath the door. Maybe I’ll just sit here for a second to catch my breath.

My eyelids droop heavily, and then there is only sweet, aching darkness.

When I open my eyes again, there is no longer any light seeping through the door and there is only silence beyond it. I must have slept through the entire day on the floor of this tiny closet. I inch my way up, hearing my joints creak painfully, and crack open the door. The hallway is deserted, the clock on the wall showing four o’clock in the morning. A chill sweeps along my skin as the fluorescent light flickers eerily. School hallways just aren’t the same without kids in them. Suppressing a shudder, I exit through a side entrance onto one of the practice football fields as the door locks behind me with a soft click.

Early fall, and the night is dark and cold. I tug my black sweater down along my arms. It’s only when I reach the empty parking lot where the Ducati is parked that I feel the first painful rumble in my stomach. I haven’t eaten anything today. Swearing at my own carelessness, I unwrap a snack bar from my backpack with clammy hands and shove it into my mouth.

It’s one of my few rules of survival—always eat. In my condition, hunger can bring on far worse things, things that you can’t come back from, not in this world anyway, and my body is unstable enough already. The food slides down like hard cardboard along the soft sides of my throat and I gag, but force myself to swallow. There’s a bottle of water in my backpack and I drink it so quickly that half of it spills down my sweater. I’m hoping that it isn’t already too late. I throw on my helmet and take a deep breath. I have to make it back to the motel. It’s only a few miles.

Tires squealing in protest against the cold asphalt, I pull out onto the main road and ride as fast as I dare over the speed limit. The last thing I need is to get pulled over. It happened once before when the sickness started. The cop ended up in the hospital that night, and I had to leave town quickly, trusting that what I’d been looking for hadn’t been there. I couldn’t risk anything similar happening, not again and not here.

I stop at a red light, concentrating on taking slow mechanical breaths. But the pain in my belly only deepens as if in silent mockery of my efforts.

You can make it, I tell myself firmly, accelerating across the intersection.

The panic recedes but then returns in a wave so violent that I am gasping as my back arches like a bow. There’s no way I can make it. How could I have been so foolish to think that I could beat the odds … beat time?

Too late, too late, too late.

A brutal wave of nausea drives me to jerk roughly on the Ducati’s handlebars, the motorcycle’s wheels protesting angrily on the asphalt, just as a lance-like pain stabs through me. My fingers jam reflexively against the throttle, twisting it. The bike lurches forward and careens across the two opposite lanes, my thighs burning from gripping the sides of the tank to steady it.

That’s when the shakes start. Within seconds, I can feel my hands curl into hardened claws, my body spasming uncontrollably. My eyes roll back and I barely see the oncoming lights, as the bike swings precariously once more to the left, grinding off the road and spinning into gravel. My body is flung like a sack of rocks as the Ducati skids to a shattered halt on its side.

The sky above me is dark and wide with nothing in it. No stars, no moon, nothing. Just blackness. I suck in a shallow breath, keeping my jaw tightly closed, knowing how easily I can bite my own tongue off if I’m not careful. My chest aches with the strained intake of air, but I already know from years of training that it’s mostly bruises, and nothing’s broken. Hot white dots cloud my vision and I focus myself, searching for my backpack. It was flung from me upon impact with the ground, but it’s just a foot away.

Reach out slowly, the bag is right there, I tell myself, but my body refuses to cooperate. Inside I know that it is too late, I can feel myself shutting down. I should have rested today, stayed in bed and given myself a chance to recuperate from the jump, but I’d been stupid, arrogant. I hadn’t wanted to lose any time, and now I’m going to pay the price. My eyes slip shut.

As if from afar, I hear a rustling and then a loud banging. Someone yelling. Shadows flit across my closed eyelids. “Help,” I whisper. “Help.”

“Oh God! She came off a bike. Don’t move her; she could have a concussion.”

“Hey! Hey, you okay?”

The voices are dull as if coming from far away. My thoughts won’t even turn toward them. Noises followed by a dull thud as someone stoops beside me. Gentle fingers slip across my arm, moving upward to open my visor.

Backpack. I try to say my single thought but my tongue is thick against my teeth. I can only open and close sticky lips that taste like metal.

“She’s alive! Help me get this helmet off. Careful with her.”

My head lolls backward as the helmet slips off, but I’m caught by strong hands and cradled gently. A bottle is placed against my lips and I feel cool water trickle into my mouth, washing away the coppery taste. It hurts to swallow, but I ignore the pain. The water moistens my gums and loosens my tongue.

“Injector … backpack …” It won’t be long before I go into shock. “Have to … stick …”

“Don’t worry, I got it. I’m allergic, too,” one of the voices says. I hear a rustle and feel the rough jab of the needle piercing into my skin through my jeans, and then soft fingers are brushing against my forehead. “Hang on, it’s going to be okay.”

“Should we call 911?” the other voice asks. “What’s with the needle?”

“No hospital, please. Be okay …” I direct my plea to the one who’ d administered the auto-injector. “Please, can’t afford …”

“Rest,” the voice says. “It’s okay, Jake, looks like an allergic reaction. Could be peanuts, bees, anything, don’t know.” I hear the rustling of a wrapper. “My aunt’s off tonight. I’ll take her home with me and see what she says. If she says to go to the hospital, I’ll take her.”

“What about her bike? We shouldn’t just leave it, right? We can probably get it in the back of my truck,” the voice belonging to Jake says. “I can take a better look at it tomorrow.”

“Okay. Help me get her inside first. Careful, she may be hurt from when it went off the road.”

“Thank you,” I murmur as they lift me gently into the backseat of the truck. They are the only words I can manage before my brain shuts down. I can feel the serum making its way through my body, stopping my cells from going into anaphylactic shock.

The boy’s right—I am having an allergic reaction, just not to any food.

In some dark corner of my mind, I know that I should be worried or be afraid that I have fallen into the wrong hands, but somehow I know … I trust that I am safe. The thing is, I can’t remember the last time I felt safe. Oblivion sweeps my remaining consciousness away.

When I open my eyes again, I’m lying in a bed in an airy room. It’s quiet and peaceful. A fan on the ceiling wafts cool air into my face, and for a second it feels as if I’m in some kind of dream. Then I see the boy slumped in the armchair in front of the window and instantly know that this is reality. He seems asleep, although I can’t really tell from the way his hair is curling into his face. I search for my backpack. It’s sitting next to him on the floor. Sitting up gingerly, I swing my left leg over the side of the bed and wince at the pain now radiating up my back and around my ribs.

“You shouldn’t really move, you know.” The boy is awake now and I can feel him watching me carefully. I ignore him and shift my other leg to the floor. The pain is excruciating, echoing along every nerve ending like fire.

“My aunt says you need to keep that leg up,” he says and moves to stand next to me, his hand pressing onto my shoulder. With his free hand, he carelessly shoves the hair out of his face and sits beside me on the edge of the bed. “You’re pretty banged up.”

Our eyes collide and it is like I am being sucked into a vortex that I can’t control.

It’s him.

The boy I’m supposed to find.

His hair is lighter, almost golden brown, and swept to the side around his face, but his nose and chin are the spitting image of the one I know. And his eyes … those impossibly green eyes, filled with vibrant life. I’d prepared myself that he would look like him but they’re so alike that it leaves me speechless.

And he found me. He saved me.

I shake myself hard. What are the odds? Searching for someone for nearly three years only to find them via an accident of fate? The questions make my head pound, and I blink, disoriented.

“Where am I…. What happened?” I croak. My voice is unfamiliar. Weak.

“Don’t you remember? You crashed your bike and had some kind of crazy allergic reaction. You’re at my house now. You didn’t want me to take you to the hospital because you said something about money, so I brought you here,” he says in a rush and then clarifies, “My aunt’s a doctor.”

“How long have I been here?” I try to stand, gasping at the soreness of my ribs.

His nearness is overwhelming, confusing me as thoughts of Cale race through my clouded brain. My throat is raw, and the effort to swallow makes my head pound. A wave of dizziness overcomes me and I fall back to the bed. A knife-like pain slices through my leg.

The boy leans forward to grasp my shoulder gently. “Look, you really should—”

“Don’t touch me,” I snap, flinching away from the warmth in his fingers. My body may be beaten, but it’s still poised to attack. The boy’s offended expression throws me, and my anger fades as my brain struggles to keep up. “Sorry, I’m still a little freaked out, and I don’t like people touching me,” I say by way of apology. He still looks miffed so I force a tiny smile to my lips. “You go to Horrow, right?”

“Yes, we’re in the same physics class,” he says, the hurt look draining away slowly, “and in the same project group. I only knew who you were because Mrs. Taylor asked me to help you out if you needed a hand since you’re new. You started last week, right?”

“Yes,” I say, remembering the profile of a boy I’d barely given a second glance to. I grind my teeth together—that had been sheer carelessness on my part. Or maybe all those jumps are finally catching up to me; otherwise, why else would I be lying here in this bed, weak as a newborn kitten?

“I’m Caden, by the way,” he says, sticking his hand out. Staring at his fingers as if they’re snakes, I raise my hand in an awkward half wave. My smile feels forced. His hand falls away, and the weird look returns to his face. “You’re not too friendly, are you?”

I breathe out the pent-up air in my lungs and feel the rush of adrenaline recede. I stare at the boy through the corner of my eye who could be Cale. No, not Cale. They may look the same, but they’re entirely different people underneath their doppelganger skins.

“Sorry. I mean, I know who you are,” I whisper under my breath.

It’s not Cale, I remind myself for good measure.

My head still feels wobbly like some kind of horrible hangover. Only, I wouldn’t know what that would be like—the only time I’d tasted spirits had been with Cale, celebrating the Winter Solstice when I was ten. It was an experience I never want to repeat. But I’d seen other people drunk enough to guess what a hangover would feel like.

A tremor runs through my hands and I flex them automatically. My veins are blue against my skin, the tendons still corded and raised along the backs of my hands. Black and blue bruises mottle the length of both arms. My torso probably looks worse. A hollow feeling fills my stomach as I realize just how close the shakes had brought me to an irreversible outcome last night. Now that I’d found the boy, I needed to have all my wits functioning. Others would be close, too. The ones who would also come for him.

“I like your tattoo,” Caden says, interrupting the turn of my thoughts. Instinctively, my fingers touch the gold circular seal and the three black lines—two whole and one broken—beneath it on my neck. “Does it mean anything?”

I almost want to laugh. A filial brand and a line for each traitor I’d killed? He’d be running away as fast as he could or calling the police if he even guessed what it meant.

“No.”

“So, what’s your name?” Caden asks, shoving his hands in his pockets. I had to give him credit for trying. In that, he was just like Cale—neither of them took “no” for an answer.

“Riven.”

“I thought that was your last name?”

“Riven is my last name,” I say, and bite back a grin at his immediate frown. “I only have one name. Where I come from we don’t have two names, just one.” I see his frown deepen, and kick myself for my telling choice of words.

“Where you come from,” he repeats slowly. “Everyone has two names here, unless you’re like Usher or Madonna.” At my blank stare, he clarifies, “You know, the singers?”

I nod quickly. I’ve seen them on the television. “Just Riven,” I say.

“Just Riven.” He draws my name out slowly like he’s trying to taste it or something. “That’s a weird name. I mean, unique,” he says hastily. “Does it mean anything?”

“It means ripped apart.”

“Oh.” I can see that he’s at a loss for words. I don’t blame him. Back home, my name strikes fear into anyone who hears it—but that’s more a factor of the reputation that precedes me than anything else.

From his expression, I can see him wondering why someone would name a child such an odd, violent name. I feel my lips curling in a smile—as far as names go, I like the fierceness of it, the simplicity. In a weird way, it fits me.

After a couple minutes, Caden speaks. “No idea what mine means. So, is that from Asia or Africa, then? You know, where people have one last name? Is that where you grew up?”

I can only manage a terse nod. At Caden’s questions, I wish I could pull out the notebook in my backpack and leaf through it. Even after three years of blending in—appearance, accent, and behavior-wise—I’m still not familiar with the exact geographical topography of this world. His questions are making my head spin, and I can’t afford to make any more mistakes, not when I am almost home … now that I’ve finally found him.

I shake myself mentally once more. If my body were stronger, I’d grab him and go, but in my weakened condition, that would be certain suicide for us both. I’d die, and he’d never make it without me. Not there.

My eyes fall to the glass of water sitting on the bedside table next to an alarm clock, and I take a slow sip. It’s almost eleven on Saturday morning. I need to make some kind of exit and compose myself for travel. And the travel I’m talking about is not as simple as buying an airplane ticket and showing up at a mass-transit airport; it’s way more complicated. Any number of things could go wrong, especially when there is more than one traveler—one of them a fugitive, the other a target.

“You don’t look Asian,” Caden continues his monologue, considering I’m barely participating in the conversation. “I mean, you look like me, well, except the hair. Yours has green and blue in it,” he points out. I touch the strands and remember that I’d dyed it four schools before, after the incident with the police. It was haphazardly chopped around my face except for a single braid that wound down one side.

“It’s cool, your hair,” Caden adds and then reddens. “For a punk look, I mean.”

I’d butchered it myself when I’d been short on time, leaving only the slim blue and gold braid. I hadn’t been able to let it go—the only reminder of my position, my rank. But overall, it was an edgy, fierce look that tended to make people stay away, which I’d liked.

It wasn’t doing much to shut Caden up, though. “You definitely stand out, especially at Horrow,” he remarks. “The girls are all pretty much vanilla. You meet any of them yet?”

“No. I keep to myself.”

A wry smile. “I get it. You don’t like being touched, you want to be alone, and you’re not looking for any friends.”

Caden moves to stand near the window and moves my backpack from the floor to the chair. He doesn’t open it but just stares at it thoughtfully. It’s a brief respite from the conversation, so I use the silence to figure out how to tactfully say thank you and leave.

He eyes me. “What exactly happened to you last night?”

But I’m saved from having to respond to Caden or tell him rudely to shut up when a neatly dressed woman enters the room. She is no taller than I am but sturdily built; she looks like a strong woman. Her dark hair is pulled off of her face into a tidy bun at the base of her neck. She has kind eyes with lines at the corners, but there’s something else in them, too … warning that her kindness shouldn’t be mistaken for weakness.

“How’s our patient doing this morning?”

She glances at Caden, who is still flushed, and then back to me where I’m sitting on the edge of the bed with a frown on my face. A strange expression curls the corners of her lips upward, and I can feel my brows snapping together even more tightly. I don’t recognize or like the amused look on her face, as if she thinks there’s something going on between the two of us.

“I’m Caden’s aunt,” she says to me. “He’s been in here constantly. I’ve never seen him so solicitous of anyone.”

“What? I wasn’t.” Caden flushes and stares at the ground.

“I hope you haven’t been keeping her from resting, Caden. She needs to keep that foot elevated.”

“It’s fine,” I say, and then more clearly, “My foot?” For the first time, I notice that I am wearing some sort of cotton pants, and I wonder whether Caden’s aunt had removed my own clothes. Curiously, I don’t feel any embarrassment because I’m more worried about whether the injury will slow me down.

“Lay back,” she tells me gently and places a hand against my forehead. “That’s good.”

“What happened?” I repeat, trying to pull the pajama material up to see. She stalls my hand.

“Try not to move, you have some badly bruised ribs, too. It’s your ankle, nothing too serious. You must have torn a ligament from the convulsions or from when you fell, but you do need to keep pressure off of it for now. I iced it and wrapped it last night. Let’s have a look.”

Carefully unwrapping the bandage, I see that my ankle is a blotchy greenish purple and twice the size of my other foot. I am sure that it looks far worse than it is. I wiggle my toes slowly and I know from experience it’s a good sign. It means nothing’s broken.

“A lot of the swelling has gone down, which is good,” Caden’s aunt says. I can’t imagine my ankle being any fatter, but it must have been because even Caden is nodding.

“It matches your hair,” Caden remarks. I ignore him, more concerned with trying to calculate how much this injury will set me back.

“How long?” I ask.

“A few weeks.”

“A few weeks!” I gasp. “Can’t you do anything to speed it up?”

She gives me a gentle smile while deftly rewrapping the bandage across my ankle. “No, honey. Best you can do to recover quickly is rest, ice, compression, and elevation. R.I.C.E. Simple enough to remember, right? If the pain gets any worse or it doesn’t get better, you’ll need to get it checked out. For now, I can give you some ibuprofen to help with the pain and the swelling.”

“No meds. I can manage the pain,” I say. “I’m allergic to most medications,” I add at her curious look. The truth is that anything that inhibits the functions of the brain is a risk, especially during eversion. I need to be clear.

“I guess that explains why you had such a high-tech injector in your bag,” Caden chimes in, pulling the pen-like instrument from the front pocket of the backpack where he’d replaced it the night before. “I’ve never seen anything like it. My emergency one is like a plastic piece of crap compared to yours. Bees are my nemesis,” he reminds me, twisting the silver cylinder between his fingers.

I smile, a cheap attempt at reassurance and normalcy even though my heart is pounding. I’ve never wanted to lurch forward and grab anything more than at that moment. Like the teacher earlier, I feel that Caden’s aunt can see right through me. Her blue eyes are as sharp as Mrs. Taylor’s had been, and although there’s no mistrust in them, I feel uncomfortable just the same.

It’s one of the reasons that I don’t like getting close to people. Too many questions. And too many that can’t be answered. But I know that I owe them both some kind of explanation for my bizarre behavior … and for the injector that looks like it comes from some kind of super advanced robotics lab.

“Mine is a little more complicated,” I say. “I’m not allergic to bees or food. It’s a … a genetic brain thing. If I don’t take my medication regularly, like yesterday, things can go south pretty quickly, especially with the seizures. Sometimes something as simple as hunger can set it off.” I glance up to test the waters. They are both watching me, but with more concern than any kind of disbelief on their faces. My lies are getting more convincing. “The injector is custom-made for my condition. You couldn’t use it,” I say in Caden’s direction. “And it’s really expensive, so …”

I don’t have to finish my sentence before Caden carefully replaces the injector in the backpack.

“Sorry,” he says stuffing his hands in his pockets. “So, are you okay now?”

I nod slowly. I haven’t had to use the injector before but it has definitely come in handy to say the least. I am alive. Each cylinder has six doses, so I have five remaining. I hope fervently that I don’t have to use them. Even thinking about the pain makes my head spin. Caden’s aunt pulls the sheet up and pats my forehead.

“You can stay here as long as you need to, Riven. Can I call someone for you? Your parents? They must be worried.”

“No thanks,” I say quickly. “My father is out of town on business. He usually calls me to check in. You can talk to him then.”

She frowns for a second but nods. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.”

“I will. Thanks for taking care of me, Mrs….?” I trail off realizing that I don’t even know their family name.

“Just call me June.”

“Thank you, June,” I say.

I’m overwhelmed at her generosity, letting some stranger into her home. I could have easily been one of the others looking for the boy. How easy would it be to kill him? One swipe of a knife, a pillow over the face, a twist of a finger? They’re so trusting, these people. Back home, getting within an arm’s length of another person is virtually impossible, much less getting into someone else’s home. It’s astonishing that the boy has survived for so long.

The odds weren’t in his favor, yet here he was, unhurt and obviously thriving … hidden in plain sight. And I’d found him quite by accident—this town hadn’t been on my list. I’d just stopped here on my way to Wyoming and randomly decided to stay for a few days to recuperate after the last eversion. It had been a spur of the moment decision.

I glance at Caden, chewing on his thumb and staring at me out of the corner of his eye. He seems to be just like all the other kids of this world, so oblivious to everything but their immediate sphere of existence. Watching him, I know that he has been well protected, but he is clearly unprepared.

He thinks he’s just a normal boy. But I know better.

He has no idea about anything—no idea of who is after him or what’s coming for him. I frown. So how has he survived? How has he been able to stay here undetected and in the dark about who he really is for this long?

There is only one answer that I can think of. It is one that chills me to my bones.

Someone has to be helping him.

Someone who knows that I would be coming.
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BLACKOUT

CADEN AND HIS aunt insisted I stay with them until late Sunday afternoon. In spite of June’s protests, I took a taxi back to the cash-only cheap motel on the outskirts of town as soon as I could. Due to her expert care, my injury is healing well, albeit slowly. In my world, muscle and tissue would be repaired in minutes in a laser lab. Still, I’m surprised that after just two days, I can bear weight on it. I sigh, frustrated. It couldn’t have come at a worse time. Despite racking my brain for alternatives, I am a sitting duck. Attempting to evert with any kind of physical weakness is a death sentence. Eversion doesn’t just cause physical stress—any kind of strain that sends mixed messages to the brain could upset the timing and the result. And no one wants to end up inside out with a jump gone wrong.

Hauling myself out of bed, I clear my mind and perform a series of meditational exercises that send energy flowing through my body. Despite the hollow ache in my ribs, it feels good. I stretch each muscle carefully until my movements are fluid and limber, taking care with my ankle, then move into a series of simple calisthenics that has a fine sheen of sweat coating my skin when I’m finished. It’s a process that I repeat every morning without fail, with the exception of last Saturday. I frown, redoing the exercises once more, a compensation of sorts for the missed interval. Even impaired, I can take on a couple of Vectors, but probably no more than three. I have to be prepared for the worst.

I unfold the leather case lying tucked inside the back of my bag. Shiny silver knives and an array of weapons greet me, and I finger one of their edges carefully. They’ve never failed me. Without glancing behind me, I flick two toward the back of the motel door and they lodge with thick precision into the wood of the narrow doorjamb. Not much of a target, but I shrug and retrieve the blades. I repeat the knife throws, managing to get both in the same entry points as before. Better.

Grabbing the crutches I’d borrowed from June, I hobble to the door, swearing under my breath. Having to move this slowly is worse than the pain. I hitch a ride to school in the back of a pickup truck, and before I can lose my nerve, I grit my teeth and awkwardly shuffle my way up the stairs to the doors. I’d like nothing more than to not have to attend another day of high school now that I’ve found Caden, but I also don’t want anything to happen to him, either. I still have that feeling of things not being quite right, and vigilance and caution are two things that have kept me alive all these years.

So another day of Horrow High it is.

Trudging to my class, I realize that I don’t know anything about Caden. The little I do know tells me that he is nothing like Cale. It confuses me. Still, what did I expect? They’re not exactly the same people—made even more dissimilar by the whole nature-versus-nurture thing. But the truth is, I don’t need to know anything about him. Why should I care? He’s a target, and one that I need to get back as quickly as possible.

“Hey, Riven! How’s the leg?”

“Thanks for the general announcement,” I growl sourly just as Caden walks alongside me with two of his football friends in tow. “It’s fine.”

“Guys, this is Riven. New girl,” Caden says to his friends with a wide grin. “But be warned—”

“Hey, I’m Jake,” a redheaded boy interrupts with a smile. “I was there the other night with Cade when you trashed your bike….” Jake trails off at the dark scowl on my face.

Caden laughs. “As I was saying, just don’t mention her riding skills or ask her about anything personal; she gets a little touchy about that. And she’s not interested in making friends, so forget I introduced her and move along.”

I shoot him a withering glare just in time to see a willowy blonde swing her arms around Caden from the back. Her demeanor is not friendly, nor is the acid warning look she launches in my direction. My body tenses immediately, and already my brain is calculating the distance to exits and casualty ratios of the dozens of kids swirling around me. I force myself to relax.

She’s a kid, not a threat.

The adrenaline seeps from my system as the girl tosses an icy smile in my direction, her designer white pants like a second skin and a pink shirt unbuttoned enough to show a lacy pink bra, leaving little to the imagination.

“Who’s your friend?” the blonde says to Caden, her tone dripping venom. My hand hovers over the blade wedged into my belt. No metal detectors in this school makes it a hell of a lot easier to deal with threats, unlike the public schools in New York, which had been an eye-opening experience. I’d received detention for a week because of a concealed knife in my boot. Forcing my hand to my side, I try to act normal.

“Hey Sadie, this is Riven. She’s new.” Caden says and turns to embrace Sadie, who jumps up to wrap her very long cheerleader legs around his waist. I want to laugh at her overtly territorial display, but something inside tells me that this will probably not be the best thing to do. Still, I can’t quite help myself, and the side of my lips twitches into a smirk. Sadie’s eyes narrow and I bend my head, biting my lip to stifle my amusement.

“Nice name,” she drawls after a minute, her tone indicating that my name is anything but nice. A cutting response rises to my lips, but provoking this girl won’t accomplish much, other than to serve my own ego. And I need to keep a low profile.

“Thanks,” I say instead and quicken my step. “Catch you later, Caden.”

“It’s just Cade, remember?”

I shoot a hand in the air and keep walking. Cade, Caden, it makes no difference to me.

“Where’d that one get dragged in from, juvie rehab?”

Sadie’s scornful words reach me as I walk into the classroom, but I don’t hear Caden’s response. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if he said that I was a foreign transfer. This time, I can’t hold back my laugh, and it comes until I feel tears running down my cheeks and the sides of my stomach ache from it. They couldn’t imagine just how foreign I actually am. I am still snorting even when class begins and Mrs. Taylor’s eyes laser me with a quelling look.

“Class, please sit in your designated project groups. We will be working on them during the second half of class today.”

Groans mix in with the noisy screech of chairs as students move around, shuffling to other tables, and for the first time I look around the classroom, staring at faces with interest instead of my usual detached assessment of potential danger. I see them as people instead of targets or threats, and I am surprised by how young they all are. Not that I am much older, but the truth is, I feel older.

Harder.

Half of these kids haven’t felt the sharp edge of hunger or had to fight for anything in their lives. They are plump, satisfied, and ignorant. Where I’m from, our training begins the minute we are born, and we face survival tests far worse than a quiz on Shakespeare before the age of five. Education is mandatory, but so are other things—physical education, weapons education, life education.

I realize that I’m judging once more and give myself a shake. Be fair, I think. It’s not their fault that they are the way they are, and have evolved in a different world under a different set of rules and circumstances. They are people, the same flesh and blood as I am.

Well, maybe not Sadie, I think with a grin, she’s pure venomous angst.

The ones in my group seem likable enough: a girl, Charisma, who is quiet but friendly; Caden, of course; and another jumpy thin boy, Philip, with an overbite and fingernails bitten to the quick. His head is already buried in his physics textbook. Leafing mentally through my slang file, he is what most in this world would call a nerd or a geek, but where I’m from, Philip would be a coveted asset. Someone with his skills would be selected in a heartbeat. My father would have loved him.

Caden opens his books on the table and leans back in his chair, grinning at me. “Hey, Crutches, let me know if you need any help.” He’s joking, of course, knowing what my response will be. I shoot him a look communicating exactly what I will do with my crutches if he offers to help me again. His grin widens and I can’t help smiling back at him, the acidic thought of my father melting away.

I feel eyes lasering into my back, but I refuse to give their owner the satisfaction of a response. Sadie is a nuisance, nothing more, and truth be told, I’d rather pass the next few weeks in anonymity instead of some full-on teenage feud with a hormonally-challenged seventeen-year-old who thinks I’m after her boyfriend.

At seventeen, in Neospes, you’re a full-grown contributor, responsible for a heck of a lot more than picking out a prom dress or fighting over a boy. If you have disagreements with another, you duel it out. It’s that simple. If you need intervention for bigger disputes or feuds, you get it in front of the Royal Tribunal. Here, in the capricious world of high school, it’s an entirely different story. I sigh. Needless to say, I’ve had enough of this version of high school to last me a lifetime.

“So what’s the verdict?” a low voice says. Caden is staring at me with a raised eyebrow and a half smile.

“What?”

“Your analysis of us? Of me? Come on, be honest, what do you really think?”

It is one of my few unguarded moments, and for a second, I see a flash of Cale’s perceptiveness in him. My face composes itself into its normal emotionless mask, but Caden’s knowing expression is so hauntingly familiar that it throws me. I feel an uncomfortable warmth seeping up into my neck and across my ear lobes. I don’t like this feeling. It makes my response far sharper than it should be.

“You like being the center of attention, you’re smart but lazy, you want to get out of this town as soon as you graduate, and your girlfriend is a bitch. How’s that?” The words snap like rubber bands from my lips, but as soon as I say them, I find myself wanting to take them back. My anger is directed at myself, not anyone else.

Charisma is staring at me slack-jawed, and geek-boy has even raised his head from his book, looking nervously from Caden to me and back again as if expecting a full-on brawl right there in the middle of physics. But Caden’s expression is measured, and he holds my challenging stare easily.

A slow smile. “Three out of four, so not bad.”

Again, spoken so much like Cale. I know I shouldn’t be surprised at the similarities, but nonetheless, I am. My teeth are ground together so tightly that my jaw aches. I don’t want to feel anything for Caden other than as a means to an end. He isn’t Cale.

“Your girlfriend isn’t a bitch?”

A laugh. “No, she is, but Sadie’s harmless. Remind me to tell you about it later,” Caden says just as Mrs. Taylor raps on her desk. There won’t be a “later” if I have anything to say about it. If our brief exchange is any indication of what the next few days will bring, I’ll watch over him from a distance. I can’t risk any rapport with him—my loyalty is to Cale, and this boy is nothing more than a target. I look away, pretending to listen to Mrs. Taylor.

Newton’s laws of motion are a familiar subject, and while it’s something that I learned long ago, that doesn’t mean that I don’t have to pay attention. I learned that lesson the hard way in Boston when I carelessly answered a question with an analysis worthy of a doctorate-level dissertation. They treated me like some kind of second-coming prodigy. Needless to say, I didn’t stay at that school too much longer. Drawing attention tended to draw other bad things … way worse things.

Like Vectors.

I suppress an automatic shudder, and not even the workbook equations of motion can distract me. The Vectors are one of the most-feared and worst creations of my world. They are engineered creatures, made from human corpses … reanimated dead beings with one purpose: to hunt and to kill.

Our technology is advanced, but we learned a hard lesson with artificial intelligence centuries before. While this world was embroiled in the French Revolution, my world was facing its worst crisis in history—the Tech War—a war that had devastated us to the point that topographical boundaries had been unrecognizable and continents reshaped. Whole oceans were destroyed. What had once been lush forests were now dusty plains of gray acidic ash. Parts of my world are still black and oozing with toxic matter. But people survived, eventually reclaiming and rebuilding what they could.

The Vectors were a new kind of soldier, created after the laws were put in place against any kind of self-evolving robotic intelligence. Nanogen technology became the perfect combination of programmable robotics and human genetics, and the Vectors were bred to supplement human loss, to protect and defend those who survived. They had been the brilliantly sick creation of a madman.

My father.

“You okay?” Caden whispers, distracting me. “You look ill.”

“I’m fine.”

But I’m not fine. Everything inside of me feels like it’s on fire. My ribs are splintering with alternating bands of hot and cold surging like rotating tides. There’s a strange buzzing sensation in my head, and I can feel myself becoming light-headed and fuzzy with each passing second. What the hell is happening to me?

“Riven, can you hear me? Riven!”

Caden’s face swims blurrily into my vision. And then it’s Cale’s. I reach toward him but he fades away, and I am left alone, terrified. There is nothing but darkness and the faces of the Vectors, inexorably closing in.

When I awaken this time, I am lying in a sterile room with metal leads stuck to my chest and plastic tubing stretching across my face. White light stabs into my eyes and I lurch upright. Panicked, I pull against the tubes and wiring only to cause a frantic beeping. Someone in a white coat rushes into the room, and I shrink back, hands protectively curled in front of my chest.

“It’s okay, Riven, it’s okay. Calm down, you’re safe. It’s me, June.” Caden’s aunt is standing next to me, a soft smile on her face. “We really need to stop meeting like this,” she says as she checks the monitor and replaces the oxygen tubing under my nose.

“Where am I? What happened?”

“You went into circulatory shock and you fainted.” I eye the wires and she smiles again. “They’re just monitoring your heart rate. I took a look at your foot, and it’s healing quickly, faster than I expected.”

“I can’t be here,” I choke out as June uncaps a syringe and deftly injects it into my arm. “What’s that? I don’t want any drugs!”

“It’s just a sedative. Riven—”

“No! You don’t understand. I need to leave. They’ll find me. They’ll find all of you.” My heart rate escalates with every breath, and concern crosses June’s face.

“Calm down. You’re not making any sense. Who’ll find you? Your parents? Well, that’s good. I meant to ask you. For some reason, none of the numbers listed on your file at school seem to work. We need to get in contact with them and let them know you’ve been admitted to the clinic.”

“My dad is out of town.” It’s a programmed response.

“Cell phone?”

“No. He calls me, remember?” My mind is racing trying to assess the situation. Somehow, my body is failing. I know that something isn’t right—I can feel it inside of me, the holes, and I clutch my chest. I need to get out of there. “June, hospitals … I can’t be here.” I’m gasping for air with each word. “Please. My mother … she died in a room just like this one … please!”

I am not even pretending at this point. White spots are exploding like clouds of mist behind my eyelids. All I can see are the memories I do have of my mother tied down in a white room with tubes embedded in every part of her, screaming her head off.

Waiting to die.

It’s all I can do not to rip out the tubes attached to me, and then tears are running down my face, and I can’t stop them, there’s so much pain—like everything is dying inside of me. Where did it all come from? What’s happening? What is wrong with me?

And then I am screaming, staring at the red dot on my arm. “What did you do? What did you do to me? What kind of poison did you put in me? Get it out, get it out!”

“Help me restrain her arms,” I hear June say. “Gentle with her.”

I fight like I have never fought before, as if I am fighting to keep my very last breath, scratching and scraping, kicking and punching. The full weight of a body collapses against me, and my arms thud, pinned to my sides against the bed. I am drowning in a sea of my tears, the salt of them covering my cheeks and my lips. My body stills and the world grows unnaturally quiet. Now I’m the one waiting to die.

In my mind, I see the Vectors. They’re coming.

“Please,” I whisper. “Please, June. Don’t let me die here.”

“Don’t worry, darling. You’re safe now.”

Something cool swirls around my veins, and then the world goes dark once more.

Voices and colors fade in and out.

“Is she going to be okay?” That one I recognize. It’s Caden’s. I want to tell him that I’m fine, but my lips won’t cooperate. My bones feel like syrup, like there’s nothing inside of the skin that’s holding my body together. Darkness takes me again.

“… no consent for testing … can’t draw blood …”

“… levels stabilized …”

“… take her home … haven’t been able to locate her father….” That last one is June’s lilting voice.

I sleep again.

Images move along in an endless collage, bits of white and gray intermingling. Later on, there are bits of sky and swatches of green. The sound disappears. There’s only the quiet of gentle voices murmuring around me, like the sound of rain.

My mind is quieter now, no longer so manic, allowing me to think and feel and process. A soft voice tells me that everything is going to be okay. Is it June or is it Caden? But I listen, and once more feel that sense of safety, of trust. And again, I know that I am breaking one of my own hard and fast rules.

Never trust anyone. Especially the Otherworlders.

But do I really have a choice? Other than Caden and June, I’ve thought of them as nothing but a means to an end. Did I think of them as people? They aren’t real to me. They’re a parallel species that has nothing to do with me. But if trusting them means that maybe I can stay alive, then I’ll have a sliver of a chance to get back home. A full-body internal scan will detect anything that is wrong with me in seconds.

If I can make it back.

Strong arms are carrying me. My eyelids hurt but they open and close like heavy drapes. Within moments, I am back in a familiar room … the airy one with the fan and gauzy white curtains.

“Caden, don’t stay too long. She needs to get some rest,” June says as she props the pillows behind my head. I manage a weak smile. I can’t even begin to express my gratitude, but something in her eyes tells me that she knows more than she’s saying. Or is it just my constant sense of paranoia?

Caden brushes the hair out of my face. His green eyes are soft and comforting.

“You’re awake. How are you feeling?” he asks.

“I’ve been better.” My voice feels like I haven’t used it in years and rubs against the inside of my throat like gritty sandpaper. Caden pours me a glass of water from the pitcher, and I sip gratefully.

“Has this ever happened to you before?”

“No.” Nothing like this has ever happened to me before. I’ve never been sick or fainted a day in my life. I wonder if it has to do with the pills or the injector or being here this long. I stare at Caden and then say the words that are playing on the tip of my tongue. “Thanks, by the way. That’s twice now you’ve saved me. I don’t know if I like it.”

“Why?”

“I don’t like owing people.”

“You don’t owe me anything, Riven. You needed help and I was in the right place at the right time, that’s all.”

We are quiet for a moment. The edge of the bed dips under Caden’s weight as he sits next to me and rests his head on his hands propped on his knees. A silky lock of hair curls into his face.

“I like your hair long,” I murmur. “I mean, I like it short, too.”

“You’ve never seen me with short hair.” Caden’s voice is quiet, but I can see his eyes narrow. I want to kick myself. In the next moment, I decide that I am done with conversation. All it will lead to is confusion and questions and doubt when the time comes. Caden is staring at me, waiting for an explanation. I shrug and take a big gulp of water.

“You look like someone I know. He has short hair.”

“You mean Cale?”

I choke and almost spit water all over the room as a wave of shocked coughing overcomes me. “What did you say?” I whisper after several painful seconds.

“Cale. You said his name while you were unconscious in the hospital. I think you thought I was him.” He pauses, watching me carefully. “Now it all makes sense.”

I am overwhelmed by my own stupid carelessness. What else did I say? Did I talk about what I was doing here? About who Caden really was? I can’t process the questions fast enough as ten more pop up in their place. What have I done? I should have just risked it and everted the minute I’d found Caden, and dealt with the consequences later. He was the important one, and he was healthy enough. That was all that mattered.

You’re thinking crazy, Riven, I tell myself. If you everted from here, without you Caden wouldn’t have half a chance in the Outers before he got to the city. T he Outers would have swallowed him whole.

Caden’s voice interrupts the ominous chaos of my thoughts. “So, who is he?”

“A friend,” I say.

Cale is far more than that—he’s my best friend, my brother, my liege—but I know that explaining any of it won’t make much difference. Caden won’t understand our politics, or any of the intricacies of who I am to Cale. I’m bound to Cale in a way that these people could never fathom … one bred of steel and blood and undying loyalty.

“In the hospital, it sounded like he was a lot more than that, more like a boyfriend.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but no, he’s my best friend.” I cough and take another sip of water. “Did I talk about anything else? You know, while I was in there?”

“Only about your mother and how she died. I’m sorry.”

I frown but I do have a vague recollection of begging June to let me leave. “It was a long time ago. She had a brain tumor.” I pause, hesitating. “Did I say anything else? About … Cale?”

Caden shakes his head, and my relief is so great I can feel my entire body relax in my next breath. But it is too soon. He is struggling with the lie. I can see it in his eyes. The dread fills me again.

“Tell me,” I say. “I won’t get mad, I promise.”

“You said, ‘I’m sorry I failed you. Sorry I didn’t come back right away.’ Or something like that.” A pause, and then Caden’s green eyes meet and hold mine. “Is he okay?”

“No.”

My voice is so quiet that Caden strains forward to hear it. Unthinkingly, I tuck the lock of hair back over his ear. Something in his eyes flares at my touch. I hardly notice what I’ve done, but it doesn’t matter. Suddenly everything is so clear that it feels like I can see for days … the clarity that comes after a fever breaks. I take a deep breath and things become even clearer.

Caden isn’t Cale.

I know what I have to do.

My sense of conviction is so strong that Caden shies away instinctively, a far cry from the warmth I’d felt from him just before. My mask is back, my chilling words matching the icy hardness he must see on my face. It is a reflex action almost, the sudden shape of my purpose here. I don’t question the calmness that settles into me; in fact, it feels like old, comfortable clothing. It’s as if everything inside of me has somehow been magically reset … who I am, my duty, my mission.

And my mission is to secure the target.

I shake my head slowly. “I was wrong before. I haven’t failed him. I’ve found what he needs, and I will get it to him.” The words are hopping on my tongue, burning to get out. “There is nothing, dead or alive, that will stop me.”
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SECRETS

“RIVEN, YOU LOOK wonderful. I can’t believe that brace is off your ankle already!”

June’s face is welcoming and warm at the door, but I steel myself against it. I am not here to make friends or have any further doubts as to why I’m here. Still, I don’t want to be rude when she opens the door wide and invites me inside.

“Good genes,” I acknowledge with a small smile, hovering near the entrance. “I can’t stay, but wanted to come by to say thank you, and also to get my bike. I’m okay to ride now,” I assure her hurriedly as her brows begin to knit together. “I’m really alright. I can walk, run, everything’s back to normal.”

“I’m not comfortable with you getting on a motorcycle this soon. Especially one that was in an accident barely a week ago. Not to mention what else happened—the shock and fainting.”

“June, I’m fine. It was only stress, and I’ve been taking better care of myself. Plus, Cade told me that Jake checked out the bike already,” I interject hastily. “Really, I’ve been riding that thing forever, and I’m safer on that than in anything on four wheels. And my ankle’s fine, I swear.”

June shoots me a skeptical look. “Just let me have a quick look to be sure. It will make me feel better.” Knowing that getting out of there will be a lot easier if I just let her look for herself, I nod and sit on the chair closest to me. Her fingers are warm against my skin as she gently feels along the bones and then twists my ankle to the left and right. “Any pain?”

I shake my head. “It’s been fine for a few days now.”

“Good genes,” she says repeating my earlier words and then frowns. “Maybe I was wrong about the torn ligament; could have been just a mild sprain that looked worse than it was.” She checks my eyes, heart rate, and blood pressure. “All good, too.”

I can see June second-guessing her own diagnosis. She’s too good of a doctor to have been wrong, and she knows it. Quickly, I say, “I’m just glad I’m better now. Crutches are a pain. Being the local fainting gimp is even worse.”

The truth is, I feel better than I have in years. Ever. I can’t explain it, but it’s as if a switch has been turned on inside of me—my body feels limber, my brain crystal clear. Maybe I’m finally getting used to this place.

A smile. “I still want you to take it easy for a couple more days. There’s no swelling, but with this kind of recovery, I wouldn’t want you to overdo it just because it looks and feels okay.”

“Got it.”

She’s silent for a while, then says quietly, “Amazing,” her fingers still resting against my foot.

“June? Caden said that my keys were in the kitchen,” I suggest helpfully.

As if in a trance, June blinks and stands, but I can see that her brain is still furiously ticking. “Oh, yes, of course. Caden isn’t here; he’s at a fencing meet at the school, I think,” she says while she’s looking for the keys in the kitchen. “But I think he would have put them in one of these drawers.”

“Fencing?”

June shrugs. “Don’t look at me. I like chess myself, but he has a natural affinity for it, and while I’m not a fan of any combat-weapon sport, he does seem to enjoy it. I’ve only been to a few of his meets, but he’s pretty good. Or so I see.” She grins. “Have you seen the trophy shelves in his room?”

I shake my head. No. “Fencing,” I repeat softly to myself.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE RIVEN CHRONICLES

THE

ALN\OST
GTRL

ANALIE HOWARD

@ s

sky Por
NEw






OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“A high-octane thriller”
—Publishers Weekly

/‘ a

ANALIE HOWE
oy





